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Abstract  
 
Aims and Rationale: Romantic relationships are recognised for playing a pivotal role for the 

emerging adolescent. These relationships are frequently reported to be detrimental to 

adolescent emotional and psychological well-being, though research focusing on adolescents’ 

romantic relationships in a clinical capacity is significantly restricted.  This study endeavours to 

understand factors that affect youth in romantic relationships according to practitioners, and 

how these factors correspond to adolescents with no experience of therapy. These findings 

aim to broaden an understanding of the subject area, develop therapeutic practices and 

explore whether adolescents would benefit from counselling regarding their romantic 

relationships. 

Method: A mixed-method approach was used to carry out semi-structured interviews with 7 

therapeutic practitioners to explore factors that affect adolescent romantic relationships. 

Themes extracted from a thematic analysis were used to develop an online q-sort survey with 

a non-clinical adolescent sample. Subjective viewpoints of 33 adolescents were quantitatively 

examined and triangulated with practitioners’ views.  

Results: The triangulated findings developed an understanding of factors that may affect 

adolescent adjustments to romantic relationships. Perspectives held by practitioners and 

those from adolescents, suggested key differences in developmental benefits, emotional and 

social adjustments and the role of adults. Similarities regarding the difficulties experienced by 

adolescent males were identified. 

Conclusion: Contributions of the findings go beyond whether counselling is appropriate or 

needed for adolescents in a romantic relationship. They add to an understanding of the 

discrepancies in the way romantic relationships are perceived by practitioners in affecting 

adolescents’ adjustments and development, as opposed to how young people actually 

experience these relationships.  
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CHAPTER 1                  INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Background  

Since the late 1990’s, the scientific study of adolescent romantic relationships was identified 

as a study that was limited; scholars grappled to understand the various forms and ranges of 

these relationships because they were considered mostly transient (Connolly & McIssac, 

2008). Romantic relationships are now recognised to play a salient role in adolescent 

development, psychological well-being and for developing the capacity for romantic 

relationships in adulthood (Collins, Furman & Welsh, 2009). Albeit the increased attention, 

research overlooks developmental constructive qualities, and focuses more on risks, perhaps 

negating areas that may be more relevant for youth (Karney, Beckett, Collins & Shaw, 2007). 

 

Wilson-Shockley (1995) reported 34% of strong emotions in adolescent females, and 25% in 

adolescent males are ascribed to real or fantasised heterosexual relationships, outweighing all 

other topics including school, peers and family. Reports suggest adolescents presenting 

themselves to mental health services often identify difficulties in their romantic relationships or 

a recent break-up as main triggers of distress (National Youth Mental Health Foundation, 

2012). Scholars argue teenagers require greater support for the emotional challenges of 

romantic relationships (Soller, 2013), although no research exists to examine these in a 

clinical capacity.  

 

1.2 Relevance of the current research 

 

Romantic relationships play an important role in bridging adolescence and adulthood, and, 

according to the current state of research, adolescents are at risk of an unhealthy transition. 

Literature has left a plethora of concerns that link romantic relationships to issues primarily 
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concerning unsafe sexual activities, dating violence and other problem behaviours (Collins et 

al., 2009). Fewer studies examine adolescents’ viewpoints, and, as a result, there is limited 

understanding about the realities of this subject (Karney et al., 2007). In light of the emotional 

challenges of these relationships, research focuses on therapeutic interventions, is restricted 

and may cause uncertainty for therapeutic practitioners.   

 

This study, therefore, aims to develop and enrich an understanding of this subject and bridge 

the gap in research through an explorative study to understand factors that may be affecting 

adolescents. This will be achieved by examining multiple voices – adolescents and 

practitioners, utilising a mixed-method research design. This perhaps benefits a subject area 

that is multi-faceted and complex, since the nature of relationships and romance alone are 

characterised by cultural and social constituents (Bronfenbernner, 2009). The triangulation of 

both studies will further give a broader perspective, and provide researchers and practitioners 

a better insight to adolescents’ processes, and identify needs that may have been overlooked. 

It is hoped the findings can understand how the factors identified by practitioners correspond 

to the viewpoints of a non-clinical sample of adolescents. These findings aim to further 

broaden an understanding of adolescents’ romantic relationships, develop therapeutic 

practices and explore whether adolescents would benefit from counselling regarding their 

romantic relationships. This research endeavours to offer original contributions to the 

therapeutic field by developing therapeutic practices and building on the limited existing 

empirical support to inform clinical interventions.  

 

1.3 Structure of thesis  

 

Chapter 2 reviews the current state of research in adolescent romantic relationships. Initially, a 

background of the study illustrating how the study has emerged since the last decade is given, 

followed by theoretical perspectives. Differences between adult romantic relationships, and 
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the impact on adolescent romantic relationships, primarily on parental relationships, are 

featured. The second part gives a review of empirical studies and relevance to counselling 

psychology. A summary and rationale for the current research, including aims and 

epistemological considerations, concludes the chapter. 

 

Chapter 3 presents a qualitative study, exploring practitioners’ perspectives, using thematic 

analysis to identify its key findings. Chapter 4, reports a Q-methodological study, exploring 

adolescents’ perspectives completing Q-sort surveys. Both chapters are presented with 

sections including an introduction, rationale for chosen methodology, main methodology, 

results, discussion, study limitations and conclusion. 

 

Chapter 5 provides the final discussion. An overview of the two studies is presented, along 

with a review of the research designs and methodological considerations. Triangulation of 

both studies presents a section for key research findings. The applications and implications of 

the research are presented. The discussion concludes with the overall strengths, limitations, 

along with subsequent areas for future research. 

 

Chapter 6 presents a critical appraisal of the research process and concludes the thesis. 
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CHAPTER 2.              LITERATURE REVIEW  

 

2.1 Introduction  

 

This chapter examines the current research that has contributed to an understanding of 

adolescent romantic relationships. Certain areas that have been overlooked are identified, 

perhaps giving a limited understanding of adolescent dating. To achieve this, the chapter first 

provides a background of the study to show how the subject has emerged since the last 

decade. Theoretical perspectives lend themselves primarily to this research area, and are 

given warranted attention. Differences between adult romantic relationships are delineated, 

including the impact on adolescent romantic relationships – primarily on parental relationships. 

This gives a broad basis for a review of empirical studies and how this relates to counselling 

psychology. A summary and rationale for the current study, its aims, and epistemological 

considerations conclude this chapter.  

 

2.2 Search Strategy  

 

Several electronic databases were used to access relevant literature using the following 

keywords: ‘Adolescent Romantic Relationships’, ‘Teenage Dating’,  ‘Developmental 

Psychology’, ‘Counselling Psychology in Adolescence’, ‘Adolescent Psychotherapy’, ‘Clinical 

Interventions’. Full articles were reviewed and reference lists were examined for further 

relevant published and unpublished research. Major textbooks in ‘Developmental Psychology’, 

‘Adolescent Counselling and Psychotherapy’ were utilised.  
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2.3 Adolescent Romantic Relationships  

 

Adolescents who are not in a relationship tend to express strong interest in dating (Giordano, 

Longmore & Manning, 2001). Romantic experiences, such as ‘crushes’ and fantasised 

relationships, are common and characteristic of adolescent dating, while a relationship is 

dyadic in nature (Wilson-Shockley, 1995). Both contribute to learning about romantic 

relationships even when a concrete relationship does not transpire (Brown, Feiring & Furman, 

1999). Studies have grappled to clearly define adolescent romantic relationships, but scholars 

argue establishing concrete definitions can delimit complete representations and diversity of 

these relationships (Collins et al., 2009).  

 

2.4 BACKGROUND OF ADOLESCENT ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS 

 

2.4.1 Adolescent Romantic Relationships: Historical context  

The study of adolescent romantic relationships is relatively new. In previous years, the only 

reason to examine these relationships was to establish how long-term, committed adult 

relationships worked (Brown et al., 1999). Adolescent romantic relationships were deemed too 

complex and defined as trivial, fleeting affairs, driven by sexual impulses and inferences of 

social dysfunction (Connolly & Goldberg, 1999). The subject was therefore cast-off as “puppy 

love” (Brown et al., 1999, p. 8), and instead researchers focused on adolescent relationships 

with peers and family, and sexual behaviours (Whitehead & Pearson, 2006).  

 

When research started to emerge, most studies included participants who were university 

students, described as young adults or late adolescents (Collins, 2003). These studies 

stemmed from concepts that were not developmental, but based on adult relationship theories 

that were to become frameworks for romantic relationships in adulthood (Brown et al., 1999). 

Restricted attention to the causes and implications of adolescent sexual activities has 
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influenced a disregard towards understanding romantic relationships more fully (Whitehead & 

Pearson, 2006). Giordano (2003) said, “we know more about the individual, family, peer and 

even community effects on sexual behaviour than about the relationship context/s within which 

these behaviours unfold” (p. 268).  

 

These negations may stem from earlier conceptions of maladaptation for early involvement in 

dating. Modell (1989), a social historian, highlighted in his book Into One’s Own the vestige of 

beliefs in which dating, marriage and parenthood usually were associated with the second 

decade of life. Modell (1989) stated adults feared a loss of social control, since the 1960s was 

a period of transition. This arrangement demanded any affiliation of sexual activity to be with 

marriage, marriage with parenthood, and requested courtship control on the younger 

generation. Adolescent romantic relationships were believed to threaten the status quo 

(Brown, Steele & Walsh-Chidlers, 2002). 

 

2.4.2 Adolescent Romantic Relationships: Current Context  

 

Romantic relationships are now considered to play an important role during adolescence. In 

contrary to fears of disfiguring social structures, scholars believed romantic involvement was 

necessary to provide teenagers a sense of belonging and status within peer groups (Connolly, 

Craig, Goldberg & Peppler, 1999).  They offered contexts for dating and sexual behaviours, 

allowing mate-sorting choices (Collins & Stroufe, 1999).  

 

In the 21st century, teenage dating receives more acceptance primarily in western cultures 

(Fincham & Cui, 2011). Adolescents are more explicit about experiencing an array of romantic 

and sexual relationships experiences (Manning, Longmore, Copp & Giordano, 2014). 

Experiencing a variety of romantic partners, exclusive of commitment or marriage, is accepted 

more than was previously. Earlier, this was only deemed appropriate for young adults 
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(Fincham & Cui, 2011). However, while adolescents are exploring relationships more 

explicitly, they also appear to transition to young adulthood during their late 20’s (Fincham & 

Cui, 2011). Arnett (2000) proposed a new life stage called ‘emerging adulthood’, which is 

heterogeneous and criticises lifespan models of Piaget (1921), Kohlberg (1958) and Erikson 

(1968) for ontogenetic and universal assumptions. Similarly, literature suggests 18-25 year 

olds remain in the explorative stage of adolescence, continuing to learn and explore romantic 

relationships, before embarking on committed relationships (Raley, Crissey & Muller, 2007). 

 

Accepting these transformations is not entirely celebrated. Traditional norms that supported 

conventional patterns of romance, love and sex are challenged, have become weaker, more 

ambiguous and risky (Beck & Beck- Gernscheim, 1995; Bulcroft et al., 2000). Literature 

suggests a significant proportion of adolescents are exposed to meeting strangers using 

modern technologies (Criminal Case Review Commission, 2006; Livingstone & Bober, 2004). 

Other scholars indicate that adolescents live in an interdependent world of today’s century, 

which places them with further demands, allowing increased developmental tasks and 

opportunities (Salerno, Tosto & Antony, 2015). While adolescent romantic relationships may 

pose different implications for teens, an adult or risk perspective is often applied (Manning et 

al., 2014; Merton, 1996).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	   Page	  20	  

2.5 THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES  

 

2.5.1 Developmental Models of Adolescent Romantic Relationships 

 

Developmental stages for heterosexual relationships have been proposed. Brown (1999) 

proposed four phases: infatuation, status, intimacy, and bonding. Adolescents were observed 

to experience feelings of awkwardness in early phases due to limited relational experiences 

(Giordano, Manning, Longmore & Flanningan, 2012). The status phase was emphasised as 

romantic relationships were considered a source of social capital for fitting in to peer social 

hierarchies and creating a positive reputation. The latter phase of Brown’s (1999) model 

denotes deeper levels of caring, sexual intimacy and relationship permanence (Giordano et 

al., 2012). Younger adolescents have been recognised to often prioritise attraction and status 

as motives for a romantic relationship, whereas sexual activity, companionship and future 

goals were more important for older adolescents (Roscoe, Diana & Brown, 1987). Seiffige-

Krenke’s study (2003), involving 103 German adolescents, recognised Brown’s framework 

was pertinent in a European context. Partner support was considered of greater significance 

as age increased (Coleman, 2011).  

 

Connolly, Craig, Goldberg and Peppler’s (2004) framework was developed using a larger 

sample (700 girls, 675 boys) of Canadian adolescents aged 9-14 years. They adapted 

Dunphy’s (1963) five-stage model of peer-group development to three stages: 1. engaging in 

affiliative group activities (e.g. parties), 2. going on a ‘date’, accompanied by another peer 

group member, 3. forming a dyadic romantic relationship. Other studies support Connolly et 

al.’s (2004) model, and found romantic involvement increased via socialisation in mixed-

gender contexts (Kovasc, Parker & Hoffman, 1996; Kuttler & La Greca, 2004). Comparably 

studies show middle-to-late adolescents e.g. aged 15-18, are at the stage when they enter 

into a relationship that is dyadic, in comparison to their younger counterparts (Furman & Hand, 
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2006). However, expected ages for romantic involvement are considered unrealistic due to the 

range and diverse nature of romantic relationships (Coates, 1999). Meier and Allen (2009) 

analysed data from a national large-scale study (Add Health), involving predominantly 

Caucasian US heterosexual adolescents. Emotional and sexual intimacy developed over the 

course of adolescence, identifying various patterns of romantic involvement, including: no-

involvement of a romantic relationship, casual involvement, several relationships, and 

engaging in a stable relationship of one-year intervals.  

 

2.5.2 Psychosocial Development and Precursors of Healthy Adult Romantic 

Relationships  

Adolescent romantic relationships have been hypothesised to be a major vehicle for 

developing psychosocial skills (Brown, 1999), and for playing a pivotal role for developing the 

capacity for long-term, committed relationships in adulthood (Welsh, Grello & Harper, 2003). 

Romantic involvement is thus a critical period for providing experiences that help adolescents 

mature and define positive and negative interaction patterns (Collins et al., 2009). Several 

theoretical perspectives offer different degrees of analysis about the role of adolescent 

romantic relationship for adolescent development and future relationships. These appear more 

complementary rather than mutually exclusive or conflicting (Collins et al., 2009).  

 

2.5.2.1 Psychosocial Development  

Sullivan (1953) was one of the first developmental psychologists to propose that developing 

intimate relationships outside the family unit was a major task of adolescence. Erikson (1968) 

elaborated by describing first intimate relationships as a pathway to forming an independent 

identity and developing a capacity for intimacy (Furman & Collins, 2008), and as being the 

most significant developmental challenges in life (Cote et al., 1996; Kroger, 2003).  
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Erikson’s (1963) psychosocial stages of development suggest romantic relationships in the 

Identity vs. Role Confusion task of adolescence are developmentally appropriate and healthy 

(Furman & Collins, 2008). They provide youth with valuable opportunities to work towards 

achieving developmental tasks to experience ego strength. A resolution of identity crisis 

partially determines the capacity to experience intimacy and serves as a turning point for 

potential growth and failure (Coleman, 2011; Erikson, 1968). However, Noam (1999) argued 

Erikson missed the relevance for a belonging vs. rejection stage, since group identification 

and peer-group acceptance provides the capacity to self-explore (Levine, 1979; Wan-Chen, 

2003). This is consistent with both social exchange theories (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978), and 

Brown’s (1999) framework, recognising the social status to facilitate romantic relationship 

development. 

 

2.5.2.2 Attachment Perspectives  

Bowlby (1969) suggests human survival depends on a capacity to form close relationships. 

Attachments formed in early childhood with primary carers are believed to sustain and 

regulate close relationships across the lifespan (Giordano, 2003). Longitudinal studies show 

positive links between attachments with parents and adolescent romantic attachments in 

secure relational patterns only (Carlson, Sroufe & Egeland, 2004; Miller & Hoicowitz, 2004; 

Simpson, Collins, Tran & Haydon, 2007). Literature suggests adolescent romantic 

relationships are grounded in earlier attachment experiences, but take a casual role for 

developing the capacity for romantic relationships in adulthood (Tallman, Burke & Gecas, 

1998; Waters, et al., 2000). 

Madsen & Collins’s (2011) longitudinal study included 73 poverty-born young adults who 

participated in a large-scale survey. They found qualities in adolescent romantic relationships 

(e.g. enjoyment, disclosure, relationship security and conflict-resolution) and dating 
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involvement (e.g. number of romantic partners) predicted relationship characteristics in young 

adulthood (Collins, 2003). Early experiences with parents were moderately linked to romantic 

relationship quality in early adulthood. Furthermore, parent-child processes in adolescence 

were only contributing factors to romantic relationship processes; adolescent dating 

experiences were more influential to romantic relationship quality in early adulthood. 

Adolescent romantic involvement was recognised as providing training in specific skills, 

different from those developed in parent-child relationships. Horizontal power structures in 

romantic relationships were seen as voluntary, egalitarian and passionate (Furman & Wehner, 

1994; Giordano et al., 2012). Models of adolescent romantic relationships are considered 

reactive to experience, and therefore inclined to change (Waters et al., 2000), have scope to 

fulfil new functions, and be reshaped by new experiences and relationships (Innerhofer, 2013).  

 

Additionally, cognitive and emotional maturity has been considered necessary for mature 

romantic attachments (such as caregiving and sexual components) to emerge (Allen & Land, 

1999; Collins & Stroufe, 1999). Romantic partner attachment and working models of 

attachment have been recognised in adult relationships as both include symmetrical and 

egalitarian dynamics (Furman et al., 2002).  

 

2.5.2.3 Lifespan Perspectives  

Bronfenbrenner (2009) suggests social and cultural influences impact on factors such as ideal 

dating age, gender roles, and the concept of love (Almanzor, Jimenez & Ruiz, 2013), and 

therefore influence adolescents’ choices regarding romantic relationships. Lifespan 

perspectives indicate behaviours and choices at different developmental stages influence and 

constrain individual choices at subsequent stages of life (Caspi, Bem & Elder, 1989). 

Therefore, adolescent romantic relationships may have consequences for available choices in 

adulthood in two ways: by supporting or adjusting interaction with potential romantic partner 

and by reinforcing concrete outcomes such as depression, STDs, pregnancy, educational 
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attainment, marriage (Karney et al., 2007). Partner characteristics such as levels of 

delinquency versus levels of achievement, and events within relationships including violence 

and pregnancy, can encroach on individual opportunities independent of the individual’s 

personality (Caspi, et al., 1995). 

 

2.6 THE DISTINCT ROLE OF ADOLESCENT ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS  

 

2.6.1 Adult Romantic Relationships 

 

Qualities in adolescent romantic relationships are often devalued when compared to relational 

characteristics in adulthood (Bulcroft et al., 2000), but few studies give empirical attention to 

these differences. Giordano, Manning, Longmore and Flannigan (2012) analysed data 

collected from a longitudinal investigation (TARS) of 1,321, primarily Caucasian heterosexual 

participants, in Ohio. Adolescents (aged 12-17) and early adults (aged 18-23) completed self-

report measures at four stages about romantic and sexual experiences. Developmental shifts 

were found in communication, emotions, power and utilitarian features, and relationship 

quality increased with age. Feelings of awkwardness in adolescence decreased with age 

(Brown, 1999). Adult relationships presented greater levels of confidence, romantic love, 

emotional rewards and instrumental support. However, the cohort age at each stage of 

participation varied since authors only included participants if they were in a romantic 

relationship. More longitudinal studies through to adulthood are required to fully appreciate the 

differences in adult and adolescent romantic relationships.  

 

Further studies examine the developing nature of romantic relationships and show 

commitment, intimacy, mutuality and relationships intentions progressively increase during 

middle to late adolescence (Waldinger et al., 2002; Shulman et al., 2000). Greater emphasis 

on superficial characteristics and physical attraction are recognised in younger teens 
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(Connolly & Goldberg, 1999). Some studies contradict developmental models indicating 

dyadic romantic relationships do not emerge until middle-late adolescence (Collins et al., 

2004). Meier and Allen’s (2009) longitudinal study with 11-18 year olds (n=7258), revealed 

those with more relationship experience in early-middle adolescence sustained steady 

relationships at age 18 years of age, which were more dyadic in nature, involved higher levels 

of emotional intimacy and higher ratings of partner support (Seiffige-Krenke, 2008). As age 

increased, their relationships emulated exclusive adult romantic relationships (Karney et al., 

2007). This study is unique for its large sample and complete adolescent age-ranges, though 

findings are restricted to adolescents experiencing more dating experience than average.  

 

2.6.2 Peer Friendships  

 

Romantic relationships are recognised for supporting adolescents in developing interpersonal 

skills such as refining communication and negotiation skills, developing empathy, and learning 

how to maintain relationships (Erikson, 1981; Tuval-Maschiach & Shulman, 2006). While 

these may be achieved in close friendships, romantic relationships contrast in regards to 

passionate characteristics, which include sexual desires, greater appeal and yearning for 

exclusivity (Connolly & Goldberg, 1999). Passionate characteristics stimulate heightened 

emotionality, allowing adolescents to negotiate and explore sexuality in same-sex and other-

sex interactions (Diamond et al., 1999; Wilson-Shockley, 1985). Since this ground is 

unfamiliar, inexperienced and less comfortable than friendships, these emotions become 

intensified (Giordano et al., 2012).  

 

Scholars suggest jealousy is often greater in romantic relationships, particularly when partners 

are friends with the opposite sex, which may not be experienced in friendships (Roth & Parker, 

2001). Kutler and La Grecca (2004) showed passionate qualities caused greater conflicts and 

anxiety at the onset of dating in a sample of 446 Latina and White adolescent females (aged 
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15-19). ‘Serious daters’ reported more support from boyfriends compared to ‘casual daters’, 

describing ambiguities in relationship status (Drauker, Martsolf & Stephenson, 2012). 

 

2.6.3 Parental Relationships  

 

Social exchange theory suggests interdependence is divided in adolescent romantic 

resources (Laursen & Williams, 1997). There is a bidirectional process when adolescents 

transfer their support from parents to friends, and re-direct interpersonal energy to romantic 

and sexual relationships (Kobak, Rosenthal, Zajac & Madsen, 2007). Research has not been 

able to clarify the direction in which this materialises, though it is clear romantic relationships 

and peer friendships facilitate a movement of reduced time with parents (Furman & Schaffer, 

2003). This becomes a challenging period for adolescents and parents during these 

adjustments (Steinberg, 1999). As adolescents’ romantic relationships become more serious, 

they become more significant, and more time is spent with partners than with other intimate 

relationships (Kutler & La Greca, 2004). The emergence of romantic relationships is 

recognised as a psychosocial task to develop autonomy and individuation from parents, and 

to develop an adult identity (Erikson, 1968).  

 

Scholars propose conflict is usually manifested by adolescents’ repudiation of parents which is 

largely cognitive, as opposed to behavioural, and does not essentially involve rebelliousness 

(Gray & Steinberg, 1999). Coleman (2011) suggests the vertical-to-vertical power structures in 

parent-child dyads contributes to conflict and usually becomes more homogenous during 

adulthood. Literature suggests parents seeing their child maturing sexually is one of the most 

difficult parental challenges, contributing to heightened emotions and parent-child disputes 

(Larson, Clare & Wood, 1999). Fewer studies explain parental behaviours during teenage 

dating, with the exception of Madsen’s (2008) cross-sectional study involving primarily 

European-American mothers (n=116), fathers (n=49) and 103 late adolescents. Self-report 
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measures found parents employed dating rules to gain knowledge about dating activities, 

prescribe desirable behaviours or restrict undesirable activities. Parenting behaviours were 

linked to adults’ comfort in parenting roles and not the qualities of adolescents’ romantic 

relationships. Employing prescription rules to gain control was more linked to dissatisfaction 

with qualities of their own romantic relationship, but specific only to mother-son dyads. Few 

studies propose similar findings that link parental control to their own personal dissatisfactions 

including envy of the adolescent child’s freedom and yearning for their own youth (Gray & 

Steinberg, 1999; Silverberg & Steinberg, 1994). 

 

 

 

2.7 ADOLESCENT ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS: A REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

While the study of adolescents’ romantic relationships has evolved, empirical investigations 

show teens are vulnerable and at risk when in relationships. These studies will be reviewed 

among the salient disparities in research and implications to counselling psychology.  

 

2.7.1 Current State of Research – Problem Focused  

 

Studies have increasingly focused on risk-related properties and rely exclusively on the data 

collections of five American longitudinal studies using self-report measures. These studies 

cover varied topics, primarily based on health, risks, health-related behaviours and sexual 

behaviours, with others more narrowly on romantic relationships. Participants were gathered 

using multistage, stratified, clustering sampling methods, generally with over-samples of 

particular under-represented racial or ethnic groups or were predominantly Caucasian (Karney 

et al., 2007; Collins et al., 2009). These studies included: 
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1. National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health, 1995-2002). Included 

adolescents aged 12-18, collected three waves of data, and examined health-related 

behaviours. 

 

2. Youth Risk Behaviour Survey (YRBS, 1991-2001). Included adolescents aged 10-18, 

collected data every two years, and examined violence, substance misuse, sexually-

related risks, diet and physical inactivity.  

 

3. National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG, 1973-2002). Included participants aged 15-

44, collected five waves of data, and assessed fertility-related behaviours of 

participants. 

 

4. National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY, 1979-1994). Included participants aged 

14-22, completed on an intermittent basis. A single nationally representative sample 

study known as NLSY97 was later launched in 1997. NLSY survey’s primary focus 

included educational and work-related issues, with some data on adolescent romantic 

relationships and sexual behaviours.   

 

5. National Survey of Adolescent Males (NSAM, 1988-2007). Included male adolescents 

aged 15-19, collected four waves of data, and examined risk behaviour that led to 

human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) and other sexual transmitted diseases (STDs) 

transmissions.  

 

While more studies rely on these data collections, others utilise the data to broaden research 

by linking adolescent dating to models of adolescent development, but include smaller and 

less diverse samples (Carver, Joyner & Udry, 2003). Largely, current research reports that 

adolescent dating is linked to behavioural problems, delinquency, alcohol misuse and 
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academic failures (Zimmer-Gembeck, Seibenbruner & Collins, 2004; Haynie, Giordano, 

Manning & Longmore, 2005; Rhule-Louie & McMahon, 2007). Some show behaviour 

problems increased during relationships (Piehler & Dishion, 2007). Zimmer-Gembeck, 

Siebenbruner and Collins’s (2001) longitudinal study included 176 primarily Caucasian 

adolescents (54% females) aged 12-16 who presented lower psychosocial functioning and 

behavioural problems when dating many different people during the course of one year, 

especially at an early age, in comparison to adolescents who dated fewer people. In contrast, 

Madsen & Collins’ (2011) longitudinal study found adolescents who over-invested in their 

romantic relations did not develop unhealthy relationships in adulthood. Adolescents 

presenting behaviour problems were indicative of a host of other problems (e.g. early dating 

onset, a tendency for risk-taking) that impede adolescent development. Although studies 

demonstrate both positive and negative associates (Hand & Furman 2005; Welsh, Grello & 

Harper 2003) when risks are apparent, captivating evidence of moderator effects and mediator 

affects distinguish five stringent features, including: partner selection, involvement, quality, 

relationship content and cognitive and emotional processes, which stipulate the conditions 

under which risk is more significant (Collins, 2003).  

 

Collins (2003) questions the capacity for directly linking negative behaviours to romantic 

relationships, which are subject to specific and individualistic features of romantic behaviours 

and experiences. Others argue problem-focus attention prevents a comprehensive 

understanding and misrepresentation of romantic relationships as a healthy development 

trajectory, and increases the likelihood of ignoring areas that may be more significant (Collins 

et al., 2009). 
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2.7.2 Salient Disparities in Psychological Research 

 

Understanding of adolescent romantic relationships has been restricted in a number of ways. 

Greater problem-focused attention appears to overlook adolescents’ perspectives about 

relationships. Associations between behaviour and cognitions have been examined, with 

focus on sexual behaviours. Exposure to media, religion and levels of intelligence have been 

linked to the onset of sexual activities (Halpern et al., 2000; Jones, Darroch & Singh, 2005; 

Pardun, L’Engle & Brown, 2005). Although one study by Feiring, Deblinger, Hoch-Espada and 

Haworth (2002), investigating dating violence, shows adolescents viewed relationship 

aggression as justifiable. Aggressive behaviour was low in this sample of 254 primarily female 

White adolescents (160 females). Furthermore, diversity of youth has been overlooked in the 

following ways. 

 

2.7.2.1 Male Adolescents  

 

Studies include more female participants, and have attempted to understand romantic 

relationships for males, based on females’ reports (Giordano, Longmore & Manning, 2006). 

Typical investigations for males’ romantic relationships have focused on peer group processes 

(Fine, 1987), or influence of peers, reporting outcomes such as delinquency (Sullivan, 1989; 

Cohen, 1955). Eder, Evans and Parker’s (1995) longitudinal observational study in a small 

Midwestern school, noticed teenage boys displayed dominant interaction styles and competed 

for most number of partners and sexual activity amongst male peer groups (Maccoby, 1990). 

Conversely, females appeared socialised to focus their attention on personal relationships and 

romance. Females are described as more relationship-focused and valuing interpersonal 

qualities in romantic partnerships (Galliher, Welsh, Rostosky & Kawaguchi, 2004).  
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Giordano et al., (2006) is a valuable cross-sectional study that qualitatively examines the 

experiences of primarily White and African American adolescent males (n=49).  Additionally, 

questionnaires were completed by 957 mostly White male and female adolescents (mean 

age=15). Boys reported limited confidence and high anxieties navigating various aspects of 

dating. Greater power and influence on romantic partners was used to uphold emotionally 

detached personas to male peers. Similarly, Eder et al. (1995) observed boys ridiculed their 

peers who displayed sensitivity and positive emotions towards girls. Furthermore, a study by 

Dmytro, Luft, Jenkins, Hoard and Cameron (2013) is unique for conducting a focus group 

about relationship experiences with twenty-four Euro-Canadian adolescent males (aged 15-

18). Grounded theory revealed a core category in ‘wrestling with gendered expectations’, 

elucidating boys’ difficulties in determining responsibility, establishing boundaries, 

assertiveness, and building trust, and showing respect. The small sample and rural origins of 

participants cause generalisability issues. Both studies highlight the perceived constraints that 

gender places on romantic relationships are salient issues, and refute previous theories 

proposing adjustment to romantic relationships is simpler for boys (Maccoby, 1990). 

 

2.7.2.2 Ethnicity  

 

Systematic reviews report a small percentage of non-white participants in empirical studies on 

the subject of adolescent romantic relationships (Iwamasa, Sorocco, & Koonce, 2002). 

Shneid, Schwarz and Cross (2006) shows 35% of studies failed to report ethnic composition in 

samples, and 74% included mostly White adolescents in fifty-seven empirical studies. This 

overlooks other features for the wider youth. Almanzor, Jimenez and Ruiz (2013) found 

discrepancies in developmental models with 1,202 Spanish adolescents who entered romantic 

relationships at aged 17, and not at aged 10-14, suggested by Connolly et al. (2004) using a 

sample of 1,375 Canadian adolescents.   
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Rajiva  (2006) suggested minority groups, including South Asian adolescents from outside a 

cultural majority group, are pressured by customs that reject mainstream cultural norms about 

mate choice (Sohal, 2009). No empirical studies focus on romantic relationships of South 

Asian adolescents. Only one unpublished paper was found, involving a focus group with three 

South Asian Canadian adult females (Sohal, 2009). Retrospective accounts reported dating in 

secret during adolescence (Rajiva, 2006). Identity issues are assumed for South Asian 

females in managing mainstream and cultural norms (Immer-Black, 2008; Talbani & Hasanali, 

2000). Cultural differences are further reported in a study with 163 Spanish and 141 Italian 

adolescents, linking dating aggression with parental and social rules (Menesini et al., 2011). 

Although restrictions on adolescent autonomy are similarly considered for Western 

adolescents, since parents and adolescents hold different expectations about romantic 

relationships. Conflict is apparent when parents desire jurisdiction, whilst adolescents want 

increased control (Arnett, 2004; Shaffer & Furman, 2003). 

 

Giordano et al.’s (2012) study, illustrated earlier, regarding developmental shifts in 

relationships characteristics, included a sample of primarily White participants (68%), but 

ethnic differences were observed. Black adolescents scored lower on passionate love, 

emotional rewards and instrumental support in relationships than White adolescents. 

Hispanics adolescents reported less partner influence than non-Hispanic Whites. While the 

subject of culture is diverse, these studies only partially demonstrate the variations to be 

considered for adolescent romantic relationships.  

 

2.7.2.3 Same-Sex Romantic Relationships  

 

The developmental course of romantic relationships for same-sex relationships is less 

theoretically informed. Troiden (1989) and Savin-Williams and Diamond (2004) argue stages 

in sexual identity development processes are given limited attention (Steever, Francis, Gordon 
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& Lee, 2014). In empirical studies, researchers draw principal findings for heterosexual 

romantic relationships, and discount same-sex relationships because of the small number of 

adolescents who report them (Savin-Williams, 2003).  

 

More adolescent males than females report same-sex sexual activity (Savin-Williams & 

Diamond, 2000), with most, report having romantic relationships with the opposite sex (Savin-

Williams, 1996). Concealing a sexual minority identity was linked to cultural stigmas (Diamond 

et al., 1999), although in 2004, these same scholars recognised older adolescents admitted 

same-sex attractions more confidently (Coleman, 2011). Public policies and attitudes about 

gay and lesbian sexuality have changed, whilst the last decade focused more on risks, 

including mental health with homosexuality (Hunter & Rosario, 1994; Rotheram-Borus,). 

However, difficulties with peers and feelings of isolation are revealed in studies. Diamond and 

Lucus (2004) compared sexual-minority (n=60) and heterosexual (n=65) youth aged 15-23 

completing self-report measures. Sexual minority younger adolescents reported lower self-

esteem, loneliness and friendship worries. Scholars indicate that the isolation experienced by 

sexual minority adolescents is likely to cause identity issues, and receiving support may be 

limited to romantic partners only (Diamond et al., 1999).  

 

2.8 RELEVANCE TO COUNSELLING PSYCHOLOGY   

 

Therapeutic interventions are recognised as effective interventions for adolescent mental 

health (Shirk & Russell, 1992; Weisc & Jenson, 2001), though effectiveness is determined by 

specialist knowledge in the contextual and developmental factors of adolescence (Geldard & 

Geldard, 2010; Koocher, 2008). However, limited studies offer an understanding of adolescent 

romantic relationships in a therapeutic capacity. The impact on emotional health is briefly 

discussed before addressing the implications for counselling psychology and therapeutic 

practices. 
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2.8.1 Implications for Emotional Health and Well-Being 

 

Romantic relationships present many opportunities for adolescents to develop psychosocial 

skills that challenge emotions, and are important for mastery and growth (Larsen, Clore & 

Wood, 1999). Heightened emotions in adolescence have been linked to puberty, romantic 

scripts (social norms), and cognitive attributions and misattributions (Soller, 2014). The 

emotional ups and downs are considered helpful for developing skills in emotional regulation 

(Barber & Eccles, 2003). However, negative romantic experiences and break-ups are reported 

as main triggers for depression and suicidality, particularly for young adolescent females 

(Joyner & Urdy, 2000; Rosenfield & Mouzon, 2013). While studies point out relationship 

instability elevates depressive symptomologies, Soller (2014) suggests idealised romantic 

scripts trigger romantic stress. Female adolescents are further recognised for over-invested 

relational tendencies (Davilla, 2008; Purdie & Downey, 2002). These insecurities were found 

to trigger self-destructive and self-silencing behaviours (Harper & Welsh, 2007), which placed 

them at increased risk of dating violence (Wekerle & Wolfe, 1998). 

 

Significant attention has been given to adolescent dating violence, though more studies focus 

on historical causes, such as family violence and inter-parental aggression (Centre of Disease 

Control, 2012; Laporte, Jiang, Pepler, & Chamberlan, 2011) and risk factors including 

community violence (Hines & Saudino, 2002). Perpetration is recognised more in male 

adolescents, who are surrounded by peers that justify abuse (Foshee & Mathews, 2007). 

Though Volz and Kerig (2010) found victimisation and perpetration was reported in a sample 

of ethnic minority girls. Adolescent dating violence has been reported to increase from early 

adolescence to mid-adolescence in America (CDC, 2012). In the UK, statistics show 9%-35% 

of adolescents experience abuse in their romantic relationships (National Council on Crime & 

Delinquency, 2008) and sexual minority adolescents are considered high-risk (Arriga & 

Foshee, 2004).  
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2.8.2 Implications to Clinical Practice 

 

The NYMHF (2012) stated practitioners overlooked adolescents’ history of and/or current 

involvement in romantic relationships in clinical assessments. Similarly, scholars urge 

professionals to be more cognisant of these relationships as the single source of strong 

emotions during adolescence (Karney et al., 2007; Larson, Clore & Wood, 1999). There 

remains no research in the counselling and therapeutic field concerning adolescents’ romantic 

relationships, while therapy for romantic relationships in adulthood is widely recognised as an 

effective method in managing issues for the individual and as a couple (Gurman, 2008; 

Lunbald & Hansson, 2006). Clinical interventions principally address adolescent dating 

violence (Hickman, Jaycock & Aronoff, 2004), though systematic reviews demonstrate their 

partial effectiveness (Avery-Leaf & Cascardi, 2002; Dirk, Treat & Weersing, 2007). These 

reviews revealed prevention programs were unable to quantify most useful components. 

Positive effects related to improved knowledge or attitudes regarding abusive behaviours, but 

limited changes in adolescents’ behaviour were found            (Hickman, Jaycox & Aranoff, 

2004 Whitaker et al., 2006). 

 

Research in counselling and psychotherapy was limited to one published article in the 

Professional School Counselling Journal. However the article is restricted to a single case 

study of an adolescent couple (Davis & Benshoff, 1999). The authors describe therapeutic 

work as successful for the adolescent couple, and facilitative for both individual and couple 

issues. Therapeutic effectiveness was recognised through the medium of therapeutic space. 

These authors describe the therapeutic modality as being less important than the therapist 

who works with an adolescent and/or couple without trivialising their relationship concerns. 

Although this study cannot be considered robust, these authors’ proposals are consistent with 

research about the therapeutic alliance as a strong predictor of positive outcomes (Horvath & 

Bedi, 2002; Martin, Garske & Davis, 2000). 
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Davis and Benshoff (1999) further highlight the benefits of adolescents exploring unfamiliar 

relational issues with adult therapists. Studies report adolescent sensitivities in talking to 

adults (Boyd, 2014; Guerro & Afifi, 1995) and literature suggests an adult therapist may be 

one of very few adults to whom an adolescent can turn for non-judgemental support (Geldard 

& Geldard, 2010; Koocher, 2003, Noonan, 2002). No empirical studies have examined the 

perspectives of therapeutic practitioners about romantic relationships for adolescents who live 

in an interdependent era as described in this chapter. Adolescents, particularly females, are 

recognised to rely more on inexperienced or misinformed peers, who may inaccurately 

perceive aspects of risk in romantic relationships (Callahan, Tolman & Saunders, 2003). 

Moreover, in the era of technology, youngsters seen as digital natives, engage with 

technologies to different extents than their parents, teachers and therapists. They might 

depend on online communication more as an aid through problems, as well as developing 

relationships (Boyd, 2014; Regina et al., 2008).  

 

2.9 Summary and Rationale for the Current Study  

 

The review has addressed the study of adolescent romantic relationships in a broad manner, 

as the research area appears undeveloped. Drawing upon the historical context was important 

to understand the underpinnings of a subject area that was previously regarded too trivial to 

warrant empirical attention. The review focuses on the theoretical and empirical contexts in 

which this subject is positioned.  

 

Definitions that deduce adolescent romantic relationships as fleeting affairs and inferences of 

social dysfunction (Connolly & Goldberg, 1999) have been challenged. Romantic relationships 

have been illustrated as evolving trajectories for developing the capacity for committed 

romantic relationships in adulthood. Meier and Allen (2009) and Giordano et al., (2012) reflect 

the breadth and depth of romantic relationships that were previously considered too complex 
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to investigate (Connolly & Goldberg, 1999). Romantic relationships appear contingent on a 

range of factors that are subjective, and characteristic to the adolescence trajectory (Collins et 

al., 2009). Therefore, generalised models or definitions for an adolescent romantic relationship 

are complex, particularly regarding the copious references to the risks and problems linked to 

adolescent dating (Collins, 2003). Other studies indicate romantic relationships raise more 

issues for adolescents, influencing delinquency, alcohol misuse and academic failure 

(Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2001). Female adolescents are recognised as victims of dating 

violence and more likely to experience depression and suicidality from romantic stress (Joyner 

& Urdy, 2000). Less is understood about adolescent males, since most studies have 

attempted to understand their position from female reports (Giordano et al., 2006).  

 

Most studies in the subject area have relied on large-scale surveys with restricted measures 

for understanding romantic relationships, examining primarily problem-related constituents 

such as partner abuse and sexual risks (Add Health, NLSY). These methodological caveats 

seem to restrict the subject area, as there is less recognition for adolescent perspectives 

concerning their experiences of romantic relationships, consequently more prevalent issues 

may be overlooked.  

 

While this subject is embedded with a multiplicity of concerns for adolescent well-being, there 

is limited attention from a clinical perspective, with the exception of dating violence programs 

based in North America (Whitaker et al., 2006). Only one published article by Davis and 

Benshoff (1999) highlights the effectiveness of therapeutic counselling with an adolescent 

couple in a case study illustration. Counselling psychologists are recognised as scientist-

practitioners, and evidence-based practice relies on empirical investigations (Wolf, 

Strawbridge, Douglas & Dryden, 2010). While romantic relationships are considered a 

hallmark of adolescence, undeveloped research leaves a critical gap for their clinical practice 

in adolescent work.  
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This review highlights the need for further research to broaden and develop an understanding 

of adolescent romantic relationships. To date, the study is limited to perspectives that do not 

capture the multi-faceted nature of these relationships. Gathering clinical perspectives would 

give rich insight to how romantic relationships present, and are addressed, in a clinical 

capacity. Analysis of such data may provide further understanding of the impact of these 

relationships on adolescents with mental health concerns.  Furthermore, attention to 

adolescent viewpoints is key; giving adolescents the opportunity to express their opinions and 

share their experiences about romantic relationships builds a platform for them, and for 

researchers and practitioners to better understand these relationships. Examining the 

perspectives from these distinct angles may build on current restricted explanations. This may 

be highly supportive to therapeutic practitioners who have a lack of accessible research-based 

information, giving them further insight for clinical practice.  

 

2.9.10 Research Aims and Objectives  

The current study uses a mixed-method approach to investigate factors that affect adolescent 

romantic relationships. This study aims to understand how the factors identified by 

practitioners correspond to the viewpoints of a non-clinical sample of adolescents by:  

• Exploring practitioners’ attribution of factors that affect adolescent clients’ romantic 

relationships for those engaging in psychological therapies. 

• Exploring adolescents’ subjective viewpoints of romantic relationships.  

• Triangulating clinicians’ attributions with adolescents’ perspective.    

 

Findings from this study would not only further broaden an understanding of adolescents’ 

romantic relationships, but they can also inform development of therapeutic practices and 

explore whether some adolescents would benefit from counselling regarding their romantic 

relationships.  
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2.11 Research Design  

 

A mixed method approach gives the opportunity to collect, analyse and triangulate qualitative 

and quantitative data.	  This allows a thorough representation of the complexity of the subject 

area by exploring it from more than one viewpoint, thus strengthens the validity and reliability 

of the data (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007). 

 

Considering the lack of empirical research in clinical and adolescent perspectives, this 

approach was deemed most suitable. Current studies, relying on data collections from large-

scale surveys, have captured broad perspectives of related risks. Scholars have urged 

researchers to expand their investigations away from a risk-related focus. An absence of this 

may have overlooked more salient issues (Brown, 1999). Therefore, in an attempt to address 

these limitations, the second study, which explores adolescent perspectives, uses Q-

methodology, combining both qualitative and quantitative properties. Key features of mixed 

method approaches include its methodological pluralism (Teddie & Tashakkori, 2009). This 

gives further value to psychological research and allows for a broad epistemological position 

for the multi-faceted natures of adolescent romantic relationships. 

 

2.12 Epistemology  

 

Mixed-method studies primarily include a combination of qualitative and quantitative 

approaches, and integrate constructivist and post-positivist philosophies (Mertens, 2010). 

Qualitative approaches lean towards a constructivist stance and methods are generally 

gathered through subjective texts. Focuses is on meaning, understanding and description of 

personal experiences and are strengths to the approach. Small samples and subjective 

measures, which cannot represent objective views, are limitations (Raskin, 2002). Quantitative 

methods lend themselves to post-positivism, believing only one truth exists and science is the 
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only way to reveal knowledge, which must be in a value-free manner (Mertens, 2010). 

Caveats to these approaches overlook personal expressions that often enrich data. 

Researchers’ interpretations and personal bias of data are also recognised, but often not 

considered (Cresswell & Plano Clark, 2007). 

 

Q-methodology objectively studies subjectivity, thus uses both qualitative and quantitative 

approaches (Stephenson, 1953). Q-methodology retains capacities to equally develop theory 

and test hypotheses, and is a mixture of post-positivist and constructivist views. The overriding 

epistemological stance will relate to the aims of the research (Ramlo & Newman, 2011).   

 

The different nature and capacity of both paradigms are recognised to cause tensions in 

mixed-method studies (Tashakkori & Teddie, 2009). Scholars previously argued the scientific 

method as the predominant approach, but now suggest consideration must be given for the 

suitability of using each approach, and a mixed-methods design (Bryman, 2006). Three 

possible positions can be taken to support a research study: a-pragmatic, multiple or a single 

pragmatic position, which have different assumptions for integrating epistemological positions 

(Merton, 2010).  The current study implements a single pragmatic approach, which separates 

itself from the frames of a paradigm debate. This approach is most suited to the study since it 

recognises the connection, and benefits of blending qualitative and quantitative methods 

(Mogan, 2007).  

 

The aims of the current research placed greater focus on subjective views of practitioners and 

adolescents, so there is more emphasis on a constructivist view. Methodological triangulation 

refers to the main findings and demonstrates the differences in perspectives, by considering a 

single truth does not exist, instead all truth created by these participants is relative (Cresswell 

& Plano Clark, 2007).  
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CHAPTER 3    Adolescent Romantic Relationships: 

    Exploring the perspectives of clinicians  
3.1 Introduction   

 
More than 80% of first romantic relationships occur during adolescence (Karney et al., 2007). 

The pressures in developing these interpersonal relationships can further heighten emotions 

during stages of growth and development (Exnter-Cortens, Eckenrode & Rothman, 2013). 

Wilson-Shockley (1995) reported 42% of strong emotions that link to romantic involvements 

include anger, jealousy, anxiety and depression (Joyner & Urdy, 2000; Roth & Parker, 2001). 

Research suggests romantic relationships impose risk to adolescents’ social and emotional 

health, and increase susceptibility to mood disorders (CDC, 2012; Harper & Welsh, 2007). 

Female adolescents in particular, are recognised as over-dependent in relationships, and 

struggle with typical relational ups and downs (Joyner & Urdy, 200). They become at 

increased risk for depression, suicidality and abusive relationships (Ackard et al., 2007). Male 

adolescents are recognised for their power influences and few studies demonstrate how these 

are linked to gender norms (Dmytro et al., 2013; Giordano et al., 2006). 

 

While research presents such concerns, there remains restricted attention for adolescent 

support (Karney et al., 2007). Scholars suggest adolescent romantic relationships are still 

viewed as trivial and superficial by adults (Bulcroft et al., 2000; Soller, 2014), but empirical 

studies demonstrate their pivotal role (Meier & Allen, 2009). Differences between adult 

romantic relationships and younger adolescents’ relationships are recognised, but relational 

qualities take significant forms and grow during middle-late adolescence, refining essential 

features for long-term committed relationships in adulthood (Giordano et al., 2012).  
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Anecdotal reports suggest adolescents presenting themselves to mental health services link 

main triggers of distress to difficulties in their past or current romantic relationships (NYMHF, 

2012). The NYMHF (2012) suggests practitioners overlook adolescents’ romantic 

involvements in clinical assessments, however it is difficult to substantiate these reports. 

Research focus in clinical interventions for adolescent romantic relationship issues is absent. 

Although dating violence interventions are available, systematic reviews demonstrate limited 

behaviour changes in adolescent perpetrators (Whitaker et al., 2006). Research specific to 

counselling and psychotherapy distributes only one published article, identified in the 

Professional School Counselling Journal (Davis & Benshoff, 1999). The article demonstrates 

effectiveness of therapeutic work, but is restricted to a single case study illustration with an 

adolescent couple. Adult couples therapy, in contrast, is widely recognised, as an effective 

method for supporting adult relationships for individual and partner purposes (Gurman, 2008; 

Lunbald & Hanson, 2006). Adolescents’ sensitivities in communicating with adults are 

identified (Boyd, 2014; Guerro & Afifi, 1995) and experts in adolescent psychotherapy suggest 

adult therapists may be one of very few adults to whom adolescents can engage with non-

judgemental support (Geldard & Geldard, 2010; Koocher, 2000). Adolescents are believed to 

rely heavily on misinformed and inexperienced peers for relationship support, who have less 

capacity to evaluate risks and offer constructive solutions (Callahan et al., 2003; Wolf et al., 

2003).  

 

3.1.2 Rationale for the Current Study  

Empirical investigation in clinical perspectives of adolescent romantic relationships is absent 

from current research. Effectiveness in clinical interventions, such as individual counselling or 

psychotherapy is documented (Weisc & Jenson, 2001), but this is subject to practitioners’ 

specialism of adolescent stages of development (Kolvin et al., 1981). This may restrict 

capacities for effective clinical practice for scientist-practitioners, such as counselling 
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psychologists, with little support concerning a topic that is considered a hallmark of 

adolescence (Collins et al., 2009). This study hopes to build on these research disparities and 

develop therapeutic practice by investigating clinical perspectives. As there are no empirical 

studies to date, the current study is exploratory and applies inductive approaches. Subjective 

data is gathered to gain an in-depth understanding of the research topic. The data will be 

analysed qualitatively, and contributes to the overall research aims that examines factors that 

may affect adolescent romantic relationships.  

 

This first study will explore practitioners’ perspectives to understand factors that affect 

adolescent romantic relationships for those engaging in psychological therapies. These 

findings will inform the methodological design for a second study exploring the viewpoints of a 

non-clinical sample of adolescents.  

 

 

3.2 Methodology   

 

3.2.1 Design  

 

Qualitative research has several different approaches established by various philosophical 

assumptions (Lyons & Coyle, 2007). The current study aims to gain a rich understanding of 

practitioners’ subjective viewpoints on the topic of adolescent romantic relationships, based on 

their clinical experiences. By exploring the subjective views and experiences of professionals 

working therapeutically with emotional health and well-being, this study aimed to achieve a 

better understanding of the role of mental functions in adolescents. Emphasis is on 

understanding subjective views, thus, a qualitative approach using thematic analysis was 
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considered most suitable. There is no attempt to develop a theory or understand relationships 

between categories (Pidgeon & Henward, 1997) where grounded theory would be more 

suited. Furthermore, a thematic analysis is flexible through its theoretical and epistemological 

freedom, and so becomes a useful tool providing a rich and detailed, but complex account of 

data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Flexibility in thematic analysis allows themes to be identified at 

both semantic (explicit) and latent (interpretative) levels, and are easily transferable to other 

research methods (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

 

3.2.2 Participants  

Seven participants, all in current clinical practice with adolescent clients, were recruited to 

participate in the current study: counselling psychologists (n=3), Clinical psychologists (n=2), 

Trainee Counselling psychologist/Psychotherapist (n=1) and Psychotherapist (n=1).  

Participants were assigned pseudonyms (Table 3.1). These specialist disciplines are 

recognised to work with individuals over a length of time where a therapeutic alliance 

develops, and thus able to offer rich and detailed data. Those with no experience of practice 

with this client group – or whose practice with this group was not current (i.e. last practiced 

more than one year ago), or whose practice was in other specialist roles with adolescents – 

were not included. An aim was to recruit eight practitioners; however, a saturation point was 

reached at the seventh interview.  
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Pseudonym Professional Discipline  No. years clinical 

practice with 
adolescent clients 

Organisational 
Context  

Beth Counselling Psychologist  
 

2.5 Statutory  

Tiffany Counselling Psychologist 
 

7 Statutory  

Lisa Clinical Psychologist 
 

8 Statutory  

Simon Psychotherapist  
 

2 Voluntary  

Jennifer Clinical Psychologist  
 

10 Private 

Tom Counselling Psychologist 
 

8 Statutory 

Megan Trainee Counselling 
Psychologist/ Psychotherapist  

3 Statutory/voluntary 

Table 3.1. Details of participants interviewed in the current study  
 

 

3.2.3 Data Collection  

 

3.2.3.1 Materials  

 

Semi-structured interviews were developed, in accordance with the study aims and 

methodology (Appendix 3.1). This allowed interviews to be led by the interview schedule, and 

be flexible to allow themes to develop. This method allowed interviews to be collaborative, and 

yet kept the participants as primary experts (Alexander & Clare, 2004). Drawing upon 

published literature and discussing suitable areas of enquiry with supervisors developed 

potential research questions. 

 

Two pilot interviews were completed to review the interview schedule. Pilot interviewees were 

recruited via an invitation email to local clinical placements that worked therapeutically with 

adolescents. These data was not used in the main findings. The interview schedule was 
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edited according to the feedback to improve comprehension and the organisation of 

questions. 

 

3.2.3.2 Procedure  

 

Participants were recruited via their expressed interest from a research advert (n=3), 

(Appendix 3.2) placed in The Psychologist (BPS, 2014) and Division of Counselling 

Psychology newsletter (DCoP, 2014) and using snowball sampling (n=4). Therefore, 

participants who completed an interview forwarded the advert to professional links. Inclusion 

criteria were used to determine suitability when potential participants contacted the 

researcher. An invitation letter and detailed information sheet was given to help them decide 

potential participation (Appendix 3.3). An interview date and method (e.g. face-to-face or 

Skype) to carry out an interview was arranged when confirming their participation interest.   

 

Detailed information sheets given before participation included a written summary of the study. 

Participants were offered the opportunity to discuss further questions with the principal 

researcher and director of studies. Participants were informed of their rights to withdraw from 

the study at any point of the investigation process up until commencement of data analysis 

without giving a reason, adhering to research ethics (BPS, 2009 p10-12). Signed informed 

consent was obtained from participants before data collection proceeded (see Appendix 3.4 

for template). Participants and principal investigator retained a copy of written consent.  

 

Interviews were carried out between February 2014-August 2014, using Skype (n=3) and 

face-to-face (n=4) methods. Participants using Skype methods were responsible for 

organising specified private settings; face-to-face interviews were conducted in private library 

rooms and confidential therapy rooms at their workplace. Participants were informed 

interviews would be audio recorded and transcribed verbatim, and they would not be 
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identifiable in transcripts, publications or reports as data would be grouped together and 

identifiable information removed. 

 

3.2.4 Confidentiality and Data Storage 

 

The researcher ensured compliance to the Data Protection Act (1998). Only the principal 

researcher and research supervisors accessed the data. Identifiable information was 

anonymised, pseudonyms were used in the report, and information identifying place of 

practice or clients was not transcribed. Recordings and transcripts were stored in a locked 

cabinet, and on a password-protected computer, only accessible by the researcher. They will 

be stored for three years and then destroyed confidentially. 

 

3.2.5 Data Analysis  

 

Thematic analysis, a qualitative method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns or 

themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006), was used to analyse data. Themes were primarily identified 

using an inductive approach (bottom up), and strongly linked to the data. There was no 

attempt to fit themes into a pre-existing coding frame or any analytic preconceptions. 

Theoretical understanding of factors that impact on adolescent romantic relationships, on an 

ecological level (e.g. identity development), as outlined in the literature review, were already 

understood by the principal researcher. Therefore, theoretical understanding informed some of 

the developed themes (Larkin et al., 2006) and must be considered deductive-inductive to 

some degree (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Principally, the analysis was data-driven and not vice 

versa. Furthermore, that the principal researcher was of South Asian ethnic origin, employed 

as a trainee counselling psychologist working with adolescents, may have influenced the 

identification of themes. Since coding cannot take place within an epistemological vacuum, the 
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researchers' own personal processes, theoretical position and principles are important to 

acknowledge (Braun & Clarke, 2006)  

 

Various measures were taken to ensure the principal researcher remained open to identifying 

and unpacking concepts and themes, including: use of a semi-structured interview, 

deliberating with research supervisors regarding emerging themes, maintaining a reflective 

journal, and recording each stage of the research (Henwood & Pidgeon, 1992). For further 

support, peer-support groups with other trainee counselling psychologists employing thematic 

analysis were attended.  

 

Thematic analysis was performed through the process of coding in six phases to create 

established, meaningful patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006). To achieve a comprehensive 

familiarisation with data, the principal researcher transcribed the data, read and re-read 

transcripts. Initial thoughts related to the meaning of data were recorded. Repeated and 

interesting features of data were coded in a systematic fashion across the entire data set to 

generate initial themes. Data linked to each code was then gathered. Background literature 

and participant responses facilitated the terminology of code labels (e.g. “puppy love”). Data 

linked to a potential theme was gathered and verified against coded extracts.  

 

An independent investigator produced preliminary codes by reading all transcripts. The coding 

was evaluated and was consistent, and paralleled closely to preliminary themes drawn by the 

principal researcher. Any recognised variances were resolved through discussion with the 

independent researcher and supervisors. On-going analysis to refine the specifics of each 

theme, then generated clear definitions and labels for each theme. Extracts were then 

selected, and analysed in relation to the research aims (Appendix 3.5 gives an example of 

selected extracts for an overarching theme). 
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3.2.6 Credibility of Analysis  

 

Research supervisors, experienced in child and adolescent development, examined 

preliminary codes and themes. An independent investigator, also completing a thematic 

analysis, read all transcripts and generated preliminary codes and themes. Generally, all 

codes and themes were closely in parallel to the preliminary list, with any anomalies being 

discussed and resolved. Engaging with an independent researcher, free of bias and pre-

conceptions about the data, provided a valuable opportunity to examine themes and codes 

with increased rigour. As a result, four themes coalesced into two core themes and several 

sub-themes merged under one category. This enabled greater clarity of the main analysis.  

   

Developing thematic maps facilitated the creation of themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and 

helped the independent investigator analyse the links and relationships between themes 

visually. Figure 3.2 and 3.3 display the analytic process in the structure of thematic maps.  
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3.3 Results and Discussion  

Thematic analysis of the interview data identified ten sub-themes across the data set. The 

analysis refined these concepts to extract three overarching themes: 1. Need for 

belongingness, 2. Protective and risk factors, and 3. Adult anxiety. These themes were 

recognised as key factors that affect romantic relationships for adolescents who have received 

therapeutic support with specialist practitioners. This data relies on clinicians’ interpretations of 

adolescent clients’ experiences.  

 

Themes and sub-themes will now be explored using verbatim extracts, which is coded data 

that has been identified within, and extracted from, data items. This involves “carving out 

unacknowledged pieces of narrative evidence that we select, edit, and deploy to border our 

arguments” (Fine, 2002, p. 218), and allows the reader to appraise the analytic process (Elliot, 

Fischer & Rennie, 1999). Extracts are presented in an analytic narrative, and presented within 

quotation marks to illustrate the story across the data set. Data will be contextualised with 

relevant literature to expand the interpretative value of the analysis, as suggested by Braun & 

Clarke (2013). This section therefore becomes the combined results and discussion section 

for the study, advocated by qualitative researchers when presenting data (Braun & Clarke, 

2013).   

 

 

3.3.1. OVERARCHING THEME 1: Need for Belongingness 

 

An overarching theme that explains the affects of romantic relationships in adolescent clients 

includes an innate human ‘need for belonging’, and relates to the science of relationships, 

according to the belongingness hypothesis (Baumeister & Leary, 1995).  Clinicians 

constructed a ‘need for belongingness’ in a number of ways that were linked in the contexts of 

fitting-in to a particular group or system. Frequent references to how adolescents yearned to 
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be in romantic relationships are discussed in the sub-theme societal norms. Having a 

boyfriend/girlfriend allowed adolescents to feel they belonged socially, but at the same time, 

these norms challenged their social identities- their relationships are trivialised by adults and 

referred to as “puppy love”. Further complicating this process included an expectation to 

engage in relationships in line with traditional gender norms. In order for adolescent males and 

females to fit naturally within a social system, they are expected to conform to gender-specific 

ways. The theme heterosexual norms describe how belongingness is more easily achieved for 

adolescents conforming to heterosexual norms. Adolescents in same-sex romantic 

relationships are disregarded in the same way female adolescents from South Asian 

backgrounds are expected to follow ethnic norms. This theme explains how these adolescent 

girls grappled with finding a sense of belonging in a culture that traditionally denies adolescent 

dating.  

 

3.3.1.1 Societal Norms  

 

‘Societal norms’ was captured in a construction of ‘belongingness needs’; having a boyfriend 

or girlfriend served as a functional role for adolescent clients to receive social acceptance. 

Though adolescents embarked on these relationships with undeveloped meaning or 

understanding. Yearning for social stability overtakes normative stages of their development. 

Nature therefore overrides nurture as Beth described: 

 

“It’s almost like I’m [adolescents] doing what’s expected and it’s less about intimacy and more 

about fitting in […] going along with what they think they should be doing without 

understanding why they should be doing it” 

         

The role of romantic relationships supports the development of a social identity (Anderson, 

1989), and is considered to improve the probabilities of acceptance and belonging in a social 
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group (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). While many participants acknowledged fitting-in to a group 

was important for adolescents’ social development, there were concerns regarding the over-

value of having a romantic partner to validate them. The practitioners suggested this 

influenced adolescents to progress through stages of development in a “rushed”, “fast paced” 

and “quick” manner so to achieve an idyllic adult partnership arrangement. Tiffany commented 

on a client’s desire for “two point four children […] this is what we are thinking about now, we 

might settle down and have a family”. While clients describe their futures with romantic 

partners, social standards become a paradox for them, when their relationships are 

undermined. This potentially generates difficulties for them to achieve a sense of belonging 

during adolescence:    

 

Tom: “Sometimes we can trivialise […] we can see it as young love or it’s their first 

relationship and we can really play it down and not realise the significance it has on the young 

person at the time...”  

 

Some participants referred to concepts of “puppy love”, which parallels literature illustrating 

adults’ disregard for these relationships (Bulcroft et al., 2009; Collins, 2003).  Lisa commented 

they are “quite transient and quite not wanting to invest lots in a part if its going to be short-

term” when working with clients. Although romantic involvement resolves a sense of 

belonging, it appears they are challenged by adults’ opinions, trivialising their romantic 

relationships. This analysis appears inconsistent with current research that suggests societal 

structures have loosened its constituents for appropriate adolescent intimacy practices 

(Fincham & Cui, 2011). Instead, relates more to notions of adults’ confusion in understanding 

these relationships, which may present as more ambiguous than previous years (Manning et 

al., 2014).  

However, in the majority of the text, analyses revealed these relationships warrant attention, 

and is a global issue that has an enduring effect systemically, as Tom explains: “we look at the 
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trend now with higher levels of divorce, higher levels of family separation”. This theme seems 

important, since it appears adolescent clients, in a period of exploration, utilise social norms or 

‘romantic scripts’ to guide their actions within different contexts (Thoits, 2013). Research 

suggests, social norms trigger adolescent mental health issues, particularly when youth define 

themselves as failures for not meeting such standards (Soller, 2014).  

 

3.3.1.2 Gender Norms  

 

Adolescent female clients were described as “emotionally equipped”, “emotionally affected” 

and “willing to talk about feelings” regarding romantic relationships. Participants were 

concerned younger girls were more “vulnerable” since they were over-zealous in their 

romantic involvements. In contrast, middle-late adolescent male clients were seen as resistant 

in emotional expressions, especially when they experienced relationship issues. Beth 

highlighted “they almost lose a sense of themselves in that relationship […] they set up suicide 

pacts or self-harm pacts with their girlfriends.” Beth’s description illuminates heightened 

difficulties in psychosocial functioning and self-regulation for male clients when they have a 

romantic partner; their desperation to keep their relationship becomes detrimental to their well-

being. This reflects theoretical constructs about self-regulation, suggesting fear of exclusion 

from an in-group, such as a romantic relationship can inhibit one’s ability to self-regulate 

(Baumeister, et al., 2005), which may be exacerbated for this pool of adolescent male clients. 

The review of literature demonstrated there is less research on boys’ romantic experiences; 

the current analysis reflects this disparity. Although the analysis is limited to a clinical sample, 

the findings challenge the notion that overinvestment in romantic relationships is largely a 

concern of female adolescents reported in the literature (Davilla, 2008; Plancheral & Bologini, 

1995; Purdie & Downie, 2002).  
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The clinicians’ descriptions were not relevant for younger male clients who expressed no 

interest in romantic relationships in clinical sessions. Middle-late adolescent males were 

described having difficulties in talking about their relationships. Participants linked this to 

maintaining a “social bravado”, being “dominant” and “macho”, which echoes theories on 

gender stereotypes in that romantic love is primarily a female emotion and males are 

socialised against intimacy (Rudman & Glick, 2008). Gender norms were referred to in the 

majority of the text, and Jennifer described how they are played out in therapeutic sessions:   

 

“It’s very, very rare for a teenage boy to come in and say my girlfriend and I argued and I’ve 

been crying all night, but I get that every week from the teenage girls.” 

 

This analysis supports recent research in highlighting the concerns for adolescent males’ 

expectations to uphold masculine gender roles (Luft et al., 2012; Giordano et al., 2006). These 

views were universal across the data set, and participants believed male adolescent clients 

felt they needed to adapt, and belong, to what they perceive as an adult male stereotype. 

Simon considered this is embedded in social constructs given that “men don’t pass on their 

emotional language very easily to young boys”.  

 

It appears that while adolescent males are perceived as less confident to navigate various 

aspects of their relationships, paradoxically they are challenged by gendered expectations to 

uphold dominance in their relationship behaviours. Clinicians expressed their concerns about 

adolescent male’s expectations to be “dominant”, which exacerbates vulnerability for females 

according to Tom:  

 

“…girls may feel they need to be in a certain type of person in a relationship and that initially is 

what I hear more of now- girls feeling pressured to do things which they don’t necessarily want 

to do”.  
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Gender norms intersect with the overarching theme ‘adult anxieties’, since parents hold 

separate concerns for daughters and sons that perhaps magnify gender roles for adolescents. 

Jennifer commented parents are “relieved they [male adolescent clients] are having 

relationships, that is seen as normal […] with the girls, they are much more worried”. This may 

increase pressure for boys and vulnerability for girls, and reinforces gendered social 

constructs for romantic relationships in adolescents. 

 

3.3.1.3 Heterosexual Norms 

 

In the majority of text, the sub-theme ‘heterosexual norms’ captured a construction of 

belongingness needs for adolescent clients in same-sex romantic relationships. Clinicians 

reported the “stigmas”, linked to same-sex relationships, created additional challenges that 

were “complex”, have “added layers”, and “more corruptions” in contrast to adolescent clients 

in heterosexual romantic relationships:  

 

Beth: “For somebody that identifies as LGB [Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual] quite young I know that 

psychologically they’ve gone through quite a lot of stuff because of all the stigmas […] it takes 

quite a lot amount of emotion, the greater the degree of emotion maturity to say I’m Gay, I’m 

lesbian, I’m bi, or whatever they’d want to use than if someone who is perhaps to say I’ve got 

a boyfriend/ girlfriend”.  

 

Many participants commented on how living in a heterosexually accepted world, that is “ill 

prepared”, caused issues such as loneliness for clients in same-sex relationships, impacting 

on their identity and well-being. Such commentary echoes research that describes intense 

feelings of guilt, shame and loneliness in sexual minority youth, caused by cultural stigmas 
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delimiting their resources to constructively explore personal identities (Diamond & Lucas, 

2004).  

 

The current analysis identified that heterosexual norms also entered clinical practice. Tiffany, 

for instance, said: “we don’t seem to question if it’s a straight relationship for adolescent […] 

we see it as this is the kind of normal stage of development”, implying heterosexual norms can 

be predisposed and assumed, even when working with clients. Megan expressed: “I’m a little 

bit surprised because I’m not expecting that as much as a heterosexual relationship”. For Lisa, 

there is an element of her own surprise regarding an adolescent client having a relationship 

with both genders in succession: “it wasn't a big thing for her [client]”. Such comments provide 

examples of how heterosexual relationships are powerfully influenced by norms. This reflects 

the limited attention given to stages of relationship development for sexual minority youth 

(Steever et al., 2014). Consequently, adolescents in same-sex relationships may struggle to 

feel a sense of belonging. For Jennifer, these matters in clinical practice are a fundamental: “I 

do ask about that […]I think it’s important to say, because we are trying to model that it’s okay 

to talk about anything, so if I can’t broach that they won’t broach that”. This analysis is 

supportive of sexual identity research that reports social acceptance of heterosexual 

relationships coerces individuals to self-silence and keeps their sexual identity a secret 

(Diamond, 2003).  

 

3.3.1.4 Ethnic Norms   

 

Analyses captured a fourth sub-theme, revealed by some participants, depicting a need for 

belongingness in ethnic minority adolescents who are expected to follow ‘ethnic norms’ 

regarding adolescent dating. This sub-theme intersected with the theme, ‘heterosexual norms’ 

regarding feelings of isolation and loneliness, since romantic relationships are largely rejected 

resulting from cultural stigmas. Analyses revealed ethnic norms affected primarily South Asian 
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adolescent female clients, who are compelled to live in a split world, grappling both western 

and ethnic standards. For example:  

  

“They’re expected to behave in western ways at school, but to come home and face really 

different norms, it was really hard for them to get a sense of who they were developing in that 

mixed cultural background alongside western girls” (Jennifer) 

 

Jennifer’s account delineates the consequences for normative adolescent development and 

identity exploration. Noam (1999) argued group identification is initially required to have 

capacity to self-explore. This is perhaps more complicated for South Asian female clients 

since they cannot identify with “western girls”. Analysis reflects qualitative studies that 

describe pressures for South Asian females to follow customs that are incompatible with 

western notions (Handa, 2003), making the task of forming an identity more associated with 

‘belonging somewhere’ (Rajiva, 2006).  Analysis identified the adolescent period for South 

Asian girls is emotionally and developmentally restricted in many ways, from limited 

resources, choices, to perhaps not having a voice. Tiffany said:  

 

“Friends are not experiencing these type of things in terms of… well, I don’t want to be in this 

intimate relationship or romantic relationship with this person, but you know but my parents or 

my family are making me go down this route.”                      

 

Parents and families similarly demonstrate a need for belonging since they, perhaps, were led 

into such scripts and traditions to feel community acceptance (Schwartz, 2005). They expect 

their children to assimilate into their system, though this might, in a western community, occur 

at the loss of social acceptance for the adolescent. Research reports a greater sense of social 

acceptance is achieved, when parents, particularly mothers, remain considerate to their 

adolescent child’s needs by reinforcing social interaction with peers, particularly with the 



	   Page	  60	  

opposite sex (Gray & Steinberg, 1999). Analysis identified prohibitions for adolescent dating 

may have implications for developmental delays. Though Lisa’s account (below) refers to a 

South Asian adult female, it suggests achieving a sense of belonging is postponed while 

approval for adolescent dating is denied: 

 

“Emotional maturity, you don’t get until you have those experiences, knowing how to trust 

others, believe, to rely on them, to share your thoughts and experiences with them. Not to say 

that she can’t catch up on those kind of development […] I guess they just come later in her 

life as to other people”             

 

 

3.3.2 OVERARCHING THEME 2: Protective and Risk Factors  

 

An overarching theme that described the impacts of romantic relationships on adolescent 

clients include factors which are both “Protective and Risk” to adolescent development. 

Clinicians made frequent references to a number of specific ways that romantic relationships 

can be both protective and a risk to a healthy development in adolescence. Romantic 

relationships are considered to be conducive to developing a healthy ‘Identity’. This sub-theme 

retains protective factors for development, though it does depend on adolescent ‘Age’. Young 

teens in a romantic relationship were at risk of failing to benefit from fundamental stages for 

self-exploration, as were those adolescents in relationships that were ‘Over-Invested’. These 

features, explored within this sub-theme, complicated developmental processes and placed 

adolescent clients at risk for developing a healthy identity. Protective features of romantic 

relationships, explored within the sub-theme ‘Relationship Skills’, recognised adolescents’ 

capacities to build a ‘Template for Adult Relationships’ and develop ‘Intimacy Skills’. ‘Abuse’ in 

romantic relationships placed adolescents and the skills they learned, at risk. The final sub-

theme ‘digital natives’ describes adolescent clients’ contemporary ways of experiencing 
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romantic relationships using modern technology. These technologies transformed customs of 

dating, allowing adolescents to explore relationships and experience romantic feelings, 

whereas, lack of control over the technology increased risks of spontaneous behaviours and 

placed them in danger. 

 

3.3.2.1 Identity Development  

 

3.3.2.1i Protective  

 

Romantic relationships were believed to support the transition from dependence on parents to 

independence (Collins et al., 2009). This shift was facilitated by a romantic partner, and 

offered opportunities to explore self-concept and individuality. Lisa commented: “even from a 

very basic level of sharing film choices and music gives you more of a sense of who you are”. 

It seemed developing a romantic relationship opened the ground for self-exploration and self-

definition of personality, as recognised by scholars (Erikson, 1968; Kroger, 2003). Tiffany said: 

“they’ve got somebody else to talk to and relate to and identify, who is going through this, as 

they say this storm and stress time the other person is actually experiencing it as well”. 

Connection and identification with someone who is on the same developmental journey is 

perhaps a key feature, which allowed these adolescents to experience self-worth and feel 

validated. Many participants gave commentaries about how these relationships offered clients 

“protection”, “stability” and “security”, which parallel theories about romantic self-concept. For 

example, Beth recognised romantic relationships gave “a confirmation of their femininity or 

their masculinity […] even if it’s just a wink in the playground, makes them feel ‘oh great’ ”. A 

romantic self-concept is recognised to help foster exploration of self and personal identity 

(Furman & Shaffer, 2003). Analysis showed a development of self-worth and positive self-

concept from romantic relationships was as a protective factor for the issues linked to mental 

health: 
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Lisa: “they’re no longer self-harming, they’ve got more of a sense of value, better perspective 

about themselves and actually they’re a lot happier with who they are because of that 

relationship”.   

        

3.3.2.1ii Over-investment  

Though participants linked romantic relationships to clinical progression, this was not the case 

for over-invested relationships, described as “intense”, “dependent” and “over-reliant”. Such 

relationships may place identity development at risk, restricting the opportunities to self-define 

and, as a result, impact on well-being, as captured by Tom’s comment:  

 

“She was somebody who doesn’t want anyone else who wants that person despite the fact 

that she’s depressed and very anxious about that relationship”    

 

Such comments highlight features that are detrimental to adolescents’ self-worth, individuation 

and self-exploration. Identity research suggests over-invested relationships prohibit identity 

moratorium, ‘identity crisis’: the process of active searching in order to achieve a true sense of 

self. Identity foreclosure, when a person commits to an identity too soon without exploration, 

impinges on individual autonomy and ability to make decisions (Luyckx, et al., 2007; Macia 

1989). Furthermore, this is relevant to participants’ comments regarding a “couple identity.” 

Beth described adolescent males, in particular: “merge so they almost become one with their 

partner”. Participants described this type of over-investment hindered clients’ independence 

by causing further distress when the relationship ended and the “couple identity” expired. 

Generally, coping with break-ups, potential endings or relationship issues, were described with 

emotional intensity. Frequent references included, “in his mind the world ended”, “us against 
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the world”, “centre of their world”, and Beth gave an account of an extreme case of high risk: 

“they both agreed that if one was going to kill themselves the other would as well”.  

 

Research highlights adolescent dependence on a romantic relationship negatively defines a 

personal identity (Harper, Dickson, Welsh, 2006), and links this to attachment theories 

(Bowlby, 1982; Tracy et al., 2003). Adolescents with anxious attachments are rejection-

sensitive, and behave in self-silencing ways (Purdie & Downey, 2000; Wekerle & Wolfe, 

1998). In fear of losing their relationship, they turn to self-sabotaging behaviour and remain in 

relationships to the detriment of their own well-being (Harper et al., 2006; Strimpfel et al., 

2013). This literature associates such behaviours primarily with adolescent females, but the 

current analysis draws attention to males. This reflects the gap in research where male 

adolescent romantic experiences are largely collected from data of girls’ narratives, 

consequently, are not exclusively recognised (Giordano et al., 2006).  

 

Over-investment was also linked to “first times”, “first romantic relationship”, “first love”, “first 

experiences” and referred to alongside the exclusion of all other intimate relationships, such 

as parents and friends for the “first time”. Researchers suggest there is a progressive 

transition of support and intimacy, which is usually passed on from parents to peers, then to a 

romantic partner (Kutler & La Greca, 2004; Furman & Buhrmester, 1992). However, 

adolescents’ clients were described to invest their needs into romantic relationships abruptly. 

This perhaps increases the risk for over-reliance on romantic partners. Tom explained:   

 

“They magnify themselves to that one significant relationship and they at times become stuck 

in that place because it’s the first time they allowed themselves to give their emotional self to 

somebody else who isn’t in their family dynamic really”. 
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This is inconsistent with studies reporting higher levels of intimacy with close friends than with 

romantic partners in early stages of romantic relationships (Furman & Shoemaker, 2008). 

These scholars observed 32 adolescents (9 boys, 23 girls), aged between 14-16, during 

interactive tasks with recent romantic partners, long-term friends and mothers. Higher levels of 

dyadic positivity were revealed in friends compared to romantic relationships. However the 

current analysis is based on a clinical sample, who may be more vulnerable entering a 

romantic relationship and define their identity in early stages of relationships, in contrast to 

adolescents without mental health issues.  

 

3.3.2.1iii Age 

Romantic relationships were described with different connotations for “younger” and “middle to 

late’” adolescents. They were considered more suitable and developmentally constructive for 

middle to late adolescents. Tom said:  “through the child development stages, attractions form, 

so therefore they are only exercising their desires and their thoughts and feelings”. These 

comments are consistent with research describing stages of romantic development for middle-

late adolescents, proposing 10-14 year olds are usually in the socialisation stage with mixed-

gender groups (Connolly et al., 2004; Dunphy, 1963).  

 

The current analysis revealed young adolescent clients were in fact engaging in romantic 

relationships, and repeated comments about “risk” and “vulnerability” referred to younger 

females. Frequent references to these concerns involved “appropriateness”, “age-

appropriate”, “appropriately”, and were linked to the risks they imposed on adolescent 

development. Young adolescents’ relationships were described as more psychologically 

harmful, given their understanding of romantic relationships was undeveloped. Beth 

commented: 
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“I notice they were wearing things like shag bands […] They don’t seem to understand that 

relationships are about more than just sex”. 

 

This analysis ties in with research regarding adolescent females who date at a young age, 

have a large number of partners and place themselves at increased risk (La Greca & Harrison, 

2005). Studies report risk factors such as low self-esteem, delinquent behaviour, earlier sexual 

involvement and increased risk of contracting sexually transmitted diseases or teen pregnancy 

(Brendgan, Wann & Vitao, 2007; Lieberman 2006; Marin et al., 2006). 

 

Furthermore, studies show identity formation for girls occurs through romantic relationships 

(Miller, 1991). Self-concept and self-esteem relate to how an adolescent female is treated in 

her relationship. This suggests identity development for females in romantic relationships 

holds more weight, compared to boys, who form their identities through independence 

(Codorow, 1978).   

 

3.3.2.2 Relationship Skills 

 

3.3.2.2i Template for Adult Relationships  

 

The role of “first times”, “first romantic relationship”, “first love”, “first experiences” were again 

identified, but in reference to templates that prepared adolescents with relationship skills for 

healthy adult relationships. Megan said: “it’s the first time you are able to instil that kind of 

level of openness and trust in somebody, so I think that is probably something that kind of aids 

or equips for the future”. These perspectives reflect studies that link constructive romantic 

relationships experienced in adolescence with positive adult functioning (Giordano et al, 2012; 

Wolfe, Jaffe & Crooks, 2006). Conversely, participants discussing negative romantic 
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relationships in adolescence can impair templates for relationships in adulthood, as Tom 

described:  

 

“Unwanted pregnancies, abortions you name it, they call it gambit of relationship experiences. 

And subsequent relationships and mental health difficulties, which are linked in to certain 

types of relationships, domestic violence all these types of things can contribute to how a 

young person develops into an adult relationship”. 

 

This echoes literature suggesting deficient functional rubrics for adult relationships are 

influenced by negative romantic relationships in adolescence (La Greca & Harrison, 2005; 

Woodward, 2004). Lifespan perspectives indicate socio-economic and cultural factors during 

adolescence are equally pertinent to shaping romantic relationship in adulthood 

(Bronfenbrenner, 2009; Caspi et al., 1995). 

 

Participants emphasised the developmental importance for the challenges experienced in 

romantic relationships that allowed adolescent clients to learn fundamental relationship skills 

through “trial and error” and “steps and tests”. Psychological relationship injuries, including 

“rejection”, “break-ups”, “betrayals” and “disagreements”, gave adolescents an opportunity to 

challenge their dependencies and develop emotional resiliency. Beth commented: “ what he 

managed to learn from that experience was that actually the world doesn’t end if the 

relationship does”. Relationship injuries were primarily described as a dichotomy: 

 

Megan: “If it’s a negative there is kind of two ways, its either you can learn from that and know 

what you wouldn’t want for that next or you start to develop a pattern, sort of seeking out the 

same sort of thing”   
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Participants considered whichever direction adolescent clients managed their injuries, the 

challenges were helpful towards building interpersonal skills.  

 

 

3.3.2.2ii -Developing Intimacy  

 

Participants observed romantic relationships gave adolescent clients opportunities for 

“developing intimacy” that was more profound from the intimacy learned with close friends. 

Megan described this: “like an emotional dependency that you don’t have with a friendship”, 

and Lisa described them as the “top end of friendships”. Brown et al., (1999) proposed 

adolescent romantic relationships are characterised by a “special kind of friendship” (p.4), and 

are more distinct from close friendships regarding passionate characteristics and levels of 

openness (Shulmarn & Scharf 2000).  

 

Correspondingly, participants recognised adolescent clients expressed greater levels of 

closeness with romantic partners. Tom said: “they’ve given parts of themselves to another 

person”, which presented them with experiences of connection and identification. Tiffany 

commented: “they have somebody they can feel understands them or feel is there for them, or 

somebody who is there to think about their needs”. This was considered pertinent to intimacy 

development, and is supportive to literature that describes romantic relationships as a 

pathway for developing necessary relational skills (Collins et al., 2009).   
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3.3.2.2iii -Abuse  

 

Different forms of abuse and unhealthy relationship patterns were recognised in the majority of 

text. While the challenges of romantic relationships were considered key opportunities for 

coping and building resilience, the nature of these challenges determined this:  

 

Megan: “I have had a couple of clients who have been cheated on or who are not sure of the 

status of their relationship and don’t seem to be able to see conformation from that”       

               

Infidelity and relationship status insecurity are recognised in adolescent dating violence 

research. Kulter and La Greca (2004) found female adolescent ‘casual daters’ experienced 

greater conflict due to ambiguity in the romantic relationship status. Jealousy and infidelity 

have been linked with different partner expectations regarding closeness and intimacy; 

partners imposing their expectations were recognised as a context for violence (Drauker et al., 

2012). The current analysis revealed this issue was observed in adolescent males. For 

instance, Jennifer commented: “there’s the idea that for boyfriends, the girlfriends shouldn’t be 

talking to other boys so there is much more control that comes into it.” Female adolescent 

clients were often referred to as victims of dating violence: 

 

Beth: “He wouldn’t allow her to go out to the Dr’s or the only way she could really get away 

from him was to attempt suicide where she would go to the local A&E.” 

 

Comments like this reflect research on victimisation of dating violence in adolescent females 

(Purdie & Downey, 2000; Wekle & Wolfe, 1998). Other studies report dating violence and 

victimisation, with perpetration prevalent in both female and male adolescents (Rivera-Riveral, 

et al., 2007; Volz &Kerig, 2010), although these studies included only ethnic minority 

participants.  
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Participants often raised their concerns for adolescent clients’ mental health and interpersonal 

skills when in an abusive relationship. Simon commented: “it is a detriment to their self esteem 

and what they expect from other people in the wider context in how they allow people to 

behave towards them”. Future relationships were deemed at risk based on dating violence 

experiences. This echoes research that shows adolescents who experience dating violence 

are susceptible to intimate partner violence in adulthood (Connolly & Josephson, 2007; 

Johnson et al., 2005). Their lack of experience, search for autonomy, reliance on 

inexperienced peers may result in their limited capacity to survive the trauma by reinforcing 

unhelpful relationship scripts and making it difficult to leave an abusive relationship (Connolly, 

Tollman & Saunders, 2003).  

 

 

3.3.2.3 Digital Natives  

 

Analysis identified social media was deemed highly influential and transformational to the 

nature of dating behaviours for adolescent clients who used modern technology; these are the 

‘Digital Natives’. Analysis identified fewer positive factors, for example, safety was considered 

in the geographical distance given to adolescent clients to experience romantic feelings. 

Technology was also perceived as a safety measure when meeting another person. Megan 

explained: 

 

 “getting to know somebody more before actually meeting them in person […] is something 

that adolescents now are kind of much more savvy much more use to and more normal to do 

it that way”.  

 



	   Page	  70	  

The technical competencies of adolescent clients were more referred to as an overriding risk 

factor. For example, “vulnerability” and “risk” of sexual exploitation for adolescent clients was 

prevalent in the majority of text:  

 

Beth: “She’d [female adolescent client] been taking photos of parts of her body, genitalia, sent 

it to her boyfriend who then distributed it on social media and it went viral, Facebook ended 

taking it down, but this young lady then engaged in quite a severe self-harm and did have to 

go to hospital because of the damage that it caused”.      

                   

Beth’s account highlights the harmful effects of online activities on adolescent mental health. 

In addition, “sexual hook-ups”, “revenge porn”, “grooming”, and “paedophilia” were issues 

referred to by many participants. “Socially isolated adolescents” and “female adolescents” 

were identified as an at-risk group. Similarly, research demonstrates socially anxious 

adolescents as frequent digital natives (Beebe et al., 2004). Other reports argue virtual 

interaction aggravates feelings of loneliness, resulting in social-avoidant teens avoiding online 

relationships (Eijnden et al., 2008). Adolescent girls are recognised for their increased danger 

for victimization by online solicitation and harassment, and at greater risk compared to adults 

for grooming. (Agatston, Kowalski & Limber, 2007; Mitchell, Wolak & Finkelhor, 2007). 

Scholars link this to teenage gullibility and general lack of caution (Wolak, Finkelhor & Mitchell 

2008). Similarly, many participants commented on adolescent naivety:  

 

Simon: “There is some degree of sort of self-delusion in there that he is or she is what they 

say they are…they might not be savvy enough to suss out who might pose a risk or who might 

be just kind of friendly”.                                          

                      

Participants described adolescents as, ”technically savvy”. This only increased their exposure 

to issues that were complex for them to manage emotionally and psychologically. Boyd’s 
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(2014) longitudinal study reflects this, when discovering adolescents learnt very quickly, by 

inserting codes accidently created through a bug on the MySpace network site, they could 

modify social network profiles. Conversely, adolescents were easily-led and manipulated into 

believing narratives by other digital natives, being described as media illiterate. In the current 

study, participants saw media illiteracy as adolescent clients misconstruing text messages and 

online narratives evoked heightened emotions for them. They were described as acting on 

compulsions and making decisions in the “here and now”. Tiffany, regarding a digital native 

client, made this comment: “you only met them [online] last night and now they’re your 

girlfriend. What in that time actually happened?”  

 

Although impulsivity in adolescents is a recognised characteristic of adolescents in research, 

studies demonstrate high prevalence of risk taking behaviours in adolescence in ‘hot 

contexts’, like those moderated by emotions and social factors (Blakemore & Robbins, 2012). 

The interactive properties of online communication are attractive to adolescents. They create 

an accessible environment to explore normative romantic and sexual feelings and are likely to 

challenge judgement and decision-making (Young, 2007). The “24-hour access” of media 

technology interfered with the appropriate, natural pace for adolescents to progress their 

romantic relationships. Normal fluctuations of a relationship were considered too wide and 

immediate, hence participants portrayed adolescent clients’ relationships as unnatural and 

artificial. This is captured in the following comment from Beth:  

 

“It’s just about very quick fire ways of kind of relating and communicating and building 

sometimes a reality that isn’t true, building a reality that the young person wants but doesn’t 

actually have”   

 

Social media were often described as “intrusive”. Tom commented: “social media will know 

where your partner is. Having other people on your Facebook and your friend’s list. Videoing 
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things and catching things, people find out certain things”. Tom’s account highlights social 

media potential for rupturing the development of adolescent identity. Smahel & Vybiral (2003) 

suggested the internet environment allows adolescents to safely take more risks and explore 

identity, involving an evaluation of values and attitudes, challenging norms, and exhibiting 

themselves differently from the real environment (Smahel, 2003). Correspondingly, some 

participants recognised these constructive aspects, as Tiffany said: 

  

“they learn more about themselves […] if things don’t go right, well maybe there’s so and so 

that I didn’t like about him, so I decided to move on or he was talking to other girls at the same 

time”                                 

 

Tiffany’s account suggests adolescent clients could experience initial stages of romantic 

interaction and expression online, with reduced risk and increased control. This may provide 

adolescents with opportunities for self-exploration and capacity to build coping strategies for 

romantic rejection.  

 

Analysis revealed the majority of text involved a greater proportion of risks that suggest 

detrimental consequences to adolescent clients’ identity during a period when they are 

susceptible to take risks. Issues including sexual exploitation, boundless and unprotected 

dissemination of private information, suggest adolescents have no personal space or freedom 

from others. Jennifer described it “like a soap opera being played out in public”. Yet studies 

and public news show adolescents to be very willing to express themselves publicly (Kang, 

2011; Nussbaum, 2007). Google chairman, Eric Schmidt, and Facebook originator, Mark 

Zuckerman, justify business decisions regarding privacy, arguing the era of privacy has 

terminated and social norms around privacy for teenagers are different today (Boyd, 2014). 

Contrastingly, Boyd (2014) highlighted differences between being in public and being public, 
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illustrating adolescents’ requests to socialise, but without the desire for their personal 

expressions to be publicised.  

 

 

3.3.3 OVERARCHING THEME 3: Adult Anxiety  

 

An overarching theme that describes factors that affect adolescent clients involves ‘Adult 

Anxiety’ about romantic relationships. Participants constructed adult anxiety with reference to 

perceived adult control, authorisation and judgement; described in the sub-theme ‘Adult 

Power’. The sub-theme ‘Adolescent adjustment’ explores how adolescents have experienced 

increased distress in response to adult power and managed these anxieties with internalising 

and externalising behaviours. Developing a healthy autonomy is prohibited, but the 

‘Therapeutic Relationship’ provides the opportunity for redevelopment and repair. This sub-

theme illustrates relationship-focused practitioners, offering person-centred conditions, 

supporting adolescent growth and providing them with the validation to explore their romantic 

relationships with increased independence.  

 

3.3.3.1 Adult Power and Control 

 

Parents, teachers and other adult professionals were described as directive and authoritative 

in regards to adolescents’ romantic relationships. Adult rules can enforce scripts about 

romantic relationships. For example, regarding boundaries at school, Jennifer commented: 

“there’s nothing to be going on if you were caught kissing in the corridor [school]… absolutely 

not!” The extent of this power seemed large and prevented any capacity for adolescents to 

maintain autonomy in their romantic relationships.    
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Lisa: “They’ve not been allowed to see that person and that relationship’s been stopped for 

whatever reason, […] parents particularly intervene or stop people having pocket money to go 

and see them or stop driving them to and from”.                 

    

Such comments depict the degree of adult authority and adolescent dependency on adults. A 

qualitative, longitudinal study showed adolescents’ social interaction was heavily restricted by 

parents’ fears, who discontinued their transportation support to take control of their offsprings’ 

relationships (Boyd, 2014). This may pose greater strain on adolescents since their greatest 

reliance for relational support is with their parents, not peers (Pfleiger & Vazsonyi, 2006). 

Excessively involved or restricting parents have been described as feeling threatened by an 

adolescent child’s romantic relationship, experiencing them as shifting their loyalties away 

from parents (Madsen, 2008; Silverberg & Steinberg, 1990).  

 

Limited knowledge and understanding of romantic relationships seemed to trigger adults’ 

needs to take control. The role of practitioners was often described as an advocate for 

adolescent romantic relationships, through the medium of psycho-education, and emphasising 

“normalisation” and “openness” to parents, schools and other professionals. Tiffany 

commented: “I encourage the male members of staff to normalise a lot of the feelings that are 

around adolescent [males] but also within intimate relationships”. Beth believed: “adults are 

really failing young people”. Baier and Wampler (2008) found parental anxieties triggered 

delayed discussions with adolescent children and were not addressed until teens were in 

romantic relationships, consequently leaving them ill prepared. Interestingly, avoidance of 

such discussions was also identified in a clinical context.  

 

Beth: “We have a set template for assessments. We have 1hour 30 minutes so you don’t get 

all of the questions in, but the questions do ask about sex, drugs, alcohol, I guess the 
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questions that are asked are what adults prefer and believe don’t need to be asked.”  

   

Beth described other professionals’ discomforts in asking questions deemed only appropriate 

for adults. Most participants discussed aspects of anxiety and control in regards to the 

assessment of safeguarding, when responsibility and accountability are professional 

prerequisites. Some participants held negative appraisals when clients initially talked about a 

romantic relationship. For instance, Simon commented: “they are raising it for a reason, I’m 

probably naturally suspicious, I’m probably expecting this to be problematic in some respects”.  

 

The majority of text revealed parents held the most anxieties. Jennifer said:  

    

 “It’s like the blind leading the blind, parents don’t know how to deal with it, feel they can’t win 

in the situation and as soon as they step in, they’re treading on toes and they are getting 

involved and being nosey, but if they don’t, they are distressed” 

 

Bernstein and Triger (2010) describe parents as fearful of teenagers, and fearful for them; not 

knowing the correct thing to do and, frightened about the prospects of their children being 

subjected to danger. Adult anxieties have been linked to the exposure of public stories with 

horrific outcomes about teenagers. This has even prompted policymakers to try and enact 

new restrictions on youth (Angelides, 2012). This may instigate power struggles between the 

parent-child dyad, consequently complicating adolescent adjustments for developing romantic 

relationships (Gray & Steinberg, 1999).  

 

3.3.3.2 Adolescent Adjustment 

 

Analysis revealed adult anxiety created additional stress for adolescent clients, causing self-

silencing behaviours. Clients wished to talk about their romantic relationships, but they found it 
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difficult. Participants frequently made references to clients’ expressions as “restrained”, 

“resistant”, “last thing disclosed”, “shielded”, and “further down the line”. Megan said: “It had 

taken them that long to bring it in, once they had, that partner was in the room often after, and 

we sat and we talked about it, it was almost as if it was a break through moment”. Adolescent 

clients struggled to tell their therapists problematic parts to their relationships.  

 

Beth: “I did say to her ‘look you clearly don’t want to talk about it and try to move topic yet you 

keep bringing him back into the room, he’s obviously here with us today, how can we sit with 

him here and you feel able to tell me about the difficulties you have’ ”.  

         

Such comments provide examples of the internal conflict experienced by adolescents to tell 

their adult therapists about their romantic partner. Participants considered self-silencing a 

serious mental health issue, because the concerns that clients were silent about, typically 

abuse and self-harm, were often detrimental to their well-being (Harper & Welsh, 2007). 

Participants’ commentary indicated ‘adult power’ caused adolescent clients to feel they were 

doing something wrong, which created a universal perception of all adults as critical. Jennifer 

commented:  

 

“I think there is something about secrecy there, just that not quite wanting just to disclose 

some things but that anxiety about whether we might say that’s not appropriate”    

     

Moreover, participants revealed adolescents argued with adults to maintain their romantic 

relationship, to the point of prioritising romantic partners over parents. Lisa commented: “one 

client actually had to move out their home. Her mom chose, no it wasn’t going to happen and 

you’re not living with me!”  The precedence for romantic partners led adolescents to have 

outbursts and make immediate choices, through anger, about their future with romantic 

partners. Tiffany said:  
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“For her they [residential staff] were completely against it [romantic relationship]…it’s not right 

for you, you shouldn’t be in that relationship, it’s not productive. And for her I think it was ‘sod 

ya, I’m gonna carry on with this relationship…this is what I want, we’re gonna be happy, we’re 

gonna get married’. She wanted it to the bitter end really.”           

                        

Such comments parallel research reporting excessive parental involvement has adverse 

effects on adolescents’ decision-making and coping skills, causing anxiety disorders and 

problem behaviours, such as delinquency (Bogels, Brechman-Toussant, 2006; Dadds & Roth, 

2002).  

 

Additionally, participants believed the “storms and stresses” of adolescence (Arnett, 1999) 

caused adolescents to grapple with “hormones”, “school”, “exams”, “parents”, “peers”, and 

“decision-making”, triggering additional pressures for adolescent clients in romantic 

relationships. Additionally, these relationships were considered naturally anxiety provoking for 

adolescents, since they were a new ground for adolescents to explore and discover.  For 

example, Simon said: “I don’t really see much of a reference point”. Mental health issues in 

youth have been linked to the strains of encountering new relationships (Exner-Cortens et al., 

2013). Participants recognised these anxieties were greater for adolescents who experienced 

negligent early childhood relationships. These caused added complexities for those teenagers 

growing up in family environments where healthy attachments were not available. Tiffany said:  

 

“Some young people that haven’t had a healthy positive relationship modelled to them, it can 

be difficult […] if the adolescent peer wants to be romantic or wants to be intimate, they don’t 

know what that looks like. That can be quite an alien concept”.     

         

Research on poor attachments parallels this commentary (Hazen & Shaver, 1987), though 
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participants recognised the adverse effects of early attachments did not always instill a 

negative model of intimacy, as captured by Simon: “a healthy romantic relationship could 

detour that for them and go the other way round”. Participants recognised healthy romantic 

relationships had capacity to offer adolescents an opportunity for healthy re-development and 

re-modeling. However, research reports better quality adolescent romantic relationships are 

developed from positive parent-child attachments, providing adolescents with a healthy 

framework to develop and practice relationship-related skills (Carlson et al., 2004; Simpson et 

al., 2007). Other studies argue the difference in parent-child relationship-skills. Those formed 

in romantic involvements, retain passionate qualities  (Madsen & Collins, 2011). Early 

attachments are believed to take a casual role for developing the capacity for healthy adult 

romantic relationships (Waters, et al., 2000). 

 

 

3.3.3.3 Therapeutic Relationship  

 

The ‘therapeutic relationship’ was considered an alternative adult relationship, which attempts 

to reshape and redevelop the model of adult anxiety for adolescents. Jennifer commented: 

“We’re trying to develop a different sort of relationship.” The relationship-focused work was 

viewed as a priority, and participants, regardless of their discipline (e.g. counselling and 

clinical psychologists, psychotherapists), conducted their clinical practice with person-centred 

values to achieve this.  

 

Beth: “I tried to explore that with her in an open ended non-judgemental way and she’d say ‘I 

don’t like talking about him like this, I feel like I’m betraying him’, so I’m aware of her 

personality tendencies to shut down and she wasn’t talking to anybody else so I had to really 

try to keep that open”.                       
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Clinical practice was frequently described as, “open” “curious” non-assuming” “accepting” and 

“non-judgemental”. These features were believed to foster the therapeutic relationship with 

adolescent clients. Research recognises this alliance as a strong predictor of outcome in 

therapy (Bordin, 1994; Horvath & Bedi, 2002). Participants recognised the therapeutic 

relationship was an essential ingredient to engage clients to facilitate beneficial change. How 

this was presented to clients, was determined by different perspectives. For example,   

 

Jennifer: “We are trying to model that it’s ok to talk about anything, so if I can’t broach that 

they won’t broach that, so I feel no matter how uncomfortable I feel internally about asking 

some questions and whether there’s a sexual relationship going on, if I can’t model that I can’t 

expect that from them.”  

 

Jennifer’s account provides an example of practitioners’ attention to own anxieties and the 

importance of modeling acceptance, consequently meeting adolescents’ ‘needs for belonging’ 

(3.3.1). Three out of the seven participants said they directly enquired about romantic 

relationships allowing adolescents to recognise the subject or their relationship is not a 

“taboo”. Anecdotal reports indicate clinical practitioners overlook adolescents’ history of, and 

or current involvements in, romantic relationships (NYMHF, 2012). The current analysis 

cannot contradict or support these claims because they were not supported by empirical 

evidence. Furthermore, the four practitioners who revealed they did not address the subject 

directly, understood direct questioning to displace client-led principles of person-centred 

approaches, and consequently endorsed romantic relationship norms, as captured by Simon:   

 

“I just try to take as phenomenologically as possible, but that kind of builds them up towards 

any pre-conceived ideas that the person they’re in a relationship with, will be the person that 

they trust the most ”. 
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Analysis identified many participants acknowledged their subjective thought processes in 

clinical practice, allowing a mechanism of mindful separation, to avoid rupturing the 

therapeutic relationship and core conditions of therapy.  

 

Megan: “There are many times where I have wanted to say, ‘No just stay away from that 

person its not healthy its going to hurt you,’ but you cant do that, that’s just not professional its 

not right, its all about giving someone space about making their own decisions”    

 

Many participants recognised separation of judgment or opinion allowed their clients to reach 

greater depth and understanding, and, as a result, make their own formulation, as Tom 

described: “I could sense a level of vulnerability when she spoke about him. She allowed 

herself to talk more openly about the impact of her relationship with her boyfriend which fed 

into other factors of her life”.    

    

The benefits of the therapeutic alliance with adolescent clients are recognised in research 

(Kazdin et al., 1998; Shirk & Saiz, 1992). Though the validity of these outcomes is limited, 

because most studies have used adult samples (Shirk & Carver, 2003; Martin, Graske & 

Davis, 2000). Some participants believed the ability to engage adolescents in a therapeutic 

relationship, with humanistic conditions, is restricted for other professional disciplines.  

 

 Jennifer: “Our professional background leads us in quite an open way to try and not to be 

embarrassed about trying to talk about difficult topics […] I think without that professional 

background I don’t see say other professions doing that”.  

 

The experience of an adult-adolescent relationship with limited adult anxieties was considered 

to be restricted to adolescents in therapy. Although participants were not immune to adult 

anxieties and frequent reference to their use of clinical supervision, personal therapy and 
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reflective practice were identified as protective methods to work with adolescents, as captured 

by Lisa: 

 

“I’m aware when it’s my crap as opposed to whether it’s their crap and I will go and have 

personal therapy if something is triggered for me so that I know if I need help to remain 

resilient in practice”.   

    

The reinforcement, in psychology and psychotherapy, to self-examine, may not be available to 

other professional disciplines working with the adolescent population. The consequence, for 

other adults, of this exclusion may maintain adult anxiety and adolescent perceptions of the 

critical and judgmental position of adults. 

 

 

 3.4 Limitations of the study  

 

Research questions were developed on the basis of inductive and deductive enquiry. 

Therefore pre-existing theories and previous research, which are largely risk-related, may 

have restricted the interview schedule. While it was pertinent to ask practitioners about the 

challenging nature of romantic relationships, more weight may have been placed on this 

position. To balance the effect of a potential problem-focused interview, the researcher would 

have benefited from enquiring about constructive features of romantic relationships 

separately. Instead, the interview schedule integrated risk and protective. For example, 

Question 2: Do you think adolescent involved in romantic relationships might be beneficial or 

detrimental to the developing adolescent?  

 

Some practitioners independently discussed protective factors, but the researcher 

occasionally over-probed some participants to encourage an elaboration. Therefore, the data 
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collected may have been influenced by the researcher’s novice abilities and may have 

benefited from trusting the natural process of interviews. However, the researcher perceived 

the sample to be relatively divided in their overarching opinions about romantic relationships in 

general. Four out of the seven leaned more towards the constructiveness for romantic 

relationships in adolescence, whilst the remainder viewed the subject with more detriments. 

This balance may have reduced the caveats of the interview schedule.  

 

A limitation and strength of the sample included the use of a small homogenous sample. The 

difficulties involve the transferability of these perspectives to other practitioners working with 

adolescent clients (Raskin, 2002). A larger sample may be required to examine specialist 

knowledge in adolescent development, which is recognised as a key ingredient for therapeutic 

effectiveness with adolescent clients (Weisc & Jenson, 2001). Although participants were from 

different schools of psychology and psychotherapy, all were collective in their principal use of 

therapeutic practice for clinical work. There was some variability regarding the service 

contexts for clinical practice and number of years’ experience, which was deemed more 

valuable for getting a broader spectrum of perspectives. 

 

The data relied on practitioners’ interpretations of their clients and is a limitation in 

understanding the subject area. In addition, transference and countertransference features 

often affect therapeutic work (Watkins, 1995), and may have influenced how some clients 

were portrayed.  

 

3.5 Conclusion 

 

This study offers a unique contribution to the therapeutic field for adolescents, presenting 

three overarching factors concerning romantic relationships, exclusive to a clinical group of 

adolescents. These are: belongingness needs, protective and risk factors, and adult anxiety. 
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This chapter offered a detailed discussion, supported by current literature, of the fundamental 

viewpoints provided by practitioners using thematic analysis. Further examination of these 

themes is required to facilitate an improved understanding of the validity and capacity of these 

suggested themes, and to further expand limited research and develop current therapeutic 

practices. To achieve this, a second study was undertaken using Q-sort surveys with a non-

clinical sample of adolescents. A Q-methodological study is presented in the next chapter.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	   Page	  84	  

CHAPTER 4.    Adolescent Romantic Relationships: 

      Exploring the perspectives of adolescents 
  
 

 

4.1 Introduction   

 

Previous studies have reported problem-focused factors, and relied on large data collections 

with restricted measures on romantic relationships (Karney et al., 2007). This has caused an 

uncertainty around the impact of romantic relationships on adolescents, particularly since their 

views have not been addressed, leaving other features that may be more salient, 

unrecognised. (Collins et al., 2009). There has only been a handful of studies that focus on 

adolescents’ perspectives, with most concentrating on links between cognitive factors and 

sexual behaviours. Exposure to media and religion, and level of intelligence have been linked 

to early sexual activities (Pardun, L’ Engle & Brown, 2005; Jones, Darroch & Singh, 2005; 

Halpern et al., 2005). The closest to understanding adolescents’ perspectives involved a study 

by Feiring et al. (2002) showing aggressive relationships were justified by youth. Moreover, as 

more studies concentrate on females, the few that have focused on males identified struggles 

with the constraints of gender norms placed on them in romantic relationships (Giordano et al., 

2006; Dmytro et al., 2013).  

 

As previously highlighted in Chapter 2, the salient disparities in the research area, including 

limited attention in a clinical capacity may restrict practice of scientist practitioners such as 

counselling psychologists. The first study of this research, presented in Chapter 3, offered a 

unique contribution to this critical gap and will be developed to broaden its main findings. 

Thematic analysis examined qualitative interviews exploring practitioners’ perspectives; the 

analysis identified three overarching themes: 1. Need for belongingness, 2. Protective/ Risk 
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factors and 3. Adult Anxiety, which impacted on adolescents seen in clinical settings.  A 

summary is given to introduce the rationale for the current study.  

 

4.1.1 Practitioners’ Perspectives on Adolescent Romantic Relationships  

 

Thematic analysis examined semi-structured interviews exploring perspectives of counselling 

psychologists (n=4), clinical psychologists (n=2), and psychotherapists (n=1), specialising in 

adolescent work. Analysis identified three overarching themes: 1. Need for belongingness, 2. 

Protective/ Risk factors, and 3. Adult Anxiety.  

 

1. Need for Belongingness  

Practitioners understood adolescent clients were challenged by pressures to conform to 

norms that, if not followed, rejected them socially. For example, romantic partners allowed 

adolescents to feel a sense of belonging (Kenrick, Li & Buttler, 2003), but they grappled with 

notions of ‘puppy love’, from adults who trivialised their relationships (Brown et al., 1999). 

Clients were expected to be in heterosexual romantic relationships and follow traditional 

gender roles (Rudman & Glick, 2008; Diamond & Lucas, 2004). Adolescent males were 

recognised for sustaining ‘macho’ identities, which echoed the studies previously highlighted 

concerning unrecognised difficulties on young males grappling with gendered expectations 

(Giordano et al., 2006). Practitioners’ accounts considered vulnerability for older males and 

younger females, who were recognised to emotionally over-invest in relationships (Purdie & 

Downey, 2002).  For adolescents from ethnic minority groups, traditional roles were imposed 

on them that similarly rejected adolescent dating (Schwartz et al., 2008).  

 

2. Protective and Risk Factors  

Practitioners considered romantic relationships were developmentally appropriate for identity 

exploration, and played a pivotal role for developing long-term, committed relationships in 
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adulthood (Erikson, 1968; Welsh et al., 2003). This training ground allowed adolescents to 

develop essential relational skills. Developmental attributes were only considered for middle-

late adolescents (Davilla, 2008). Issues including, over-investment and abusive relationships 

were revealed, and considered detrimental to identity development, well-being, and for 

instilling negative templates for future relationships (Harper et al., 2006). Practitioners 

discussed the risks of social networking that was too complex for them to manage emotionally 

and psychologically. Issues including sexual solicitation, personal exposure and artificial 

components of online relationships were identified (Wolak et al., 2008). Some practitioners 

observed constructive aspects to technology, allowing adolescents to safely explore identity 

and romantic feelings. More studies link positive outcomes related to online communication, 

compared to online risks (Coleman, 2011). Media technology is considered to provider wider 

opportunities for youth to connect and learn (Mesch & Talmund, 2010). 

 

3.Adult Anxiety  

Adults’ anxieties were linked to limited understanding of adolescent dating. Practitioners’ 

believed adults prescribed to behaviours linked to control, authorisation and dismissal 

(Madson, 2007; Silverberg & Steinberg, 1990). This was considered to influence adolescent 

clients to become more distressed, internalise their problems and withdraw from adults (Gray 

& Steinberg, 1999). Adults’ anxieties were illustrated as preventing adolescent autonomy, and 

practitioners equally recognised their own anxieties in practice (NYMHF, 2012). The 

therapeutic relationship, using person-centred conditions, helped clients regain self-worth and 

independence, which supported them in processing their romantic relationships in more 

helpful ways. These perspectives are supported by one published article (Davis & Benshoff, 

1999), recognising counselling effectiveness for romantic relationship issues. While the article 

is an exception to the paucity of research, it is restricted to a single case study with an 

adolescent couple.  
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4.1.2 Rationale for the Current Study  

 

Limitations of the qualitative study completed in this research involve a small sample, and may 

not provide an accurate account of factors that affect adolescent romantic relationships. It is 

further limited to practitioners’ interpretations on a clinical sample. These findings can only be 

recognised tentatively regarding the overall research aims. Given the lack of research in 

adolescent perspectives, an online self-report Q-sort survey for middle-late adolescents was 

developed, utilising the themes from the first study: Need for belongingness, Protective/risk 

factors and Adult anxieties. The inclusion criteria restricted participants below age 16 who 

would require parental consent; adolescents above this age are deemed autonomous for their 

own participation.  

 

Self-report measures from large data sets are considered a primary caveat in this research 

subject. Smaller studies using these methods have provided greater insight into adolescent 

subgroups, such as socio-economic outcomes (e.g. Connolly et al., 2004; Silver & Baumen, 

2006), but small samples constrain statistical powers when examining links among variables 

(Karney et al., 2007). The current study, therefore, employs Q-methodology, which 

collaborates both qualitatively and quantitatively methods to reduce repeating such 

methodological flaws. The integration of mixed-methods increases the credibility of Q-

methodology, and the epistemology for both constructivist and post-positivist stances (Ramlo 

& Newman, 2011). Q-methodology is also recognised in psychological research to investigate 

adolescent development (Hart & Chmiel, 1992). 

 

This second stage of the research therefore will build on the findings from practitioners’ 

perspectives by exploring the subjective viewpoints of a non-clinical adolescent sample 

quantitatively. These findings will explore whether adolescents with no prior experience of 
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therapy might see the factors identified by the practitioners as important to romantic 

relationship.  

 

4.2 Method  

 

4.2.1 Design  

 

This study uses Q-methodology, is holistic in its roots, and applies participant-centred 

approaches (Brown, 1980). This inverted factor analysis method, developed by Stephenson 

(1953), identifies collective modes of engagement, such as clusters of participants who rank 

concepts, on a given subject, in a similar manner (Stenner, Dancey & Watts, 2000). Individuals’ 

experiences, attitudes and beliefs are systematically captured in a way that other quantitative 

surveys do not allow, and uses objective approaches based on precise measurements to 

examine statistical relationships (Cross, 2005). Q-methodology is distinguished from other 

statistical methods by collecting data in the form of Q-sorts and using by-person factor analysis.  

 

Q-sorts are a set of items, pre-prepared by the researcher. Participants sort statements in 

accordance with a subjective dimension on an ‘agree/disagree’ spectrum grid; a process 

known as Q-sorting (Webb & Stenner, 2003).  

 

 

4.2.1 (i) Justification of Q-Methodology  

 

Q-methodology is acknowledged as a robust method for measuring attitudes and opinions, 

which are difficult to examine (Cross, 2005). Likert scales hold similar statistical strengths, but 

are designed to summarise views within a quantitative manner (Manstead & Semin, 2001). Q-

sorts, offering rich qualitative narratives of viewpoints, are more suited to the research aims for 
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measuring adolescents’ subjective accounts that have been significantly denied in previous 

studies (Watts & Stenner, 2012). This supports the larger aims for this study to explore factors 

that affect adolescent romantic relationships. Survey statements were formulated using 

deductive approaches as clinical perspectives informed them, with Q-methodology 

maintaining an inductive approach in subjective Q-sorting. 

 

4.2.2 Materials 

 

The first stage in Q-methodology is developing the Q-set, which represents a broad spectrum 

of views about the subject in the form of statements. Q-sets are created based on a 

‘concourse’, and can draw on a wide range of resources to generate a collection of statements 

(Mckeown et al., 1999).  

 

In the current study, the concourse utilised the findings from thematic analysis of interviews 

with practitioners (Chapter 3.3). A representative sample was extracted from the three core 

themes: 1.Need for Belongingness, 2. Protective/Risk, and 3. Adult Anxiety. Primarily, 

statements were derived by encapsulating a sub-theme, (e.g. Statement 18: A relationship 

has/have helped me learn how to cope with things – Sub-Theme: Relationship Skills), and 

some included direct terms used by practitioners (e.g. Statement 4: A boyfriend should be 

“macho”- Participants Tiffany, Jennifer and Megan). These are delineated in Appendix 4.1. 

Statements were primarily worded in a subjective format (e.g. Statement 11: I got to know 

myself better, having been in a relationship) and some objective (e.g. Statement 1: It’s 

important to always have a boyfriend/girlfriend). To ensure broad representation of 

statements, researchers selected statements widely different from one another to develop a 

full spectrum of existing views and opinions related to the themes. This generated a Q-set of 

50 statements.  
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Pilot testing using Q-Assessor: online statistical software for Q methodology, included 6 

adolescents (3 male, 3 females, aged 17-18), recruited via the researcher’s personal and 

professional contacts. These Q-sorts were not used in the main study. Feedback was given 

about wording, number of statements, ambiguous statements and procedure and were edited 

accordingly, and reviewed with the research team. This reduced the final Q-set to 44 

statements. Items were then assigned a number (Van Exel & de Graaf, 2005). 

 

4.2.3 Participants  

 

In Q-methodology, the sample, known as the P-Set, is a structured sample of respondents 

who are theoretically pertinent to the investigation subject, rather than randomly selected (Van 

Exel & de Graad, 2005). A sample of between 40-60 participants is considered satisfactory. 

Large P-sets are considered unimportant, as the Q-set constitutes the study sample rather 

than the participants, who are instead the variables. The Q-set is therefore larger than the P-

set, since the implication is in the nature of ranking, to reveal segments of subjectivity and the 

extent to which they are similar or dissimilar (Stainton-Rogers, 1995). 

 

The current study requested forty adolescent participants (20 females and 20 males), aged 

16-18 years, which satisfies the guidelines for a larger Q-set (44 statements). Adolescents 

below this age category were not included to avoid parental consent complications. Those 

above age 18, being formally recognised as adults, were excluded. Individuals were not 

excluded if they had no prior experience or not currently in an exclusive romantic relationship 

that held a partnership status, such as boyfriend or girlfriend. Research shows romantic 

experiences without a status are recognised characteristics of adolescent romantic 

relationships (Collins et al., 2009; Meier & Allen, 2009). The current study gave the following 

definition on the premise of accounting for the variability of romantic relationships highlighted 

in the review of literature: “A romantic relationship does not have to hold the title of 



	   Page	  91	  

boyfriend/girlfriend […] It could also be your experience of getting to know someone you liked. 

In the survey, the word boyfriend/girlfriend is used, but this can also mean getting to know a 

male/female you romantically liked”. See Appendix 4.2 for extended version given in the 

Detailed Participation Information.        

 

The final P-set included 40 adolescent participants (20 males, 20 females). Participants were 

aged 16-18 (mean age=17.05). Ethnic composition included 42.5% White, 35% Indian, 7.5% 

Black African and 2.5% Black Other, Pakistani, Mixed Caribbean and Black/Chinese 

adolescents. 87.5% identified as heterosexual. Out of the 40 Q-sorts, 33 loaded significantly 

and were included in the final set for factor analysis. Therefore these participants ranked items 

in a similar pattern and grouped together in factors. Table 4.2 provides these sample 

characteristics for 33 Q-sorts. The requested demographics and additional information were 

recognised as significant factors according to the first study. Thematic analysis identified 

ethnic and sexual identity was linked to Belongingness Needs. Involvement in previous 

therapy was pertinent to Adult Anxiety. Romantic involvement information was considered 

helpful to enhance an understanding of adolescents’ views.  

 

 

4.2.4 Procedure 

 

Online procedures were used because adolescents are considered regular and natural users 

of modern technology and social media (Coleman, 2011). Empirical evidence reports 

successful outcomes in using Facebook to recruit and engage teenagers in research studies 

(Amon, Campbell, Hawke, & Steibeck, 2014). 

 

Recruitment posters and an invitation letter (Appendix 4.3) were distributed at various 

campuses of local colleges and university. Distributed posters provided a URL address and 
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barcode to access a research homepage on Facebook, where a direct link to the online Q-sort 

survey was accessible. The poster provided a direct link to the survey for non-Facebook 

users. A method of snowball sampling was used on Facebook to encourage participants to 

promote the page and forward onto personal contacts. The survey was closed as soon as 

twenty female and twenty males participated to obtain a sample with equal gender distribution. 

The number of females was obtained first; subsequently the researcher posted a request for 

male participants on the research Facebook page.   

 

The Q-Sort survey was developed using Q-Assessor software. On accessing the survey, 

participants were given a detailed information sheet before they agreed to their involvement. 

This comprised a summary of the study, guidance for completion and instructions for Q-sorting 

(Appendix 4.2). It clarified issues pertaining to confidentiality, anonymity, and their rights to 

withdraw; adhering to research ethics (BPS, 2009, p. 10-12). Participants were informed 

individual responses would not be analysed singularly in isolation, but would be grouped and 

analysed in clusters with other participant responses. An informed consent agreement was 

provided with the information sheet (Appendix 4.4). All information was presented before 

access was permitted to the survey. A fully completed survey was indicative of participants’ 

agreement and consent. Participants were given the opportunity to contact the principal 

investigator and director of studies to discuss further questions. Participants were 

recommended to complete the survey in a quiet space, without distractions, and on a PC or 

laptop rather than a smart phone to allow a full-size view and sorting operations of the survey. 

 

The three stages for administering Q-sort surveys, developed by Stephenson (1953) were 

followed. Q-assessor gave a virtual presentation of the Q-set and individual statements 

appeared in randomised orders. Q-assessor provided additional guidance for each of these 

stages of sorting statements on each webpage.  

 



	   Page	  93	  

Stage 1: Participants were asked to place 44 statements in 3 virtual piles (Appendix 4.5). 

Participants placed statements of general agreement on the right (Agree); statements with a 

neutral or indifferent response were placed in the middle (Neutral) and statements with 

general disagreement were placed on the left (Disagree). Q- assessor automatically checks 

for an agreement-disagreement balance by recording the number of statements in each pile. 

Participants were asked whether they were satisfied with the statements they sorted and then 

directed to the next webpage.  

 

Stage 2: A fixed quasi-normal distribution, -5 to +5 spectrum grid was presented (Appendix 

4.6) that accommodates the 44-concourse set (Brown, 1993). This is a standard technique for 

Q-sorting, where the quasi-normal shape reflects that participants will have reasonably strong 

views regarding a limited number of items (Watts & Stenner, 2012). The technique involves 

forced-choice distribution, allowing statistical procedures to be simplified without influencing 

factors that are subsequently generated (Brown, 1980). Fixed choice distributions are suitable 

and pragmatic methods for supporting item-ranking processes for both participants and 

researchers (Watts & Stenner, 2012). Participants were first asked to sort the statement they 

felt most strongly about, into mostly agree (+5) and most disagree (-5). Participants were able 

to easily read through each individual statement from the categories (agree, neutral, disagree) 

they had sorted at Stage 1.  

 

Stage 3: Participants were asked to rank the remainder of statements on to the grid and were 

able to freely adjust and review their sorting until satisfied. Participants had no time restraints 

for completion, and confirmed their completed distribution by selecting ‘submit’.  

Finally, participants were asked to complete demographic information (Appendix 4.7) about 

their gender, age, ethnicity, sexual identity and romantic relationship status. Information was 

also gathered about periods of involvement in past and current romantic relationships and 
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engagement in counselling. Identifiability details were not requested. Q-Assessor generated 

an individual report for participants to keep for their own perusal. Q-Assessor assigned a 

randomised identification number for each completed survey, saved online to the researcher’s 

private Q-Assessor workspace. Only fully completed surveys were saved, since Q-Assessor 

configuration tools are utilised to monitor each survey for completeness and consistency. A 

high abandonment rate of 62.85% was recorded, representing the number of participants who 

withdrew from the study or encountered technical issues and required to re-start. Q-Assessor 

excluded data collection for these.  

 

 

4.2.5 Confidentiality and Data Storage  

Only the principal researcher and supervisors accessed the data. The data were securely 

saved, and accessed using an authorised passcode via Q-Assessor software that was 

managed on a password-protected computer by the principal researcher. This data will be 

stored for three years and then destroyed confidentially. The Q-assessor membership for this 

study will be disabled for this period. 
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Table 4.2. Sample characteristics: 33 significantly loaded Q Sorts  
 
 

Variable Factor A 
(n=12) 

Factor B 
(n=3) 

Factor C 
(n=4) 

Factor D 
(n=3) 

Factor E 
(n=5) 

Factor F 
(n=4) 

Factor G 
(n=2) 

TOTAL 
(n=33) 

Gender 

Female  

Male  

 

6 (50%) 

6 (50%) 

 

 

3 (100%) 

 

1(25%) 

3(75%) 

 

2 (67%) 

1(33%) 

 

4(80%) 

1 (20%) 

 

3 (75%) 

1 (25%) 

 

1 (50%) 

1 (50%) 

 

17 (52%) 
16 (48%) 

 
Age (Mean) 

 
17.0 yrs. 

 
17.7 yrs. 

 
16.5 yrs. 

 
16.7 yrs. 

 
17.0 yrs. 

 
17.8 yrs. 

 
18.0 yrs. 

 
17.24 yrs 

Sexual Identity 

Heterosexual 

Bisexual 

Unsure 

 

11 (92%) 

1 (8%) 

 

 

 

3 (100%) 

 

 

3(75%) 

 

1(25%) 

 

2 (67%) 

 

1(33%) 

 

4 (80%) 

 

1 (20%) 

 

4 (100%) 

 

2 (100%) 

 

29 (88%) 
 1  (3%) 

 3  (9%) 

Ethnic Background 

Caucasian 

Black Caribbean 

Black African 

Black Other 

Indian 

Pakistani 

Other 

Mixed Caribbean 

Black/Chinese 

Asian 

 

7 (58.3%) 

 

 

1 (8.3%) 

3 (25%) 

 

 

 

1 (8.3%) 

 

2 (67%) 

 

 

 

1 (33%) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2(50%) 

 

2(50%) 

 

1 (33%) 

 

 

1 (33%) 

 

 

 

 

 

1 (33%) 

 

1 (20%) 

 

 

 

3 (60%) 

1 (20%) 

 

2 (50%) 

 

 

 

2 (50%) 

 

1 (50%) 

 

 

1(50%) 

 

14 (42.4%) 

 0 (0.0%) 

 2 (6.1%) 

 3 (9.1%) 

11 (33.3%) 

 1 (3.0%) 

 0 (0.0%) 

 0 (0.0%) 

 1 (3.0%) 

 1 (3.0%) 

Experience of romantic 
relationship (RR) with 
boyfriend/girlfriend status 
 

 

YES 
NO 

 

 

 

 

11 (92%) 

1 (8%) 

 

 

 

 

3 (100%) 

 

 

 

 

3(75%) 

1(25%) 

 

 

 

 

2 (67%) 

1(33%) 

 

 

 

 

4 (80%) 

1 (20%) 

 

 

 

 

3 (75%) 

1(25%) 

 

 

 

 

1 (50%) 

1 (50%) 

 

 
 
 

27 (82%) 
6 (18%) 

Currently have a 
boyfriend/girlfriend 
YES 
Approx. period of time in  
current RR (range) 
 
 
NO 
Approx. period of time since 
last boyfriend/girlfriend 

 
 
7 (58%) 
13 days-3yrs 
2mnths 
 
 
5 (42%) 
3 mnths-1.5 
yrs. ago 

 
 
1 (33%) 
3 years 
 
 
 
2 (67%) 
14 mnths-
4 yrs. ago 

 
 
1(25%) 
2 mnths 
 
 
 
3(75%) 
6 mnths 
(reported 
by 1) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3 (100%) 
3 mnths-1yr. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5 (100%) 
6 mnths- 
2yrs. ago 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4 (100%) 
6mnths-
1yr. 

 
 
1 (50%) 
1 mnth 
 
 
 
1 (50%) 

 
 
10 (30%) 
 
 
 
 
23 (70%)  

Involvement in Counselling 
YES 
Approx. period of time 
since engagement 
 
 
NO 

 
2 (17%) 
13 days-6 
months ago 
 
 
10 (83%) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
3 (100%) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
4 (100%) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
3 (100%) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
5 (100%) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
4 (100%) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
2 (100%) 

 
2 (6%) 
 
 
 
 
31 (94%) 
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4.3 Results  
 

Q-methodology analysis uses a method of inverted by-person factor analysis for grouping 

similar viewpoints. The inverted approach consists of grouping participants rather than 

configuring statements (Brown, 1980). Q-sorts were analysed within the statistical software of 

Q-Assessor, recognised for its implementation of Brown’s (1993) statistical processes that 

instantiates PQMethod (Atkinson, 1992), a public-domain program that is most efficient for Q-

methodology analysis (Watts & Stenner, 2012). Q-Assessor combines both methods to allow 

clearer, more responsive and interactive ability for analysis (Reber, Kaufman & Cropp, 2010). 

Q-Assessor presented a correlation matrix of all Q-sorts, representing the degree of similarity 

and dissimilarity of viewpoints. Correlations allow segments of shared or common meaning to 

be correlated into factors (Watts & Stenner, 2012).  

 

Q-Assessor used a centroid method to extract factors, which offers the greatest amount of 

study variance for each extracted factor (Brown, 1980). Extracted factors were rotated using 

varimax method, a recognised rotation method for its reliability, positioning the factors to 

maximise the study variance (Watts & Stenner, 2012). Eigenvalues were calculated, reflecting 

the percentage of variation accounted for each factor. Eigenvalues and variances together, 

provide “a clear indication of the strength and explanatory power of an extracted factor”; 

eigenvalues greater than 1.00 are a standard requirement for selection (Watts & Stenner, 

2012 p.105). Q-Assessor calculated significant loading factors using Fuerntratt criterion, 

offering a more stringent measure for accounting for significant loadings of a Q-sort (Brown, 

1980). These explain how close the Q-sort is approximated to the viewpoint of a factor, thus 

those that include at least two significantly loaded Q-sorts substantiate the factor as a valid 

viewpoint (Watts & Stenner, 2005). Finally, factor scores are calculated for each statement, 

which become z scores, and are normalized weighted average score of participants that 

define that factor (Watts & Stenner, 2012). Z scores were converted into factor arrays, which 
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conform to the format in which the data were originally collected and refer to the size and rank 

order of z scores (Watts & Stenner, 2012). 

 

The final analysis extracted 7 factors that accounted for 47% of the study variance. Varimax 

rotation explained eigenvalues in excess of 1.00 (≥1.86) and at least 2 significant Q–sorts for 

all 7 factors. Out of the 40 Q-sorts, 33 loaded significantly on one of the 7 factors. Factor 

loadings of ±0.39 or above were significant at the p<0.01 level. Characteristics for all 7 factors 

are illustrated in Table 1. Appendix 4.8 displays the individual Q-sorts that loaded significantly 

on these factors 

 

	  

	  
Table 1: Q Factor Characteristics  

 

 

Q-sorts that load significantly on a same factor are those that share similar sorting 

configurations. Consequently it can be assumed that the 12 exemplars of Factor A share a 

distinctive understanding of romantic relationships. Factor exemplars are combined to develop 

a single ideal–typical Q-sort for each factor, known as a factor array. Factor arrays were 

calculated according to z scores. Higher loadings are calculated with more weight as they 

explain the factor most effectively. The factor array appears as a single complete Q-sort since 

it is a merged average (Watts & Stenner, 2003). Figure 4.3 displays a factor array for Q-sorts 

for Factor A. See Appendix 4.9 for a table of all factor array loadings. 

 

Characteristics  
 

FACTORS 
   A 

 
 B 

 
C 

 
D 

 
E 

 
F 

  
G 

No. Significant factors 
loadings 

  12 3 4 3 5 4 2 

Composite reliability 
(rc) 

  0.98 0.92 0.94 0.92 0.95 0.94 0.89 

Eigenvalue   5.22 2.04 2.14 1.98 3.27 1.86 2.15 
% of explained 
variance 

 13.05 5.10 5.35 4.95 8.17 4.66 5.39 
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-5 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 5 

5 1 6 4 2 24 3 10 11 9 8 

7 25 14 30 28 15 12 21 20 

26 27 32 29 16 13 22 

34 35 31 17 18 

40 37 33 23 19 

39 36 42 

41 38 44 

43 

 
 
 Figure 4.3. Factor Array for Q-sort responses for Factor A 

 
 

4.3.1 Factor Interpretations  

 

Factor arrays are the foundations for each factor interpretation, which aims to unveil, 

comprehend and explain the perspectives gathered by participants grouped in each factor 

(Watts & Stenner, 2012). Interpretations were developed by systematic examination of the 

patterning items in factor arrays. Using an abductive approach, both extreme and neutral 

statements are considered to achieve complete analyses, and presented in tables within each 

factor interpretation (Watts & Stenner, 2012). This approach recognises each individual item 

configuration has a position and ranking for a reason, avoiding items ranked in the middle 

distributions being overlooked. Demographic data and auxiliary information about romantic 

relationships for participants loading significantly on a factor are defined to supplement these 

interpretations. Rankings of relevant items are given in bracketed notations, for example, 

(20:+4) signifies that Item 20 is ranked in the +4 (most agree) position within factor array Q-

sort of Factor A.  
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Factor A, B, C and E were considered the strongest factors according to statistical weight (e.g. 

eigenvalues and significant loading factors) and illustrated in this chapter. While Factor D, E, 

G illustrates valuable perspectives, these are illustrated in Appendix 4.10. Factor 

interpretations involve comparisons with all seven factors. Interpretations are not limited to the 

extreme and neutral statements distinguished by each factor. Other ranked statements are 

included to substantiate a viewpoint (Watts & Stenner, 2012).   

 

4.3.1.1 FACTOR A: “Happily Ever After! - Through mutual respect”  

Factor A has an eigenvalue of 5.22 and explains 13% of the study variance. 12 participants (6 

males, 6 females), mean age 17 years, are significantly associated with this factor. Ethnic 

composition of the adolescent group includes 7 Caucasian, 3 Indian, 1 Black other and 1 

Black/Chinese. 11 of the 12 participants reported experiencing a romantic relationship that 

held a boyfriend/girlfriend status; 7 of these participants currently had a boyfriend/girlfriend. 11 

identified their sexual identity as heterosexual and one as bisexual. The only 2 participants 

who had previously engaged in counselling are both loaded in this factor.  

 

 

Table	  4.3.1.	  Factor	  A	  Extreme	  and	  Neutral	  Statements	  
	  

Statement	  ID	   Statement	   Factor	  Array	  
Positions	  	  

	  

Z	  Score	  

	   	   	   	  
	   	   	   	  
	   	   	   	  

Item	  Ranked	  HIGHER	  in	  Factor	  A	  Array	  than	  in	  Other	  Factor	  Arrays	  
	  8*	   I	  can	  see	  myself	  being	  with	  my	  girlfriend/boyfriend	  forever	   +5	   1.93	  

9	   I	  feel	  more	  confident	  when	  I’m	  in	  a	  relationship	   +4	   1.497	  
22	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

I	  have	  learnt	  to	  be	  more	  open	  since	  I	  have	  had	  a	  
boyfriend/girlfriend	  

+3	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

1.449	  
	  
	  10	   Other	  people	  accept	  my	  relationship	   +2	  

	  
1.026	  
	  

Items	  Ranked	  LOWER	  in	  Factor	  A	  than	  in	  Other	  Factor	  Arrays	  
	  

41*	  
	  
	  

I	  feel	  really	  alone	  about	  problems	  with	  my	  
boyfriend/girlfriend	  

-‐1	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

-‐0.358	  
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14	  
	  

My	  girlfriend/boyfriend	  wants	  to	  spend	  more	  time	  together	  
than	  I	  do	  

-‐2	   -‐0.77	  
	  

4	   A	  boyfriend	  should	  be	  “macho”	   -‐2	   -‐1.202	  
7	   It’s	  okay	  for	  girls	  to	  be	  emotional,	  but	  not	  boys	   -‐4	   -‐1.811	  
5*	   A	  girlfriend’s	  role	  is	  to	  do	  what	  her	  boyfriend	  wants	  her	  to	  do	   -‐5	   -‐2.421	  

	  
	  *	  Represents	  a	  statement	  significant	  at	  p<0.05	  

Table	  4.3.1	  illustrates	  extreme	  and	  neutral	  factors	  contrasted	  with	  all	  factor	  arrays	  
 

 

Those who load onto Factor A believe romantic relationships have been beneficial for building 

their self-worth and a positive identity (9:+4; 11:+3). Some characteristics of relationship over-

investment are indicated, such as wanting to spend all their time with partners (12:+2) and 

feeling upset when unable to contact them (13:+2).  This might stem from their relationships 

being more meaningful and positive, as they see a future with partners over all other factors 

(8:+5). Items concerning traditional gender roles are ranked lower than all others (5:-5; 7:-4), 

and they share a similar disregard for male masculinity (4:-2). Partners are referred to as the 

least over-reliant in relationships (14:-2) who seem to treat them with care (26:-3), show 

reciprocated respect (25:-3) and mature features of an intimate relationship are indicative 

(21:+3). These adolescents rank feelings of isolation the lowest, as do Factor B and C (41:-1).  

 

Romantic relationships appeared to reinforce positive relationship skills (22: +3; 20: +4) and 

acted as a template for future romantic relationships (19: +2). Skills for developing emotional 

resiliency (18:+2) and healthy decision-making (27:-2) are suggested. They appear to 

experience relationships as facilitative for personal development, though are not necessarily a 

source for providing them with a sense of social belongingness (1:-4). They place more weight 

on romantic appeal when embarking on a romantic relationship, as opposed to just ‘being’ in a 

relationship for the sake of it (6: -3). Factor A indicate people accept their relationships (10:+2) 

and see adults as less disparaging (40:-2) or restricting (35:-1). Adult involvement might be 

preferred (37:-1.), and an open approach from adults is recognised as helpful (42:+1).  Any 

adult anxiety is generally about the sexual activities of their children dating (44:+1).  
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4.3.1.2 Factor B: “Dependent, but disappointed by romantic relationships” 

Factor B has an eigenvalue of 2.04 and explains 5.10% of the study variance. 3 male 

participants, mean age 17.7 years are significantly associated with this factor. Ethic 

composition of adolescent participants includes 2 Caucasian and 1 Indian. All participants 

reported experiencing a romantic relationship that held a boyfriend/girlfriend status. 1 

participant currently has a romantic partner of 3 years; 2 participants had a romantic partner 4 

years and 14 months ago. All 3 adolescents identified their sexual identity as heterosexual.  

	  
Table 4.3.2. Factor B Extreme and Neutral Statements 

Statement 
ID 

Statement Factor Array 
Positions  

 

Z Score 

    
Item Ranked HIGHER in Factor B Array than in Other Factor Arrays  

 
17 A relationship break up feels like the end of the world +5 1.76 
2 I can feel left out if I’m not romantically involved with 

someone 
+4 1.332 

16 
 
 
 
 

If you’re in a relationship too young, you can miss out on 
getting to know things about yourself 

+4 
 
 
 
 

1.515 
 
 24 I over-worry when I have a problem in my romantic 

relationship 
+3 

 
1.329 

 
12 

 
I want to be with my boyfriend/girlfriend all the time +3 1.184 

 4 A boyfriend should be “macho” +1 0.642 
26 My boyfriend/girlfriend always upsets me +1 0.618 
6 BEING in a relationship is more important than LIKING 

my boyfriend/girlfriend 
 

-1 0.051 

Items Ranked LOWER in Factor B Array than in Other Factor Arrays 
 

18 
 
 

My relationship/s has/have helped me learn how to cope 
with things 

+1 
 
 
 
 

0.511 
 
 
 
 
 
 

41 I feel really alone about problems with my 
boyfriend/girlfriend. 

+1 -0.069 

44* Adults are only concerned about whether I am having 
sex when I have a  boyfriend or girlfriend. 

-2 -1.211 

11 I got to know myself better, having been in a relationship -3 -1.526 
35 Adults have tried to stop me from seeing my 

boyfriend/girlfriend 
-3 -1.584 

 
 9 

 
I feel more confident when I’m in a relationship -4 

 
-1.608 

 
 

29 Its normal to send a picture of myself online to someone I 
really like 

-5 -1.833 

*	  Represents	  a	  statement	  significant	  at	  p<0.05	  
Table	  4.3.2	  illustrates	  extreme	  and	  neutral	  factors	  contrasted	  with	  all	  factor	  arrays	  
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Romantic relationships do not appear developmentally constructive for Factor B, particularly 

for their self-concept (11:-3; 9:-4). In contrast to all others, issues related to over-investment 

(12:+3) and emotional resiliency (24:+3) are relevant, and capacity to build coping skills is 

lower than others (18:-1). They are distinguished by their difficulties in relationship break-ups 

(17:+5). Relationships may provide them with a sense of belonging, as they rank statement 

16:-1 the highest, indicating ‘being’ in a relationship outweighs ‘liking’ a person. This is more 

so for factor B compared to all other factors, nevertheless matching the views of Factor E. 

Moreover, they feel more socially excluded if not in a relationship (2:+4), but in contrast, 

respond in a polarised way to item 1: -4, specifying unimportance for having a romantic 

partner. Factor B points out romantic partners upset them more in comparison to the majority 

of others, apart from Factor D (26:+1). Partners are referred to as domineering to a degree 

(23:+2 25:-1). These experiences may have left them feel disconcerted or disappointed about 

romantic relationships, but recognising their needs for future relationships (19:+2). 

 

They nevertheless indicate the least feelings of isolation (41:-1), like Factors A and C, and 

have capacity to share with romantic partners (23:+3). However, since this group indicates 

additional features suggestive of dependency, as illustrated above (17:+5; 2:+4; 12:+3), 

mature intimacy is questionable. Like Factor C, they agreed more with masculine gender roles 

(4:+1), but appear as more emotionally sensitive males (7:-3), and refer to more respectful 

relationship behaviours (5:-2; 25:-1). They perceive adults as the least concerned with their 

sexual activities (44:-2) and less controlling (35:-3) compared to other factors. They are able to 

talk to adults (36:+2), and prefer them to be involved (37: -2). It appears they may either value 

this support or would like more support (42:+2). 

 

Factor B suggest romantic experiences do not generally take place online, highlighting strong 

views about sending personal information (29:-5) and referring to safe boundaries when using 

modern technology (30:-2). Factors B, C and F, similarly rank item 16:-4, higher than all 
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others, though ‘too young’ can be understood differently. Based on Factor B’s responses, 

specifically regarding low self-concept and tendencies to over-invest, romantic relationships 

may have been experienced in early adolescence and prevented more self-exploration, or 

could be a general outlook.  

 

4.3.1.3 FACTOR C: “Forget about romantic relationships: It’s all about adults’ rules!”  

Factor C has an eigenvalue of 2.14 and explains 5.35% of the study variance. 4 participants (3 

males and 1 female), mean age 16.5 years, are significantly associated with this factor. Ethnic 

composition comprises 2 Black African and 2 Indian adolescents. 3 of the 4 participants 

reported experiencing a romantic relationship that held a boyfriend/girlfriend status; 1 

participant currently had a romantic partner. 3 adolescents identified their sexual identity, as 

heterosexual and 1 participant was unsure. 

 

Table 4.3.3. Factor C Extreme and Neutral Statements 
 

Statement 
ID 

Statement Factor Array 
Positions 

Z Score 
 
 

    
Item Ranked HIGHER in Factor C Array than in Other Factor Arrays  

 

38* Adults criticise or judge my relationship +5 2.074 
16 If you’re in a relationship too young, you can miss out on 

getting to know things about yourself 
+4 2.014 

37* 
 
 
 
 

Its better to keep a relationship secret from adults 
 
 
 
 
 

+4 
 
 
 
 

1.873 
 
 39* Adults tell me what to do when I have a boyfriend/girlfriend +3 

 
1.766 

 35* 
 

Adults have tried to stop me from seeing my 
boyfriend/girlfriend 

+2 0.971 
 

43 Adults go on about concentrating on exams and school 
when I want to talk about my relationship 

+2 0.956 

40 Adults say my relationship is silly and only puppy love +2 0.934 

4 A boyfriend should be “macho” 
 

+1 0.155 
 

Items Ranked LOWER in Factor C Array than in Other Factor Arrays 
 

15 I feel more physically attractive when I am in a relationship -1 -0.291 

41 
 

I feel really alone about problems with my 
boyfriend/girlfriend 

-1 -0.392 
 

24 
 
 

.I over-worry when I have a problem in my romantic 
relationship 

-1 
 
 
 
 

-0.479 
 
 
 
 
 
 

31 
 

I’m online to my boyfriend/girlfriend or to someone who I 
fancy, 24 hours a day 

-2 
 

-0.749 
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10 Other people accept my relationship -2 -0.762 
 
 

32 I have met a boyfriend/girlfriend online -2 -0.765 
23 

 
I will do things with my boyfriend/girlfriend, even though I 

don’t really want to 
-3 
 

-0.841 
 
 27 I have stayed in a relationship that I didn’t want to be in -3 -1.399 

6 BEING in a relationship is more important than LIKING my 
boyfriend/girlfriend 

-4 -1.73 

9 I feel more confident when I’m in a relationship -4 -1.539 
1 It’s important to always have a boyfriend/girlfriend  -5 -2.513 

* Represents a statement significant at p<0.05 
Table 4.3.3 illustrates extreme and neutral factors contrasted with all factor arrays 
 

Factor C is characterised by their views about adults, described as mostly disparaging about 

their romantic relationships (35:+2; 39:+3; 38 +5). Unlike all other factors, these adolescents 

are more cautious about involving adults (37:+4), who they see as trivialising their 

relationships and placing more weight on school work (40:+2; 43:+2). In contrast they suggest 

adult support is valuable during relationship stress (42:+2), which suggests these adolescents 

are in need of support, or they have previously received adult support in the past and found it 

helpful. Whilst they perceive adults as mostly disparaging, their relationships are the least 

accepted by other people in contrast to other factors (10:-2).Though, ultimately they do not 

deem romantic partners as a priority (1:-5) and report least agreement for relationships 

providing them with a sense of belonging (6:-4). From a developmental perspective, these 

adolescents feel they have gained coping skills from relationship experiences (18:+3), and an 

understanding of needs for future relationships (19:+2). Though relationships do not appear to 

be particularly supportive for building their confidence (9:-4) or a romantic self-concept (15:-1), 

they recognise some self-exploration (11:+1).  Similar to Factor B and F, they strongly believe 

being in a relationship too young impacts on self-exploration (16:+4).  

 

Unlike others, they engage in relationships more on their terms, and do not involve 

themselves in anything they do not wish to (23:-3; 27:-3). Again, in contrast to the majority, 

they are not emotionally affected by relationship issues (24:-1; 17:-3), and demonstrate the 

least feelings of isolation (41:-1) like Factor A and B. This group of mostly male adolescents 

(n=3), similar to Factor B, agree more with traditional masculine norms (4:+1), but they also 
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suggest they have respectful values for females (5:-2). Some of their experiences maybe 

online (28:+3), however they reported the least over-reliance for these mechanisms (31:-2; 

32:-2), similarly to Factor D and F.  

 

4.3.1.4 FACTOR E: “A developmental journey of relationship skills” 

 

Factor E has an eigenvalue of 3.27 and explains 8.17% of the study variance. 5 participants (4 

females and 1 male), mean age 17 years, are significantly associated with this factor. Ethic 

composition of adolescent participants includes 3 Indian, 1 Caucasian and 1 Pakistani. 4 of 

the 5 participants reported experiencing a romantic relationship that held a boyfriend/girlfriend 

status; no participants currently had a romantic partner; length of time since last 

boyfriend/girlfriend ranged from 6 months to 2 years ago. Most adolescents in this factor 

identified themselves as heterosexual, with 1 being unsure.  

Table	  4.3.4.	  Factor	  E	  Extreme	  and	  Neutral	  Statements	  
Statement	  

ID	  
Statement	   Factor	  

Array	  
Z	  Score	  

	  
Item	  Ranked	  HIGHER	  in	  Factor	  E	  Array	  than	  in	  Other	  Factor	  Arrays	  	  

	  
20	   I	  have	  learnt	  how	  to	  be	  a	  more	  supporting	  and	  caring	  

person,	  having	  been	  in	  a	  relationship	  
+5	   2.224	  

18	   My	  relationship/s	  has/have	  helped	  me	  learn	  how	  to	  cope	  
with	  things	  

+4	   1.983	  

19	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

Relationship/s	  has/have	  helped	  me	  learn	  about	  what	  I	  do	  
and	  don’t	  want	  in	  other	  relationships	  

+4	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

1.622	  
	  
	  36	   I	  can	  talk	  to	  adults	  when	  I	  have	  a	  problem	  in	  my	  

relationship	  
+3	  
	  

1.362	  
	  

22	  
	  

I	  have	  learnt	  to	  be	  more	  open	  since	  I	  have	  had	  a	  
boyfriend/girlfriend	  

+3	   1.355	  
	  

42	   Its	  less	  stressful	  being	  in	  a	  relationship	  when	  an	  adult	  just	  
listens	  to	  you	  

+3	   1.324	  

10	   Other	  people	  accept	  my	  relationship	   +2	   1.087	  

15	   I	  feel	  more	  physically	  attractive	  when	  I	  am	  in	  a	  relationship	   +2	   1.083	  
	  

6	   BEING	  in	  a	  relationship	  is	  more	  important	  than	  LIKING	  my	  
boyfriend/girlfriend	  

-‐1	   -‐0.476	  

	  
Items	  Ranked	  LOWER	  in	  Factor	  E	  than	  in	  Other	  Factor	  Arrays	  

	  
16*	  
	  
	  

If	  you’re	  in	  a	  relationship	  too	  young,	  you	  can	  miss	  out	  on	  
getting	  to	  know	  things	  about	  yourself	  

-‐1	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

-‐0.59	  
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4	   A	  boyfriend	  should	  be	  “macho”	   -‐2	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  -‐0.906	  

28	  
	  

Its	  safe	  to	  flirt	  with	  a	  boy	  or	  girl	  online	   -‐2	   -‐1.037	  

21*	   I	  can	  share	  more	  with	  my	  boyfriend/girlfriend	  than	  I	  can	  
with	  friends	  and	  family	  

-‐4	   -‐1.517	  

1	   It’s	  important	  to	  always	  have	  a	  boyfriend/girlfriend	   -‐5	   -‐1.778	  
	  
	  *	  Represents	  a	  statement	  significant	  at	  p<0.05	  

Table	  4.3.5	  illustrates	  extreme	  and	  neutral	  factors	  contrasted	  with	  all	  factor	  arrays	  
 

It appears romantic relationships have offered Factor E the most developmental learning, 

specifically for relationship skills and fostering mature intimacy. Unlike all other adolescents, 

Factor E believe relationships have helped them develop compassionate qualities (20:+5). 

Like Factor A, they feel they can be more open having had romantic relationships (22:+3). 

However, they show a juxtaposition for developing intimacy by indicating they share more with 

friends and family than romantic partners  (21:-4), perhaps since none of these participants 

currently have a boyfriend/girlfriend (n=5). Similar to Factors D and F, who are also primarily 

female groups, relationships have given them most skills for emotional resiliency compared to 

others (18:+4), and they also indicate less over-invested tendencies (13:-2; 12:-1). Factor E 

ranked the consensus statement the highest (19:+4), thus building a criterion for future 

relationships has been most pertinent for this group, despite not believing having a romantic 

relationship is highly important (1:-5). In contrast, they rank statement 6: -1, the highest, which 

suggests being in a relationship outweighs romantic appeal more in comparison to other 

adolescents, except for Factor B. This suggests, in light of the personal developmental gains 

illustrated, there is a level of importance for having a partner, but perhaps not for 

belongingness needs. Unlike all others, but similar to Factor A, they believed they gained a 

positive romantic self-concept when in a relationship (15:+2).  

 

Unlike the majority, except Factors A and F, they reported least agreement for masculine 

gender norms (4:-2). It is unsurprising that this mostly female group agreed less with 

traditionally female gender norms (5:-3), although, they believed emotionality was less 

appropriate for males (7:+2). They made positive reference to placing boundaries in 
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relationships (23:-2). They are judicious in regards to online dating activities such as flirting 

compared to all others (28:-2). They appeared well aware of online boundaries (29:-4; 30:-3) 

and preferred face-to-face contact (33:+1). Once again, like Factor A, they expressed the 

most positive response from other people regarding their romantic relationships (10:+2). 

Additionally, Factor E are characterised for experiencing adults as the most approachable 

(36:+3) and value this support (42:+3). They see adults showing some anxieties concerning 

sexual activities (44:+2). Unlike all others, Factor E indicate there is relevance for 

experiencing relationships ‘too young’ (16:-1). In reference to their overall constructive views 

about relationships, this may suggest they received positive experiences from romantic 

relationships in early adolescence. 

 

 

4.3.2 Consensus Statements  

 

One statement was ranked in a similar pattern across all seven factors. Statement 19: 

“Relationships has/have helped me learn about what I do and don’t want in other 

relationships’, presented an overall ranking that varied from 0 to +4, but most factors (A, B, C, 

D and F), ranked this statement at +2. This indicates a general agreement that romantic 

relationships are supportive for shaping and building a criterion for future romantic 

relationships. 

 

4.4 Discussion 

	  

The current study has demonstrated the efficacy of Q-methodology as a way of capturing 

subjective experiences of adolescents’ romantic relationships. It is an approach that is 

sensitive to the Gestalt or holistic nature of relationship experiences, and therefore cannot be 

generalised to entire populations of people (Watts & Stenner, 2012). Adolescents’ 
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perspectives were not restricted to one singular account, but explained through seven distinct 

accounts, illustrated in the form of narratives. 

 

Seven out of the forty participants configured the statements in a way that did not load 

significantly on any of the reported factors. This reasserts the rich potential of the subject and 

a plethora of other subjective experiences exist.  

 

The aim is not to exhaustively map out all possibilities, as this is impractical due to the diverse 

breadth of the subject area. In Q-Methodology, when dealing with ‘accounts’, it cannot 

demonstrate an ontological status, though a number of points can certainly be made 

(Manstead & Semin, 2001). Although complete consensus across the Q-set was not 

demonstrated, the commonality of configurations for Factor A for instance, is significant. 

Twelve out of forty adolescent participants (13%), ranked forty-four statements in a similar 

pattern, which is not a result of chance events (at p<0.05). The cause for a complete lack of 

consensus perhaps relates to the diversity the nature of adolescent romantic relationships, 

reiterated by scholars (Manning et al., 2013). Q-Methodology developed an understanding of 

the themes drawn from practitioners (needs for belongingness, protective and risk factors, 

adult anxiety), and identified differences in the accounts of adolescents with no prior 

experience of therapy. These elaborated concepts included: ‘social norms and self-worth’, 

‘constructiveness of romantic relationships’ and ‘adult approachability’.   

 

4.4.1 Social Norms and Perceived Self-Worth 

 

A low-level of consensus about social norms was revealed across all seven factors. Marginal 

variability was also revealed for belongingness needs, however not for self-worth. This 

suggests the association between socially constructed norms and components of self-worth 

may offer a better understanding about romantic relationships for these adolescents. Figure 
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4.4.1 shows a conceptual space diagram to illustrate the connection of factors relative to these 

presented themes. This used the factor interpretations, which applied an abductive approach 

to compare both extreme and neutral statements across all seven factors.  The quantity of 

items does not reflect greater significance or meaning, since it is participants’ engagement 

with items that is relevant in Q-methodology (Stenner & Watts, 2012).  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Factors A, B, C and G are most polarised and thus more informative. Participants in Factors A 

and C were most connected in their disregard for social norms. However, Factor A expressed 

more developmental benefits for self-worth, and perhaps relevant to their overall relationship 

Social Norms: Conformity/Unconformity                                                 
1: It’s important to always have a boyfriend/girlfriend; 3. Gay, lesbian & bisexual relationships are not understood by 
other people; 4: A boyfriend should be macho; 5. A girlfriend’s role is do what her boyfriend wants her to do  
Self-Worth  
Item 9: I feel more confident when I am in a relationship; 15: I feel more physically attractive when I am in a 
relationship  
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     Conformity  

               Unconformity 

Higher self-worth Lower self-worth 

Figure	  4.4.1	  Conceptual	  space	  diagram	  illustrating	  the	  location	  of	  factors	  A-‐G	  
with	  respect	  to	  the	  level	  of	  concord	  to	  norms,	  relative	  to	  self-‐worth.	  	  
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beliefs concerning ‘mutual respect’. Factor C identified the least gains for self-worth in 

romantic relationships, perhaps since ‘it’s all about adults rules!’ Social identity theories 

propose adult pressures are recognised to increase adolescent vulnerability with respect to 

their identity (Tajfel, 1978). The analysis suggests Factor C’s beliefs conflict with adults in 

presenting non-compliance to norms. Adolescent conflicts with traditional norms established 

by adults are indicated in research (Bulcroft et al., 2000). In complete contrast, factor B and G 

participants lean more towards a consensus for norms, though there is variance in their self-

worth. Factor G, the ‘digital natives’, who experience greater self-worth from relationships, 

perhaps is romanticised based on the virtual capacity of relationship experiences (Boyd, 

2014). Other studies suggest it has more benefits for self-exploration (Smahel & Vybiral, 

2003). Similarly, Factor B  is, to a degree, connected to Factor G, conveying even greater 

accord to norms, but contrasted notably in regards to lower self-worth. Unsurprising, since 

Factor B adolescents were recognised for their ‘dependent’ characteristics, and ‘disappointed’ 

relationships experiences. Over-reliance in romantic relationships may link to their agreements 

towards norms, yet their resilience in a relationship appears lower, leaving them disheartened. 

These factors indicate agreement or disagreement to norms have distinctive influences on 

self-worth. However factor interpretations that characterise each group, gave a more complete 

understanding for these unique differences. Further characteristics, such as demographics 

information can enhance the analysis.   

 

Gender differences were relevant as more male adolescents were applicable to notions of 

conformity when examining factors B and G (n=4). In addition, low self-worth contingencies 

included six males and one female (factor B and C), echoing literature reporting lower 

confidence in male adolescents (Giordano et al., 2006). However, assuming a greater 

agreement to norms for the males in this study, is not substantiated when examining Factor A 

and C together. These consisted of a substantial proportion of males, presenting less 

agreement.   
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Factors A and C also includes 2 sexual-minority adolescents, with their beliefs regarding gay, 

lesbian and bisexual relationships reflecting their alignment regarding attitudes towards 

norms. However, managing these norms could be varied when examining aspects of self-

worth.  Factor C includes one adolescent who is unsure about his sexuality and configures his 

statements with others presenting lower self-worth (9: -4). Individuals who are congruent to 

their beliefs are recognised to maintain a positive self-worth (Cialdini & Trost, 1998). In 

contrast, Factor A participant, the only adolescent to explicitly label her sexuality, implies a 

level of confidence and congruence in doing so. Practitioners’ perspectives about sexual-

minority teenage clients similarly supported this. This adolescent provides comparable 

accounts to a group who propose increased benefits for self-worth through romantic 

relationships (9:+4).  

 

A large distribution of ethnic minority adolescents allowed for an assessment of cultural and 

ethnic norms. Lowest consensus of norms in factors A and C reflected an ethnically diverse 

sample (44% White), with more adolescents who experienced a romantic relationship (n=14) 

and had current romantic partner (n=8). As previously illustrated, Factor C presented rankings 

of lower self-worth and links made to adult pressures. Factor C are also the youngest group in 

the study (mean age=16.5 years). Younger adolescents are recognised for receiving less 

emotional gains from romantic relationships, and are considered to develop with age and 

more relationship experiences (Seiffge-Krenke, 2003).  

 

In significant contrast, factors A and E include a large number of South Asian female 

adolescents, are older (average age=17.0 years) and expressed higher levels of self-worth 

and the greatest developmental gains across all other factors. Studies show confident 

individuals were less likely to conform to norms, particularly if their fundamental focus, 

including self-attributes, was on their own self-worth (Arndt et al., 2002). These findings 
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contradict existing research, over and above practitioners’ perspectives regarding gender and 

cultural expectations (2.1.iv. Ethnic norms) for adolescent females from minority backgrounds 

that indicate identity issues in adolescence (Shorter-Gooden & Washington, 1996).  

 

4.4.2. Perceived Constructiveness of Romantic Relationships  

 

Examining the protective and risk factors using the conceptual space diagram (Figure 4.4.2), it 

revealed an understanding for developmental constructiveness of romantic relationships. All 

adolescents, unanimously, suggested a degree of positive learning from romantic 

relationships, configuring statement 19: ‘relationships has/have helped me learn about what I 

do and don't want in other relationships’. Overall ranking of this consensus varied substantially 

across factors (0 to +4), but five out of the seven factors ranked this item at +2. Generally the 

factors varied in constructiveness, but into paired clusters, as illustrated in Figure 4.2.1. 

Statements used for Figure 4.4.2. are listed in risk/protective category displayed in Appendix 

4.1. The conceptual diagram corresponds to each factor interpretation.  

 

Factor D and B adolescents indicated characteristics of dependency in their romantic 

relationships. Over-reliant tendencies have been linked to developmentally destructive 

outcomes for adolescent psychological well-being (Davilla, 2008). Over-invested relationships 

are recognised to prevent a healthy resolution of the crisis stage (identity moratorium) in 

Erickson’s (1963) theory, which impinges on individual autonomy, self-sufficiency, and 

transition to adulthood. (Luyckx et al., 2007; Macia 1989). Practitioners largely considered 

over-investment factors, though developmental risks did not appear to reflect Factor D. These 

adolescents reported romantic relationships, helped foster individuality (11:+5) and developed 

emotional resilience (18:+4). It can be assumed that a learning curve of their ‘neediness’, 

placed these adolescents in a better position to review their future relationships (19: +2). 
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Likewise, Madsen & Collins’s (2011) longitudinal study showed that teens, who over-invested 

in their romantic relationships, did not develop unhealthy relationships as adults. 

 

 

 
 
 

 

In the polarised position of Factor D, was Factor B participants exhibiting high levels of over-

investment in relationships and generally appeared dejected about relationships. Compared to 

all other factors, they gained the least constructive learning (18:+1), and relationships had 

more negative influences on self-worth (9: -4; 11:-3). Both factors B and D presented risk 

factors of over-investment in their romantic relationships, but presented contrasting 

perspectives concerning its constructiveness.  

 

Factor F adolescents are also characterised for more developmental gains, whilst presenting 

levels of risk. These adolescents suggest ‘it’s not the end of the world, losing an over-invested 

partner,’ when faced with the pressures of partners’ dependencies, and indicate developments 

in emotional resiliency (18:+4). Both Factors D and F were primarily females and the only 

factors to have experienced greater isolation, particularly Factor F (41:+3). Their relationships 
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Figure	  4.4.2	  	  Conceptual	  space	  diagram	  illustrating	  the	  position	  of	  factors	  A-‐G	  with	  
respect	  to	  protective/risk	  factors	  in	  romantic	  relationships	  and	  constructiveness	  of	  
relationships.	  	  
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did not appear highly detrimental since they placed less importance on romantic relationships 

and partners, and reported constructive qualities from romantic relationships.  

 

Contrastingly, Factor C presents opposing features for constructive development. This group 

of younger males experience adults as disparaging, authoritarian and instructive. Perhaps this 

has left minimal perceived development from romantic relationships, though not as less as 

Factor B. Factor C reported a development of coping skills (18+3) and recognition for what 

they would value in future relationships (19:+2). Furthermore, Factors B and C are connected 

in that they are mostly male, and their adjacent Factors, D and F are primarily female, 

presenting greater constructive views of romantic relationships. Likewise, when examining the 

demographics of factors that are transverse, Factors A and E together include 59% female 

adolescents. 

 

Factors A and E, presented romantic relationships with the most protective factors for 

adolescent development, and as a result, they perhaps received more relational rewards. 

Factor E revealed the most benefits and protective qualities in romantic relationships (18:+4; 

19:+4; 20:+5), characterising developments in relationship skills and emotional resilience. In 

addition, they also valued support from adults (42:+3). Factor A placed increased value on 

relationship qualities linked to respect and rejection of norms (1:-4; 5:-5; 7:-4). There is little 

that distinguished these factors in perceived constructiveness of romantic relationships, 

except for their current relationships status; no adolescents in Factor E had a current romantic 

partner. A possible explanation includes the opportunities given to Factor E to reflect on their 

relationships. This accentuated mostly positive features, whilst factor A, are currently 

confronted with normative challenges. It may be supposed that Factor E is a less reliable 

presentation since their accounts are retrospective. A study showed past romantic 

relationships with high trust, are remembered more positively, even if partners misbehaved 

(Luchies et al., 2013). Any difficulties experienced in Factor E relationships could perhaps 
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have been perceived with less negative regard. Though Luchies et al.’s (2013) study related to 

adult romantic relationships.   

 

The analyses discussed for each partnering factor (e.g. B and C, D and F, A and E) are 

significant in the similar levels of constructiveness according to developmental risks/protective 

features. Factor G was the only group of adolescents revealing impartial constructiveness. 

These adolescents revealed more risk factors than protective, and greater social networking 

were presented (28:+4; 32:+4; 33:-4). They shared some features with Factor C, but these 

adolescents suggested social networking was used safely (31:-2; 32:-2). 

 

 

4.4.3. Adult approachability 

 

Factor C adolescents, as previously illustrated, were distinguished by excessive adult 

involvements. These adolescents placed high emphasis on adults’ authoritarian styles and 

trivialising attitudes towards their romantic relationship. For all other factors, adolescents’ 

perspectives did not indicate features of adult anxiety, but instead revealed adult 

approachability. Variability was identified relative to the perceived value for this support 

(Figure 4.4.3). While Factor C perceived adults as least approachable, in contrast they 

reported benefits or preference for adult support (42:+2), but not as much as Factor E (42:+3). 

This suggests Factor C are either already being listened to or they have experienced, in the 

past, the added stress in relationships when their voice was not heard. Given the unlikelihood 

of changing adult parenting style, adolescents in this factor may well benefit from having 

adults who listen and value their view and experience. Therapy could be one of the ways in 

which they could gain such respect from adults.  
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Factor A was the only group that included adolescents who previously engaged in a 

counselling provision. Only a small number of adolescents (n=2) accounted for this and since 

there was no current involvement in counselling, the provision of adult support may not have 

been considered in a counselling capacity. Factor A were rather neutral in regards to adult 

approachability, and showed less significance for adult support in comparison to Factors B, C 

and E. Participants with a prior engagement of counselling was relatively recent (13 days and 

6 months ago) and individual Q-sorts revealed more negative configurations for adult 

approachability and benefits of adults support (statements 35-44) in contrast to other 

participants in the same factor. One adolescent placed significant weight on limited 

approachability: 36. I can talk to adults when I have a problem in my relationship: -5. Scholars 

suggest adolescents who have experienced a positive therapeutic relationship in counselling 

Adult Un/Approachability 
36: I can talk to adults when I have a problem in my relationship; 37: Its better to keep a relationships secret from 
adults; 38: Adults criticise or judge my relationship 39: Adults say my relationship is silly and only puppy love.  
Support is valued/not 
42: Its less stressful being in a relationships when an adult just listens to you  

	  

	  

Adult 
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Figure	  4.4.3	  Conceptual	  space	  diagram	  illustrating	  the	  position	  of	  factors	  A-‐G	  on	  
the	  basis	  of	  adult	  approachability	  and	  preference	  for	  adult	  support	  
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are more likely to seek help from other adults (Wilson & Dean, 2001). However, adolescents 

are known to assign different meanings for the purposes of ‘counselling’, and have been 

recognised entering therapy with the belief that a practitioner will give advice and solve their 

problems; though the therapeutic space focuses on facilitating adolescent autonomy (Geldard 

& Geldard, 2010; Koocher, 2003). Albeit, the basis of the responses given by these 2 

adolescents did not explicitly focus on counselling experience in this study.  

 

The therapeutic relationship may not be a fundamental agent to support adolescents’ 

adjustments to romantic relationships, particularly when examining Factors E, B and G. These 

adolescent perceive adults as approachable and indicate benefits of their support. Factor E, in 

particular was distinguished for their value placed on adult support. This may suggest at least 

some typically developing adolescents have the capacity to experience healthy relationships 

with adults, and are capable and competent to access adult support autonomously wherever 

necessary. Scholars propose positive relationships with adults encourage teenagers to 

request support (Wilson & Dean, 2001).  

 

Similarly, the positioning of Factor B support the view that adult approachability may influence 

preference for support. While adolescents in Factor B perceived adults playing a constructive 

role, they saw adults as being least concerned with their sexual activities in comparison with 

adolescents in all other factors (44: -2). Studies refer adult anxieties usually to adolescents’ 

sexual activities (Moore & Rosenthal, 2006). Wright, Williamson and Henderson (2006) found 

low parental monitoring increased the chance of early sexual activities, promiscuity and less 

condom use (Coleman, 2011). This may question the quality of adult support provided to 

Factor B adolescents, particularly considering their over-invested characteristics. In contrast, 

Factor E adults are described with greater authoritative qualities. Scholars describe 

authoritative parents as firm but warm, sustaining healthy boundaries and principles; rather 

than being punitive, they explain and reason with their adolescent children (Steinberg, 2008).  
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Other studies suggest parents’ styles are determined by circumstances and adolescent 

behaviour, since the relationship is bi-directional (Mounts, 2004; Shaffer, 2006). When 

considering Factor G, authoritative adults may also be relevant; these adolescents felt the 

least need to keep a relationship secret from adults (37: -4). While this is perhaps expected, 

considering they are aged 18 and formally categorised as adults, other adults would, as a 

result, give less supervision (Steinberg, 2008).  

 

In significant contrast to all other adolescents were those in Factor F, characterised for not 

valuing adult support (42: -4). This could be seen as concerning since they reported most 

feelings of isolation about relationship problems (41: +3). Their experiences with very over-

dependent partners (14: +5) may have left them the most isolated group of adolescents 

across all factors. Factor F, who are primarily female, to an extent, echo the self-silencing 

behaviours in female clients discussed by practitioners in the first study (Adolescent 

Adjustment 3.ii). This was considered a serious mental health issue and often linked to 

abusive relationships (Purdie & Downey, 2000). Harper and Welsh’s (2007) study with 211 

adolescent girls revealed high self-silencers were linked to depressive symptomologies and 

rejection-sensitive. Adolescent girls overvalued romantic partners and committed to their 

relationships instantaneously, thus placed them at risk for dating violence (Wekerle & Wolfe, 

1998). Though Factor F presented only one feature that may be characteristic as female 

victims, (23: I will do things with my boyfriend/girlfriend even though I don't really want to: +3). 

In contrast, they reported the least over-invested tendencies (17: -5) and recognised 

constructive features from relationship experiences (19:+2). Furthermore, their general 

disinterest in romantic partners does not appear to portray them under this risk category. 

Factor F adolescents are perhaps less vulnerable and more adaptive than adolescents 

females reported in other studies. In addition, Factor F adolescents were one of the oldest 
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groups in the study (mean age=17.8), and may indicate developments of emerging adulthood, 

like Factor G.  

 

This theme illustrates the role of adults is not transparent, and concepts of bi-directional 

processes are supportive to the complex dynamics illustrated in the adolescents’ accounts in 

this study (Coleman, 2011).  

 

 

4.5. Limitations of the Study 

 

Fewer participants from middle-adolescence (aged 16) and adolescents reporting same-sex 

romantic relationships were included. Therefore, the study lends itself to the larger downfalls 

of research in adolescent romantic relationships.   

 

Factor interpretations were restricted to the items included in the study, limiting the ability to 

capture a complete picture of the subject (Daniel, 2000). Using a larger concourse may have 

generated different Q-sets, and likely have created greater variance across viewpoints. 

Consequently this allows enhanced understanding for those items that do not appear to fit 

within a factor interpretation, and were often left open for conjecture by the researcher. For 

example, the role of adults in romantic relationships presented as complex, probably because 

there were insufficient number of items. Additionally, the Q-set was limited in items relating to 

norms, particularly since they refer to broad theories such as social constructivism, gender 

roles and heteronormativity. Moreover, statements about ‘belongingness needs’ were minimal, 

and any associations between these constructs may have been restricted.  However, it is 

important to recognise participants’ engagement with these statements was evident in the 

variances that were revealed across factors. The interaction between statements reflected 

attitudes and opinions that were necessary to understand adolescents’ constructs of romantic 
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relationships. Watts and Stenner (2005) contend that participant engagement with items make 

up for an imperfect Q-set. It is the Q-sorting, reflecting the rigor and reliability in a 

configuration, that is fundamental. 

 

While adolescents’ viewpoints were measured objectively, factor interpretations may be 

influenced by the researchers interpretation of individual statements. Reviewing factor 

interpretations with the supervisory team helped reduce such influences. In addition, an 

examination of both extreme and neutral statements is considered to achieve complete 

analyses. This reduces the effects of placing primary interpretation on extreme statements 

(Watts & Stenner, 2012).  

 

Scholars indicated the difficulties in fully understanding romantic relationships are linked to 

operational definitions (Collins, Welsh, & Furman, 2009). The current study gives recognition 

to the multi-faceted characteristics of romantic relationship by using a sample of adolescents 

who were not expected to hold a current status of boyfriend/girlfriend (n=23) or have 

experience of a romantic relationship holding a relationship status (n=6). The benefits of such 

a criterion precluded the study from overlooking romantic experiences indicative to the 

phenomena of adolescent dating. However there are limitations with regard to the collection of 

retrospective accounts from 23 adolescents.  Most of these adolescents reported the period of 

time since their last relationship varied from 3 months - 2 years ago; one adolescent reported 

having a relationship 4 years ago. A factor analysis across three groups of adolescents 

(current romantic partner, previous romantic partner and no experience of a romantic partner) 

could be carried out in order to account for these variances. This may facilitate a further 

understanding of the differences between romantic experiences and romantic relationships 

that include a status, and, furthermore, have the capacity to examine the differences in 

retrospective accounts. 
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Finally, a high abandonment rate of incomplete surveys is a further limitation. Some scholars 

have critiqued the method of computer-based Q-sorting as complex and propose interview-

based methods to allow more efficient interpretation (Reber, Kaufman & Cropp, 2000).  

 

4.6. Conclusion   

 

The study successfully highlighted seven distinctive viewpoints about adolescents’ romantic 

relationships. The large number of factors reflects the diversity and range of this subject area. 

Romantic relationships are considered so diverse because the nature of love is characterised 

by cultural conceptions (Bronfenbrenner; 2009) Ortega et al., 2008), and social 

constructionism (Beall & Sternberg, 1995). Q-Methodology elaborated practitioners’ 

perspectives for the role of romantic relationships, identifying different viewpoints from 

adolescents, most of whom had no involvement in psychological therapy. Factors were 

compared and contrasted across these themes. Adolescents connected in the view that 

romantic relationships was supportive for understanding their needs for future relationships 

(statement 19). The variances in the narratives of factors A-G reflect unique suggestions for 

the influences of adolescent romantic relationship, but, on the basis of measuring accounts, 

these are theoretical claims. Primarily they denote seven different manners of relating to 

romantic relationships. While there are limitations to presenting accounts, there is also 

potential significance for generating a reality of a subject (Watts & Stenner, 2005). 
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CHAPTER 5.                FINAL DISCUSSION 

 

5.1 Introduction  

 

The current research presents an exploratory analysis of factors that may affect adolescents’ 

romantic relationships. Two stages of research were completed, are exclusive to practitioners 

and adolescent perspectives, and are largely overlooked by previous studies. This chapter 

draws attention to the significance for this research and methodological considerations to its 

mixed-methods. A triangulation of main findings is presented. This provides a discussion for 

applications and implications to counselling psychology. Finally, suggestions for future 

research are offered, further in light of the limitations identified.  

 

5.2 Relevance of the Current Research  

 

Romantic relationships occupy a substantial part of the lives of adolescents and are 

recognised for psychosocial development and developing the capacity for committed 

relationships in adulthood (Welsh et al., 2003). Current research has left a plethora of risk-

related conclusions linked to sexual behaviours and adolescent dating violence that illustrates 

romantic relationships in incomplete ways. Similarly, fewer studies examine adolescents’ 

beliefs and views; these focus primarily on sexual relationships and relationship abuse. As a 

result, there is limited understanding about their experiences and processes of an area 

characteristic to adolescent years. This increases the likelihood of dismissing other salient 

features that merit further attention. Furthermore, although studies report effectiveness for 

therapeutic interventions with adolescent clients (Shirk & Russell, 1992; Weisc & Jenson, 

2001), there are no empirical studies that focus on adolescent romantic relationships in a 

clinical capacity.  

 



	   Page	  124	  

5.3 Research Design  

 

The current research intended to address these research disparities by exploring factors that 

affect adolescent romantic relationships using practitioners and adolescents’ perspectives. 

This research used a mixed-method design, completed in two stages. The first empirical study 

interviewed practitioners working with adolescent clients in a therapeutic capacity. Thematic 

analysis extracted three overarching themes including: Need for belongingness, Protective 

and Risk factors, and Adult Anxiety. These factors were considered to affect those 

adolescents engaging in psychological therapies.   

 

The second stage used Q-methodology and applied the themes derived from the first study, to 

develop an online Q-sort survey, completed by a non-clinical sample of adolescents. Q-factor 

analysis extracted seven factors demonstrating distinct viewpoints to explain adolescent 

romantic relationships. Q-methodology allowed a developed understanding of the themes 

drawn from practitioners’ views, and suggested significant differences from the accounts of 

adolescents with no prior experience of therapy. These variances revealed ‘social norms and 

self-worth’, ‘constructiveness of romantic relationships’ and ‘adult approachability’ were more 

relevant.   

 

5.4 Methodological Considerations 

 

A mixed method approach was most suited considering the dearth of research in the subject 

area that overlooked the views of therapeutic practitioners and adolescents. The 

methodological design allowed researchers to explore both distinctive domains. Adolescents’ 

perspectives were used to triangulate with the findings from practitioners’ perspectives. 

Triangulation allowed multiple perspectives to be understood, and the researcher was able to 

identify and report these differences (Ussher, 1999). This was particularly important for an 
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under-researched subject area that is multi-faceted and complex. The subject has not been 

empirical investigated within counselling and psychotherapy, thus restricting the practice for 

scientist-practitioners. More studies have relied on conclusions drawn from large-scale survey 

collections. These measures dismiss the intricacies and diversity of romantic relationships 

(Brown, 1999; Larson et al., 2002) and refrained from measuring adolescent subjective views 

(Karney et al, 2007).  

 

The merits of using thematic analysis were in its theoretical adaptable method, to generate 

themes from practitioners’ viewpoints, given the subject had not yet received empirical 

attention. Moreover, is flexible enough to be used across a range of research questions 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

 

Extracted themes were therefore easily transferable to a Q-methodological study, which is 

robust for analysing subjective data objectively. Q-methodology is a unique hybrid of 

quantitative and qualitative research methods, and embodies the strengths of both post-

positivist and constructivist epistemological positions (Ramlo & Newman, 2011). The chosen 

method allowed self-report measures to be completed unlike other quantitative measures, as 

participants gave preference for items, and was inherently subjective (Ramlo & Newman, 

2011). This prevented a repetition of the methodological limitations from a large body of 

studies that relied on self-report questionnaires. Q-sort surveys gathered viewpoints that gave 

rich qualitative descriptions that differ from other approaches, such as Likert scales, which 

summarise viewpoints in a quantitative way (Ten Klooster et al., 2008).  

 

The aims of this research placed a greater focus on subjective views of participants and more 

in line with constructivist philosophies. Limitations included the difficulty in an epistemological 

commitment for a primary inductive-approach. This refers to some interview questions in the 

first study, being guided by previous studies. The Q-statements used, were restricted to the 
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extracted themes from practitioner views. Though it is participants’ engagement of statements 

that is more relevant in Q-methodology (Watts & Stenner, 2012). This was evident in the 

seven distinct viewpoints generated.    

 

The researchers’ personal processes and theoretical standpoints must also be acknowledged 

in the analysis of both studies. While Q-methodology protects researcher bias by using 

objective measures, the interpretation of factors may be influenced. Various measures were 

taken to protect researcher bias to complete a thematic analysis. The use of an abductive 

approach for factor interpretations in Q-methodology ensured analysis did not rely on extreme 

statements (Watts & Stenner, 2012).  

 

5.5 Key findings  

 

The factors identified by Q methodology suggest there are significant distinctions in the way 

romantic relationships are perceived by the adolescents and practitioners. The triangulated 

findings offered an understanding of the main factors, which appeared to influence their 

adjustments to romantic relationships. The key findings are discussed.  

 

5.5.1 Social and Emotional Capacities  

 

The role of romantic relationships appeared to help adolescent clients build a social identity, 

and belong in a social capacity. This was not apparent for adolescents not in therapy. 

Practitioners believed adolescents were challenged by traditional norms, causing them more 

difficulties in achieving a sense of belongingness (Chapter 3.3.1). This may suggest mental 

health issues in more vulnerable adolescents may experience greater pressures to fit in to a 

group or system, which parallels social identity theories (Tajfel, 1978). Research indicates 

greater interpersonal benefits of a group identity involving shared worldviews and attitudes in 
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vulnerable teenagers (Viner et al., 2012), since they have a greater need to feel socially 

secure (Aneshensel & Sucoff, 1996). Excessive adult pressures further activate these needs 

(Tajfel, 1978), which is perhaps more relevant for adolescent clients, who would seldom 

engage in therapy of their own accord and often referred by adults to mental health services 

(Koocher, 2003). Adult pressures did not present as relevant in the non-clinical sample, with 

the exception Factor C, the youngest group of the study (mean age= 16.5), involving three 

males and one female adolescent, from Black African and Indian backgrounds.  

 

The Q-survey showed the role of social norms did not reflect the same degree of challenge. 

On the contrary, their attitudes about the norms examined (relationship status, gender norms, 

heterosexuality) reflected levels of self-worth in respect of romantic relationships. Largely, less 

conformity to norms was revealed and almost half of the adolescents’ (n=19) ranked 

statements suggesting positive self-worth was gained from romantic relationships (Chapter 

4.4.1). Studies show individuals who retain greater levels of self-assurance and self-

confidence are less affected by social norms, but conformity can protect, repair or enhance 

self-esteem (Ciaddini & Goldstein, 2004; Arndt et al., 2002). While these studies are based on 

adults, research with adolescents showed they determined their self-worth, only if the category 

of the norm was important to them (Strahan et al., 2010). In the current research, the non-

clinical group may have experienced a wider scope of identity exploration in comparison to 

adolescent clients, thus experience greater levels of self-assurance to ascertain their views 

about particular social standards.  

 

Further developmental progression may be recognised for the non-clinical adolescent sample. 

Social exchange theories (Kelly & Thibaut, 1978) advocate adolescent romantic relationships 

facilitate social acceptance during initial stages of romantic relationship development (Brown, 

1999). Identity exploration and greater self-worth is then achieved during satisfying 

relationships. It appears adolescent clients are still grappling with social acceptance, as a 
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result generates social instability, according to social identity perspectives (Tajfel, 1978). 

Brown’s (1999) model (Chapter 2.5.1) proposed four stages for the development of romantic 

relationships: infatuation, status, intimacy and bonding (Seiffge-Krenke, 2003). The status 

phase provides adolescents with a source of social capital to achieve social belongingness. 

Achieving group identification allows social acceptance to give capacity to explore a personal 

identity (Levine, 1979). Noam (1999) argued Erikson’s (1963) psychosocial stages of 

development, overlooked a ‘belonging vs. rejection’ stage during adolescence, which requires 

resolution before the identity vs. role confusion phase (Wan-Chen, 2003). The descriptions 

given by practitioners about belongingness needs in adolescent clients seem to reflect these 

early stages of romantic relationship development.  

 

 

5.5.2 Gender Differences  

 

5.5.2.1 Adolescent Male Difficulties in Romantic Relationships 

 

More difficulties were identified for male participants’ Q-sorts (Factors B,G) in contrast to 

females, revealing lower levels of self-worth in romantic relationships, and greater conformity 

to norms (Factor B only), in comparison to other factors (Chapter 4.4.1). This echoes the main 

findings of the previously cited study by Strahan et al. (2010). This study included 73 girls and 

73 boys (mean age=12.5) examining sociocultural norms specific to body image and physical 

appearance. Adolescent females were less accepting of these norms compared to male 

adolescents, and based their self-worth less on appearance. Participants in this study were 

primarily in early-middle adolescence, though other studies show norm compliance increases 

with age (Arnett, 2001). Scholars also observed females often perceive others to believe in 

norms to a larger degree than themselves, therefore irrespective of their own appraisals, they 

think they will be judged by others (Park, 2005). Participants completed the current study 
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anonymously, but females’ accounts may have been influenced by social desirability. This is 

only speculative.  

 

Gender norm statements, including: 4. A boy should be macho; 5. A girlfriend’s role is to do 

what her boyfriend wants her to, were distinguished in three groups of primarily males 

(Factors: B, C, G: Chapter 4.4.1). Whilst ranking was generally neutral and ranged from +1 to 

0, they were configured higher in contrast to all other adolescents. Similarly, the first study 

showed practitioners described male clients’ difficulties in maintaining a  “social bravado”, 

being “dominant” and “macho”. Simon proposed “men don’t pass on their emotional language 

very easily to young boys” (Chapter 3.3.1.2, p. 158). 

 

These overall findings relate to gender norm theories, suggesting dominant characteristics 

and conditioning against intimacy is promoted in males (Rudman & Glick, 2008). This draws 

attention to the lack of focus on boys, illustrated in the literature review (Chapter 2.7.2.1), 

supporting the argument that less is understood about male adjustment to romantic 

relationships since emphasis has been on females, and a reliance on female narratives to 

understand males (Giordano et al., 2008). Giordano et al. (2006) mixed methods study 

(n=957) showed masculine stereotypes for 15-year-old males were exacerbated by 

humiliation from peers when showing affection to girlfriends. ‘Wrestling with gendered 

expectations’, was revealed as a core category in a grounded study by Dmytro et al. (2013) 

using a male focus group (n=24). The current research is supportive to these findings and 

similarly refutes traditional theories suggesting adjustment to romantic relationship is easier for 

males (Maccoby, 1990). 

 

The current study similarly reflected research reporting lower levels of confidence in boys 

managing romantic relationships (Giordano et al., 2006; Glickman & La Greca, 2004). As 

illustrated earlier, Q-sorts revealed more males reporting lower levels of self-worth in 
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relationships, together with fewer developmental and emotional benefits (Factors B and C; 

4.4.1). However, this may require further investigation since Factor A, the strongest factor in 

the study, including 6 males and 6 females, reported higher levels of self-worth and 

constructiveness received from relationships. Similar benefits of romantic relationships were 

not reflected by practitioner views for males.   

 

Both studies similarly corresponded in regards to male reports for poor emotional regulation 

and relational over-investment, although only Factor B was illustrative of this, distinguishing 

item 17: a relationship break-up feels like the end of the word at +5. Views suggesting 

romantic relationships were not highly important (1:-4) and by characterising adult 

approachability (36:+2; 42:+2) perhaps reduces levels of concern compared to those 

described by practitioners who presented as emotionally unstable. For example, Beth 

highlighted “they almost lose a sense of themselves in that relationships” (Chapter 3.3.1.2, p. 

158). Internalising their emotions was further recognised, and Jennifer made the comment: 

 

 “It’s very, very rare for a teenage boy to come in and say my girlfriend and I argued and I’ve 

been crying all night, but I get that every week from the teenage girls”. (Chapter 3.3.1.2, 

p.158). 

 

While both studies identified difficulties in male adjustments to romantic relationships, in 

comparison to the adolescent Q-sorts, the clinical sample was distinguished for higher levels 

of over-investment and heightened emotionality.  

 

5.5.2.2. Female Adjustments  

 

While boys receive restricted attention by researchers, the literature review illustrates how 

increased focus on female adolescents leads to an understanding that their relationship-
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focused inclinations causes them to over-invest in relationships (Galliher et al., 2004). 

However Q-methodology revealed more factors with female adolescents ranking greater 

levels of self-worth, self-sufficiency and emotional resilience in romantic relationships (Chapter 

4.4.1; 4.4.2), even for those relationships that might pose risks.  

 

Two factors, including primarily girls, illustrated levels of risk linked to high relational insecurity 

(factor D) and over-invested partners (factor F). Both were characteristic for feelings of 

isolation, particularly factor F (41: +3). Other features such as, unwillingly doing things with a 

partner (F:23:+3) and reluctantly staying in a relationship (D:27:+3) were also suggestive of 

risk. Nonetheless, they both suggested minimal importance for having romantic partners, and 

indicated the least anxiety about break-ups (F17:-5), and seeing a future with partners  (D8:-

4). Statements about developing coping skills and ability to self-explore were further 

characteristic for both groups, ranging between +4 to +5. The constructive psycho-social skills 

identified here contradicts adolescent dating violence research. This links high relational 

anxiety, needful partners and isolation to partner abuse (Joyner & Urdy, 2000) and depression 

(Purdie & Downey, 2000; Stimpfel et al., 2013). A more comprehensive measure of abuse and 

larger sample is required to strengthen these findings, as the Q-set was limited.  Practitioners’ 

perspectives made frequent comments about “risk” and “vulnerability” in reference to young 

adolescent female clients and echoes research, that describes young girls as an ‘at-risk’ group 

for romantic relationships. Females in the Q-sort study are middle-late adolescents, making 

comparisons difficult.  

 

Findings from Factor D and F seem more appropriate to practitioners’ observations regarding 

a positive development of psychosocial skills when clients experienced difficult relationships. 

Megan’s comment: “If it’s a negative there is kind of two ways, it’s either you can learn from 

that and know what you wouldn’t want for that next”, to an extent, matches the views for 

Factor F and D adolescents: “relationships has/have helped me learn about what I do and 
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don’t want in other relationships”: +2. Similarly, scholars propose relationship challenges 

reinforce psychosocial skills, and the inevitable ups and downs become a training ground for 

learning resiliency skills (Barber & Eccles, 2003; Harper & Walsh, 2007).  

 

 

5.5.3 Problem-Focused vs. Constructiveness   

 

Practitioners addressed greater problem-focused constituents of romantic relationships, 

primarily linked to identity issues, abuse and digital natives. In contrast, adolescent 

perspectives reflected more helpful features in spite of problematic areas. All adolescents 

connected in a consensus statement 19, which varied from 0 to +4, and five factors ranked at 

+2. In summary, thirty-three adolescents suggested, to some degree, that they gained insight 

from romantic relationship experiences that would inform their future relationships. While 

contingencies of risk appeared in the adolescent sample, these did not appear to correspond 

to the same levels of high-risk as those described for adolescent clients, such as suicidality, 

self-harm, depression and dating violence. The Q-set did not examine these explicitly, but 

statements were still able to show a degree of risk, which indicated various ways adolescents 

managed these. Adolescents’ gender, adult approachability, emotional resiliency and over-

invested tendencies, appeared to influence their adjustments to managing these issues. 

Adolescents’ attitudes about having a romantic partner were further relevant. Statement 1 

examined: It’s important to always have a boyfriend/girlfriend; responses ranged from 0 - -5, 

with more factors (n=4) configured at either -4 or -5. This suggests having a romantic partner 

is not considered as high priority as research suggests. Scholars propose adolescent dating 

relationships outweigh all other topics, including school, peers and family (Collins et al., 2009; 

Giordano et al., 2001; Wilson-Shockley, 1995). 
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The first study collected more risk-related characteristics, probably because it was through the 

perspectives and interpretation of adults. Given that adolescents now live in a more 

interdependent world, posing more vulnerability (Arnett, 2004), adults are inclined to more 

easily apply risk perspectives. Traditional norms of romance have become weaker and are 

more ambiguous (Bulcroft et al., 2000), not living up to what adults expect in a romantic 

partnership. Practitioners similarly acknowledged this, as Tom commented:  

 

 “Sometimes we can trivialise […] we can see it as young love or it’s their first relationship and 

we can really play it down and not realise the significance it has on the young person at the 

time.”                                                                                                       (Chapter 3.3.1.1, p.156) 

 

Furthermore, gathering data from a clinical sample, it is more likely, that risk-related data will 

be collected since mental health issues are linked with greater vulnerabilities (Raphael, 

Stevens, & Perderson, 2006). Practitioners observed more benefits gained from romantic 

relationships, primarily for older adolescents. This is in line with the accounts given by 

adolescent participants, who are mostly in the older-adolescent stage. Though practitioners’ 

references to issues such as over-valuing tendencies were not restricted to age. Practitioners 

considered clients’ romantic relationships were “rushed”,  “fast paced” and “quick” to achieve 

an idyllic adult partnership arrangement; at risk for normative developmental progression. 

Practitioners in addition considered relationships were transitory and over-romanticised, 

similar to studies that highlight shallow and superficial characteristics (Merton, 1996; Bulcroft 

et al., 2000). 

 

This was not as apparent in the non-clinical adolescent sample, and could suggest the 

relationships experienced by adolescents in the clinical group were more comparable to 

romantic features for younger adolescents.  Studies reported younger teens, between the 

ages of 11- 13, hold exaggerated and idealistic beliefs about romantic relationships. They 
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placed greater emphasis on superficial characteristics, though these moderated, during middle 

to late adolescents, to higher levels of intimacy and mutuality of feelings (Waldinger et al., 

2002; Shulmarn & Scharf, 2000). Empirical studies illustrate how these qualities have capacity 

to develop and grow. Giordano et al.’s (2012) longitudinal study, with 1,321 participants, 

compared young adult and adolescent romantic relationships identifying developmental shifts 

and increasing levels of intimacy and interdependence. Better communication, emotional 

rewards and utilitarian features increased in adulthood, through the medium of experiencing 

relationships during adolescence (Madsen & Collins, 2011).  

 

The non-clinical sample, in the current study, is depictive of the developmental gains 

illustrated in research (Meier & Allen, 2009). In contrast, adolescent clients may be 

progressing at slower paces, and appear in early stages in reflection to Brown’s (1999) 

developmental model for romantic relationships. Practitioners’ views were characteristic of the 

difficulties adolescent clients experienced in managing “first times”, “first romantic 

relationship,” and “first experiences”. The literature described a number of studies that link 

further difficulties in romantic relationships when adolescents are unfamiliar with the 

passionate qualities that distinguishes these relationships from those with parents and peers 

(Furman & Shoemaker, 2008). Earlier stages of dating have been linked to greater levels of 

conflict (Kutler & La Greca, 2004), lower affective responsiveness from partners (Giordano et 

al., 2012), and ambiguity about the relationship status (Drauker et al., 2012).  

 

Other features suggestive of delayed developmental progression in adolescent clients relate 

to heightened emotional reactions such as suicidality, defiance or withdrawal when a romantic 

relationship was threatened, for example by breaks-ups or adult control. This supports 

neuroscience research describing pressure on the adolescent brain in managing complex 

tasks for managing individual needs, needs of the partner, and of others (Laursen et al., 

2001). Risk is more likely when emotions are high or when in social situations (Blackmore, 
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2012). In contrast, the non-clinical adolescent sample reflected their capacities in managing 

difficulties. These ranged from coping with individual needs, such as neediness and over-

invested characteristics (factors B and D), managing the needs of others, such as authoritative 

parents (Factor C) and over-invested partners (Factor F), and then revealing its two strongest 

factors with the greatest developmental gains (Factor A and E). However, a large limitation in 

the Q-sort study is that less detail and depth was captured in comparison to the qualitative 

interviews. Practitioners were given more opportunity to present the nuances and intricacies of 

adolescent difficulties. Moreover, it is difficult to draw conclusions regarding emotional 

resilience and maturity about the non-clinical sample, thus can only be tentative assumptions.   

 

Two further discrepancies between the studies were linked to ethic norms (Chapter 3.2.1.4) 

and digital natives (Chapter 3.3.2.3), gathered from the first study. More practitioners 

proposed excessive Internet use was detrimental to romantic relationships. This view was not 

substantiated by adolescents’ viewpoints; more adolescents presented online boundaries, 

except for two adolescents, aged 18 (Factor G), presenting some addictive features with 

modern technology. The Q-set required more statements to ascertain levels of risk in their 

media technology uses, though their responses to other items did not suggest problematic 

implications. Research suggests online risks are not as detrimental to youth as adults 

generally think. More studies relate the wider opportunities given to youth for developing 

intimacy and exploring relationships through using online communication (Valkenberg & Peter, 

2007; Mesch & Tallmund, 2010). Social networking is recognised as the current norm, though 

the costs and benefits of this must be weighed objectively (Coleman, 2011).  

 

Practitioners discussed the implications of ethnic norms on South Asian adolescent female 

clients; prohibiting teenage dating and causing issues for adolescent autonomy and identity. 

These accounts reflected research, suggesting dating can only take place in secret, but 

referred to qualitative, retrospective accounts of South Asian adult females (Sohal, 2009). The 
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Q-study could suggest cultural developments in the view that a number of South Asian 

adolescent females loaded significantly on one of the strongest factors (Factor A) (Chapter 

4.3.1.1). This factor was characteristic for developmental benefits of romantic relationships. 

Further research is required, because no research regarding romantic relationships in South 

Asian teenagers exists. Equally it is important not to overlook these findings, in recognition of 

these research disparities (Chapter 2.7.2.2).   

 

 

5.5.4 The Role of Adults is not Straightforward  

 

Practitioners proposed perceived adult anxieties were salient features in adolescent clients 

romantic relationships. In general, this view was not substantiated by adolescents’ viewpoints. 

Levels of adult approachability and preference to adult support were more relevant than adult 

anxieties over adolescents’ involvement in romantic relationships, though experiencing adults 

as unapproachable did not necessarily influence indifference for this support.  

 

Factor C were the only group characteristic of the adult anxieties described by practitioners 

concerning ‘Power and Control’ (Chapter 3.3.3.1). Practitioners observed adults of adolescent 

clients, exhibit authoritarian styles and disparaging, trivialising attitudes. Such adult responses 

were believed to affect adolescents’ adjustment to romantic relationships (3.3.3.2) such as 

defiance and self-silencing. Factor C suggested they received less developmental gains from 

romantic relationships in comparison to all other factors except one (Factor B). A number of 

studies suggest adolescent problem behaviours, such as delinquency and anxiety disorders 

are linked to excessive use of rules by parents (Bogels et al., 2006; Madson, 2007; Steinberg, 

2001). Though for Factor C, accounts reflected more disappointment, placing least importance 

on having a romantic partner: -5. No responses displayed heightened emotions in Factor C, 

other than indicating lower levels of confidence when in relationship (9:-4).  
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The literature highlights less research examining adults’ behaviours during teenage dating. 

Most studies offer attachment perspectives as the primary theory for the subject area. 

Attachment theorists suggest parent-child attachments are frameworks for adolescents to 

develop romantic relationships (Seiffge-Krenke et al., 2001; Donnellan, Larsen-Rife & Conger, 

2005). However practitioners perceived adolescent clients’ adjustments to romantic 

relationships contingent on other features, not only parental relationships. Relationship 

inexperience and ‘storms and stresses’ (Arnett, 1999) of the adolescent period were just as 

pertinent. These views are more consistent with the identified literature in the review, 

highlighting the restrictions for relying on attachment perspectives that focus on the notion of 

continuity (Chapter 2.5.2.2). Scholars argue parent-child attachment styles cannot be viewed 

as a dependent casual role for later development since they shift between people over years 

(Furman et al., 2002; Innerhofer, 2013). Attachment perspectives are perhaps more akin to 

adult romantic relationships when mature romantic partner attachment emerges through 

cognitive and emotional maturity. (Allen & Land, 1999; Waters et al., 2000). Scholars reaffirm 

this does not suggest adolescent relationships are unimportant, but there is more 

development to occur. Other studies demonstrate the evolving nature requires romantic 

relationship experiences during adolescent periods (Meier & Allen, 2009).    

 

Studies describing the dynamics of adult-child processes are perhaps more relevant. These 

studies imply adult anxieties may not impact on the relational skills developed from romantic 

relationships. Madsen & Collins’s (2011) longitudinal study of 73 young adults showed parent-

child processes were contributing factors to romantic relationship processes, but did not 

provide individuals with the distinct qualities required for romantic relationships. These involve 

more voluntary and passionate qualities and include horizontal power structures. Adolescent 

relationships with adults are often vertical, since adults hold more power (Coleman, 2011). 

Peer relationships and romantic relationships are egalitarian in nature, restricting continuity in 
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adolescent representations of parent and romantic partner attachments (Furman, Simon, 

Shaffer, & Bouchey, 2002). 

 

Fewer studies explain adult behaviours during teenage dating. These suggest the dating rules 

endorsed by parents, link to dissatisfaction with their own romantic relationship, envy of their 

offsprings’ freedom and yearning for their own youth (Gray & Steinberg, 1999; Madsen, 2008). 

The current research is limited in understanding parents’ perspectives directly. The adult’s 

anxieties observed by practitioners may be more pertinent to the higher levels of anxiety and 

stress recognised in managing child and adolescent mental health (Rengasmy et al., 2013). 

Parental support is often marginalised in child and adolescent mental health services 

(Hoagwood et al., 2009) and has received less attention in research than other constituents of 

healthcare (Ireys et al., 2001).  

 

A salient contrast in the current study is that adolescent perspectives did not indicate levels of 

adult anxiety or control. Instead, the study indicated associations of perceived adult 

approachability and benefits for adult support (Chapter 4.4.3). However, approachability was 

conveyed in different ways across all factors; definitions of parent styles were most suited to 

explain some of the extreme variances. Factors E and G were similarly linked to definitions of 

authoritative parents’ styles, which is associated with greater positive outcomes in adolescent 

behaviours and their developing wellbeing (Steinberg, 2008). Factor C adults were likened to 

authoritarian parenting styles, recognised for placing greater importance on obedience and 

conformity, being more likely to be punitive and not encourage autonomy (Steinberg, 2008). 

Nevertheless Factor C adolescents did suggest adult support was helpful. Factor B indicated 

the least constructive factors of romantic relationships, but perceived adults as approachable. 

They saw adults as unconcerned about their sexual activities, while adolescents across all 

other factors perceived parents to be more concerned about their sexual behaviours.  
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It was difficult to examine adult-adolescent processes for older adolescents such as Factor F 

(mean age=17.8) and G (mean age=18), perhaps because they are formally considered 

adults. Factor G neither agreed nor disagreed with the value of adults’ support (42:0), and 

Factor F indicated the least value across all factors (42:-3). Contemporary lifespan stages 

suggest emerging adulthood can involve periods of instability and uncertainty during the 

search for identity, provoking periods of new exploration and learning (O’Conner, 2001; Arnett, 

2000). Though Factor F adolescents are not quite ‘emerging adults’, some scholars suggest 

developmental progression cannot be confined to a particular age due to social factor 

influences (Webster, 2009; Coleman, 2011). Levinson (1978) proposed ‘novice phases’ of 

development, unique to autonomy and exploration, occur during the ages of 17-33. 

 

The ranges in these presentations parallel studies that suggest parents’ styles are determined 

by circumstances and adolescent behaviour, because the relationship is bi-directional 

(Mounts, 2004; Shaffer, 2006). The current study did not examine adolescent behaviour per 

se, making it difficult to understand these processes fully. Nevertheless examining the benefits 

of adult support highlights relationship dynamics between adolescents and adults. Overall 

findings of both studies recognise the role of adults is not straightforward.  

 

 

5.5.5 Therapeutic Interventions  

 

In the current study, practitioners proposed the adult therapeutic relationship was a healthy 

model for adolescents to receive acceptance and respect, the reverse of power and control. 

This supported clients to manage romantic relationship more constructively. However, the 

second study indicates counselling may not be a necessity. Adolescents who perceived adults 

as approachable, suggested they were able to turn to them for support, and indicated value for 

this. The issue may not be adult anxiety, but the availability of approachable adults that affects 
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these adolescents. Though various dynamics of adult-adolescent process are suggested, the 

availability of approachability appears a helpful feature, even for those adolescents who are 

not directly surrounded by amenable adults. Practitioners pointed out the therapeutic 

relationship, underpinned by person-centred conditions, including acceptance, empathy and 

unconditional regard, are key ingredients supporting adolescents. This was recognised as 

restricted to the therapeutic relationship, but the second study proposes this is not the case.  

 

Practitioners’ interpretations of adults’ anxiety over their offsprings’ involvement in romantic 

relationships perhaps is more linked with adolescents’ mental health issues that must be 

managed. This causes them to be more vulnerable in a number of ways, as indicated in the 

number of risk factors presented. It is then perhaps more likely that adolescent clients 

appreciate the therapeutic environment, but this is bound by practitioners’ interpretations. No 

empirical studies are available to contribute to therapeutic capacities of adolescent romantic 

relationships, except for a case study article by Davis and Benshoff (1999) that suggests 

effectiveness of the therapeutic relationships. In the Q-survey, the strongest factor in the study 

(Factor A), presented as the only group with two participants having previously engaged in 

therapy. Although this proportion is low, their attitude towards benefits of adult support was 

less in comparison to other adolescents in the same factor (n=12). This may not be a 

reflection of therapeutic support as unhelpful, but perhaps relates to not experiencing current 

adults as approachable. Either way, it is difficult to interpret their response in such a small 

sample.   

 

 

5.6 Applications and Implications to Counselling Psychology 

 

The current research suggests therapeutic interventions may not be necessary for all 

adolescents to manage difficult romantic relationships, though it may be helpful for 
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practitioners to inquire whether adolescent clients have access to approachable adults, and 

maybe support a formulation for specific individual needs. The current research highlights 

approachability, openness and an accepting attitude in adults are key ingredients to support 

adolescents. In addition, the social and emotional capacities of adolescents are equally as 

important. Belongingness needs may aggravate adolescents’ processes if they are vulnerable, 

however those who are more self-assured may be more able to place their self-worth based 

on their own personal identities. These may be useful factors for counselling psychologists to 

consider in clinical assessments to determine a suitable therapeutic model, based on different 

needs.  

 

Anecdotal research (NYMHF, 2012) reported practitioners did not enquire about clients’ 

romantic relationships. Practitioners in the current study indicated various attitudes about 

direct enquiry based on professional values and principles (Chapter 3.3.3.3). The divergent 

opinions indicated a reasonable argument for both. Direct inquiring may be better suited, 

because adolescents in the second study distinguished approachability as opposed to anxiety 

in adults, with an indication for adult support as more constructive than not. For both trainees 

and qualified counselling psychologists working with adolescents, although the concept of 

direction contradicts the client-led humanistic principles, enquiry around romantic relationships 

perhaps expands the capacity for approachability. Geldard & Geldard (2010) suggest 

adolescent clients often do not present particular issues unless they are asked, thereby 

supporting these proposals for therapeutic work.   

 

The Q-survey revealed some bearing particularly to adolescents’ learning for future 

relationships. When linking this to Q-methodology perspectives for measuring viewpoints, it is 

often related to Curt’s (1994) descriptions of individuals as “living in, and by stories” (Watts & 

Stenner, 2005, p. 448). This suggests the associations adolescents drew about their romantic 

relationships, may themselves be what affected them. Therefore, there would be no 
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contradiction in confirming that adolescents in factors A-G expressed different views, and that 

they represented distinctive modes of relating to others or making sense of their romantic 

relationships. It seems pertinent for researchers and practitioners to recognise the subjective 

stories presented here by adolescents, particularly since adolescents’ viewpoints have been 

so narrowly investigated. Consequently, this has led adolescent romantic relationships to be 

understood with detriments. Perhaps these outcomes can explain how adolescents make 

sense of their own experiences, thereby complementing the philosophy of counselling 

psychology. The findings can build on the limited research that exists for adolescents’ 

subjective views on their romantic experiences rather than self-reported risks about sexual 

behaviour and dating violence.  

 

Parents would benefit from better understanding their role in their offsprings’ romantic 

involvements, since it is depicted with both anxieties and productivity, posing the question 

what specific components are perceived as supportive for a positive environment for young 

people. However, the parental role may vary according to the adolescent and their relationship 

with their parents. Counselling psychologists and other therapeutic practitioners have capacity 

to directly explore relationship dynamics when working alongside adolescent clients in joint 

sessions with both adolescent and parent.  This gives scope to support parents with more 

constructive ways to manage their stance with regards to their offsprings’ romantic activities, 

thus addressing the needs for parents and adolescent adjustments. Furthermore, counselling 

psychologists can provide support that is generic in nature. This can be made available to all 

parents who might be interested in better understanding their teens’ romantic involvements 

and receiving guidance for their own adjustments. 

 

The counselling psychologists’ role involves systemic methods of practice, thus it is relevant to 

extend their support beyond direct work with an adolescent client to other professional groups. 

This can be achieved by providing training to key professional disciplines including health, 
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education and social care services to better their support for adolescent adjustments. It seems 

important to offer training that includes psycho-educational support regarding adolescent 

romantic relationships by challenging viewpoints that may trivialise these relationships and 

recognising the factors identified in this study. The role of adults, in particular approachability 

seems a significant factor for professionals to take into account during their interactions with 

adolescents. Professionals who appear more approachable and forthcoming about 

adolescents’ romantic relationships may allow adolescents the space to speak more willingly 

about their relationships. 

   

The application of the factors identified in this study may vary according to different 

disciplines.  For example, the issue of how adolescents place emphasis on the role of 

traditional norms on romantic relationships, and how such emphasis heightens their emotional 

resilience during their romantic relationship would be relevant to GP’s, paediatricians, school 

nurses and social workers. Formulating the adolescents presenting concerns, using these 

factors can be supportive to their intervention plan or referrals. For example, psycho-education 

may not suffice if an adolescent presents with heightened emotional vulnerability, and referrals 

to psychological therapies or family work may be necessary.  For those adolescents who may 

not place great emphasis on social norms, they may simply require professionals to attentively 

listen to their concerns and not trivialise their romantic issues.  

 

Educators such as teachers and teaching assistants may not have the opportunity to discuss 

students’ issues using exhaustive approaches during busy teaching schedules. 

Approachability combined with person-centred approaches might be more relevant to these 

professionals when addressing romantic issues in their work with young people. In addition, 

psycho-education of romantic relationships, with a focus on the typical ups and downs of 

relationships, managing romantic stress, evaluating traditional norms and concepts of love, 
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could be included in curriculum subjects such as Personal, Social, Health and Economic 

education (PSHE) to further support adolescent regulations during these relationships.   

 

Findings from this research, as well a small number of other studies (Giordano et al., 2006; 

Dmytro et al., 2013) depicted increased difficulties for males to manage romantic stress and 

openly talk about relationship issues. Therefore, attention to gender differences is relevant 

irrespective of the professional groups. Finally, recognising that not all adolescents may 

require additional support, such as psychological therapies is relevant. Some adolescents 

appear to be autonomous in how they explore and engage in their romantic relationships, 

though application of the factors revealed in this study may provide a helpful guide to 

professional practice for those who work with young people.  

 

The contributions of the findings in this research go beyond whether counselling is appropriate 

or needed for adolescents in romantic relationship. They add to an understanding of how 

romantic relationships are perceived by adolescents. More importantly, the discrepancies in 

the way romantic relationships are perceived by practitioners in affecting adolescents’ 

adjustments and development, as opposed to how young people actually experience it.  Using 

this as a base, further exploration of how the need for belongingness might be the catalyst or 

a mere manifestation of adolescents’ adjustment difficulties in the clinical group.  

 

 

5.7 Overall Strengths, Limitations and Future Directions 

 

A limitation to the current study includes its sample of primarily middle-late adolescents in 

heterosexual relationships. This specific understanding of adolescents’ perspectives regarding 

romantic relationships limits the range and diversity that romantic relationships present. A 

replication of the Q-sorts with younger adolescents and those in same-sex romantic 
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relationships may portray romantic relationships differently. As identified in the first study, both 

groups are recognised with distinct characteristics. A study with younger adolescents may 

provide a further understanding for the developmental nature of romantic relationships. 

Research reports younger adolescents, particularly females, to engage in relationships with 

undeveloped understanding of intimacy and they associate romantic relationships primarily 

with sexual activities (La Greca & Harrison, 2005). Adolescents in same-sex relationships 

have been linked to experiencing loneliness and severe isolation when exploring romantic 

relationships (Diamond & Lucas, 2004).  

 

Diversity can be seen in the sample as it includes adolescents from different ethnic 

backgrounds, accounting for the distribution of 6.92% of Asian/Asian British and 3.01% of 

Black/Black British, UK population (UK Census, 2011). The Q-study included an equal number 

of males and females, therefore did not rely on the viewpoints of females to understand males’ 

perspective like most other research (Giordano et al., 2006). Most studies are based on 

American adolescents and the current study offers a unique contribution to understanding the 

subject with adolescents from the UK. Although Facebook was used to gather participants, it 

cannot be assumed all adolescents were UK based.  

 

The mixed-method design, which allowed an understanding on multiple levels of influence, 

strengthened the possibility for gathering a broader picture of the role of romantic relationships 

in adolescence. This allowed a triangulation of findings from two empirical studies since 

multiple voices were captured (Silverman, 1993). The study design allowed the researcher to 

more widely address the research questions to explore prominent factors, and broader 

research purposes in developing clinical practice. The strengths of these methodologies 

together have provided unique insight into the worldviews of how practitioner and adolescent 

participants connected (Ramlo & Newman, 2008). By allowing holistic perspectives to be 
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drawn, these findings reflect the philosophy of counselling psychology that endorses systemic 

thinking in clinical practice (Strawbridge & Woolfe, 2010). 

 

The first study with practitioners was robust for its homogenous sample, yet the small sample 

restricts the range of themes tested in the Q-survey. Practitioners held varied awareness of 

the subject area and is a further consideration to the development of the Q-set. Practitioners 

that offered more constructive features about adolescents engaging in romantic relationships 

presented as more interested, and offered a broader range of viewpoints. A further study to 

examine awareness of adolescent romantic relationships in therapeutic practice would 

elaborate on how the subject is addressed in clinical interventions. A pre- and post- strategy 

questionnaire could be a useful instrument, and additional scrutiny of anecdotal reports that 

imply practitioners overlook adolescent romantic relationships (NYMHF, 2012). More 

information about practitioners would be helpful, such as practitioners’ main specialisms, 

which is considered significant for adolescent clinical practice. This was limited in the current 

study.  

 

Q-methodology was valuable for suggesting salient themes relative to adolescent views that 

differed from a clinical sample. These differences were limited to practitioners’ interpretations, 

restricting the ability to accurately compare both groups. A reliable examination could be 

achieved if data is gathered explicitly from a clinical sample. Future research could distribute 

the Q-sort survey with adolescents currently engaging in psychological therapies, and 

triangulating these findings with the Q-sorts collected in the current study. This may reveal 

more about the need for belongingness and adult anxieties extracted from practitioners’ 

perspectives. Empirical attention to the viewpoints of parents can further broaden this. 

Furthermore, this may expand understanding of whether adolescent mental health issues, are 

triggers for romantic relationships problems, or whether romantic relationships, are triggers for 

adolescent mental health.  
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The current Q-study findings can be compared with a clinical sample, as factor interpretations 

were distinguished for their inclusion of both extreme and neutral statements. This allows the 

study to be recognised for its holistic analyses. Watts and Stenner (2012) assert Q-

methodology studies are often flawed for their limited interpretative system and attention to the 

entire configuration. The rationales for employing Q-methodology are usually based on the 

fundamental principles and theories of Brown (1999) and Stephenson (1983), but there is less 

guidance for interpreting a factor structure. At the onset, Stephenson (1963) emphasised the 

Gestalt nature of Q-methodology, differentiating it from widespread variable-by-variable 

methods (Watts & Stenner, 2012). Application of Q-methodology recommendations in the 

exhaustive manner suggested, allies this study with the principle of the methodological holism 

that Stephenson (1963) originally advocated. The findings retain the essence of the attitudes 

and opinions adolescent participants were willing to deliver. These strengths may further draw 

practitioners’ attention to understanding the subject area for clinical practice, furthermore, 

encourage researchers to build on the identified limitations and expand an understanding of 

adolescent perspectives.  

 

 

5.8 Conclusion 

 
The current research has explored adolescent romantic relationships in a way that adds new 

knowledge to previous studies. Previous research had not yet considered the perspectives of 

therapeutic practitioners specialising in adolescent work. Furthermore, the adolescent 

perspectives explored had never been measured in this context, despite scholars urging 

researchers to investigate adolescents' views over a decade ago (Brown, 1999). The current 

research can be appreciated for its use of mixed-methods, collecting data that is both 

qualitative and quantitative. This is considered a comprehensive approach for gathering 

reliable data  (Pole, 2007). 
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This study aimed to understand how factors identified by practitioners correspond to the 

viewpoints of a non-clinical sample of adolescents. Outcomes expected to further broaden an 

understanding of adolescents’ romantic relationships and develop therapeutic practices. The 

overall findings, therefore, achieved, a holistic perspective and show discrepancies in the way 

romantic relationships are understood by practitioners in affecting adolescent adjustments to 

romantic relationships, as opposed to how adolescents actually experience them. These 

outcomes contribute to a warranted starting point for further enquiries regarding gender 

differences, the role of adults and the impact of mental health issues on adolescent romantic 

relationships. Further lines of inquiry pose questions about the impact of socio-emotional 

factors on adolescents’ experiences of these relationships. Findings have addressed initial 

questions around whether counselling is a requirement for teenage dating. These outcomes 

can contribute to a knowledge base for counselling psychologists, therapeutic practitioners 

and other professionals who provide specialist support to adolescents.   
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CHAPTER 6                 CRITICAL APPRAISAL 

	  

	  

This paper will give a critical appraisal about my development as a researcher-practitioner on 

the completion of this empirical investigation. This critique will be presented alongside 

reflections explored in a research journal, documented as the study progressed, and will be 

demonstrated in application to clinical practice.  

 

My research intentions started to develop on entrance to the practitioner-doctorate, after 

spending time shaping my professional training to learn and define the art and science of 

helping adolescents in a therapeutic capacity. Having previously worked in various services to 

support the adolescent clientele, from individual to group-based contexts, I recognised the 

subject of romantic relationships was common and multifaceted. In group-based work, I often 

overheard adolescents discuss their romantic relationship issues; peers would never miss an 

opportunity to express their opinions or offer advice. In individual work, the topic would 

similarly be presented with both joy and pain, and offer a plethora of insight about the 

adolescent client. Though they appeared to draw conclusions based on external influences, 

which often evoked anxieties. Increasingly, I wondered whether the therapeutic space was 

perhaps the only place they had to process their relationship autonomously. I recognised 

many times I wanted to rescue clients from how they formulated their relationship to minimise 

further distress and heartbreak. As a result, I often reflected on these reflexive responses after 

a session with a client.  

 

I was further appealed to the subject, because I had experienced my own relationship break-

up. The loss was certainly a difficult period, though I was given valued attention from others. I 

wondered about the differences for adolescents, since I often heard their relationships being 

trivialised by adults. My own adolescence played out an entirely different scenario; as a South 
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Asian female, cultural traditions prohibited any type of dating activities. While the absence of 

these experiences played a role in my research interests, my primary interest was broader 

than culture, since a number of factors seemed relevant based on my clinical practice. 

Therefore, I did not wish to restrict my research to a single external influence, but examine the 

subject with broader perspectives, and within a therapeutic capacity. 

 

I wondered what was available to practitioners, but in my comprehensive search, studies 

either highlighted developmental importance or asserted related risks for adolescent romantic 

relationships. The abundance of studies delineating the hazards, further increased my 

concerns, on top of finding only one paper that addressed the subject in a therapeutic capacity 

(Benshoff & Davis, 1999). Research about romantic relationships was considerable for adults 

in a therapeutic capacity, offering a board range of couples’ therapy modalities. In initial 

supervisory discussions, I submitted my research proposal by highlighting primarily the risks, 

assuming all adolescents were struggling in romantic relationships.  

 

Although I had widely explored the literature, I overlooked completing a critical examination of 

the available studies. I recognised my novice researcher skills and the shortcomings in making 

assumptions when reading a study casually, consequentially discounting attention to 

methodologies. These were skills, essential for my development as a scientist-practitioner in 

counselling psychology. Previous academic studies provided me with clear understanding of 

critical research skills, but my over-enthusiasm perhaps diverted my attention. This is 

recognised in students who are eager to complete research for passionate qualities, 

nevertheless can be advantageous in the enthusiasm for the long period of time the process 

will endure (Kinmond, 2012). I was able to appreciate the research disparities after 

systematically reviewing the literature. This reinforced the need for a comprehensive study, 

using mixed-methods.  I was apprehensive about the volume of work ahead, but keen to 

complete a robust investigation and enhance my researcher skills. 
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Interviewing participants was more difficult, and not as linear as I had imagined. There were 

many instances when participants would respond to questions that were structured later on in 

the interview schedule, and provided a lot of information all at once. While my pilot interviews 

prepared me for this to a degree, anxieties about ‘getting it right’, were prevalent when 

interviewing participants. I noticed these personal tendencies earlier on in the doctorate, when 

working through some perfectionist qualities in personal therapy. Self-examination, largely, 

encouraged me to normalise these anxieties. Consequently, because this was a familiar 

ground in my role in clinical practice, I was able to identify natural abilities to develop a 

rapport, thereby engage participants. Through drawing on my practitioner skills, especially 

when large amounts of information was simultaneously given, I became more congruent with 

participants, and asked for their clarification. 

 

Over time I realised I enjoyed the experience of interviewing. It seemed practitioners offered 

considerable discussion regarding the subject, perhaps because it was an area they had not 

been given opportunity to explore. I recognised I had greater affinity to some practitioners than 

others when they talked about perspectives that were similar to my own. Furthermore, I was 

aware I was drawn to commentaries about therapeutic challenges and ethnic and cultural 

prohibitions about adolescent dating. I committed to maintaining my reflective journal after 

each interview and regular discussions with supervisors; I gave ample attention to the 

emerging themes during analysis through these deliberations. Meetings with other colleagues 

completing qualitative methods, and involving an independent investigator to examine 

transcripts, was further protective. By taking these various measures to remain open in 

analysis, I believe I ensured an inductive approach was applied to the best of my ability. 

Despite every effort being made to commit to such epistemologies, I was aware it is not 

always possible.	   I had developed theoretical understanding of the subject, and probing 

participants, when I felt they had not given enough information, could also be seen as 
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influential. I do not discount the likelihood of such researcher influencers, but I feel my 

awareness and measures employed minimised such effects.  

 

On completion of the qualitative study, I was concerned about selecting a suitable measure for 

data-collection for the second study, because a systemic review of studies highlighted an 

over-reliance on self-report measures. I reviewed various quantitative measures and Q-

methodology best suited the research aims for gathering adolescents’ views subjectively, in 

distinct way to other measures. The strengths of Q-methodology, using mixed-methods, and 

its abilities in objective analysis were valuable. However, the ‘dark days’ of research occurred, 

when having to test-drive and pilot various instruments, after learning the Q-software I 

identified as most suitable in the proposal stage, demanded a subscription fee. Initially I was 

reluctant to invest personal funds into this software, but reflection on the time and effort I had 

already contributed to this study, my enthusiasm to achieve the best possible research study 

won the day. 

 

I was surprised about the levels of anxiety I experienced while my survey was online. 

Recruiting participants was limited to by my publicity efforts, thus it was in the hands of the 

adolescent population. Shortage of male recruits was an issue at one point, reflecting 

disparities identified in previous research. Although, if not achieving the full sample, this would 

not have limited the study, but highlighted the difficulties for investigating romantic 

relationships in adolescent males.  

 

 By the time I had received all the data, and eager to examine adolescent perspectives about 

the subject, I felt drained and exhausted by the research process. With Q-factor analysis 

complete, I began analysing the data based on statistical weight and items that occupied the 

highest and lowest rankings in a configuration. I soon realised I was at great risk of dismissing 

the subjectivity and the pursuit for holism; essentially the crux of adolescent perspectives. I 
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read Watts & Stenner’s (2012) conclusions on negating Stephenson intentions of Q-

methodology; research focus on a few items, which would only be symptomatic of the by-item 

methods. The following statement directed my attention back to my initial pursuit to study this 

research area: 

 

“ …it probably didn't make sense to use Q methodology in the first place and your participants 

didn't need to produce a configuration of items if you were never primarily interested in the 

whole they were producing or the viewpoint that laid behind it, then your study has just 

wasted (at least some of) their time” (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 149) 

 

Further reading highlighted the importance for researchers to fully appreciate entire 

configurations in a Q-study (Reber, Kaufman & Cropp, 2010). While I was informed about the 

complexity of getting to grips with an abductive approach, I followed the recommendations to 

deliver holistic interpretations. I recognised the worth of not discounting neutral statements, 

because they were highly indicative when comparing their ranking against other factors. I 

started to value using Q-methodology, and how it bought adolescent perspectives to the 

forefront and captured the essence of the research intentions. On interpreting the factors I was 

concerned about researcher biases and the influence of my own personal and professional 

opinions. The thorough approach adopted in analysis was supportive to reducing such affects; 

in addition, I deliberated with supervisors who were able to challenge my initial interpretations. 

Although such methods cannot remove researcher influences entirely, I believe I completed 

the analysis to the best of my ability.   

 

Though my experience of completing this research was time-consuming and at times, 

demanding, the opportunities presented to develop myself as a scientist-practitioner have 

been invaluable. The research may not be completed perfectly, and identified its limitations. 

However, I believe I have, through time and effort, given justice to the methodological 
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approaches and the perspectives of practitioners and adolescents. Though there are areas for 

me to improve researcher skills, I will endeavour to acknowledge these when conducting 

future research. The contributions of the findings have exceeded initial research enquiries 

about whether counselling is required for adolescent in romantic relationships. They enhance 

an understanding of how romantic relationships are understood by adolescents and the 

differences in practitioners’ views. As a practitioner, the study develops my previous 

perceptions regarding the benefits of therapeutic work, and provided me with insight to the 

proficiencies and abilities of the adolescent individual who, without the support of a therapeutic 

intervention, is autonomous in a romantic relationship. I hope these findings can similarly 

further develop the current knowledge base of practitioners and facilitate their practice with 

adolescent clients.  
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Research Protocol (Part C) 
 
Please add your Protocol with Appendices here at the end and ask your 
supervisor to submit this as a single Ethical Approval Form document or pdf, 
ensuring you follow the title guidance  
(i.e. Surname & initial of researcher_Brief title_Ethical approval form). 
 
 
 
JUSTINA SOMAL  

 

Adolescent romantic relationships: exploring clinicians’ 
perspectives. 

 

8.2 Theoretical and Literature Based Background to the Study 

More than 80 % of first romantic relationships occur during adolescence, and these 
experiences are significant to emerging adulthood, yet can have potentially life 
altering consequences for adolescents’ emotional health, social and academic 
competence, and self-esteem (Karney, Beckett, Collins & Shaw, 2007; Centre for 
Disease Control, 2012; Montgomery, 2005). Adolescent romantic relationships have 
been hypothesised to be a major vehicle for young people to work through issues of 
identity, individuation and other components of self-concept (Brown, Feiring & 
Furman, 1999; Collins, Welsh & Furman, 2009). These relationships play a pivotal 
role for developing the capacity for long-term, committed relationships in adulthood 
(Welsh, Grello & Harper, 2003). 

Parents and those working with adolescents frequently dismiss adolescents’ 
romantic relationships as superficial and some downplay the significance of these 
relationships as they are often short lived and seemly unstable (Brown, 1999; 
Sorenson, 2007). Moreover, given that adolescents are expected to feel strong 
emotions during their stages of growth and development, research often underscores 
the significant contributions of their experiences of romantic relationships. Research 
has reported that older adolescents typically experience romantic relationships as 
more rewarding emotionally in comparison to their younger counterparts (Nieder & 
Seiffge-Krenke, 2001; Seiffge-Krenke, 2003). More importantly, adult romantic 
relationships are seen to differ substantially from adolescent dating in their power 
dynamics, social skill development and peer influence (Karney et al., 2007).  

However, anecdotal reports suggest that adolescents presenting to mental health 
services often identify difficulties in their past or current relationships or a recent 
break up as the main trigger of their current symptoms or distress (National Youth 
Mental Health Foundation, 2012). The National Youth Mental Health Foundation 
(2012) reported that practitioners overlook adolescents’ history of and/or current 
involvement in romantic relationships as a potentially important area to explore in 
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assessments and formulations (Larson, Clare & Wood, 1999; Lambert, 2003; 
Madsen & Collins, 2011). 

 

8.3 Rationale and Research Question/Aims/Hypotheses 

Most research in adolescent romantic relationships is based on college students who 
are in the crust between later adolescence and young adulthood, and studies are 
often focused on adolescents’ family and peer relationships (Collins, 2003; Brown, 
1999;	  Collins, et al., 2009; Grych & Kingsfogel, 1999). It is only in the last decade 
that researchers have begun to investigate the nature or the development of 
romantic relationships in adolescence and it has become increasingly clear that 
these relationships warrant much more attention than they have traditionally been 
given (Collins, 2003; Collins et al., 2009).  

Romantic relationships can provide pivotal experiences that help adolescents define 
how they will interact, positively or negatively, within future dating relationships and 
intimate partnerships (Davis & Bensoff, 1999; Hinkle & Wells, 1995; McDonald & 
McKinney, 1994). Whilst the need for further research is widely recognised, limited 
research looks at practitioners’ interventions, with the exception of programmes that 
target adolescent dating violence (Dirks, Treat, & Weersing, 2007; Whitaker, 
Morrison, Lindquist, Hawkins, O'Neil, Nesius & Reese, 2006).  Considering that there 
remains a paucity of UK studies and research was sparse in counselling or 
therapeutic support in this phenomenon, this research proposal would make original 
contributions to further our understanding in the dynamics of adolescent romantic 
relationships and developing therapeutic practices without over reliance on an adult 
framework that may not take into account key differences between adolescent and 
adult romantic relationships. 

This study aims to explore factors that affect adolescent romantic relationships.  Key 
objectives of this study include:  

• To understand variables that are seen to affect romantic relationships in 
adolescents from a practitioner’s perspective. 

• To develop a competent instrument to be used for the assessment of 
adolescent romantic relationship including its impacts on the adolescents’ wellbeing.   

 

8.4 Research Design/Approach 

This research will consist of two studies: 1) interviews with practitioners and 2) 
development of an instrument to assess adolescents’ views of romantic relationship.  
Qualitative research is best suited to gather subjective material of practitioners’ 
perspectives specifically as it aims to gain an in depth understanding of a 
phenomenon, so that lived events and experiences can be understood (Richardson, 
1996; Tindall,1994).  As the development of the instrument will be guided by the 
findings of the first interview study, ethical approval is sought for the interview study 
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only. The approval for the study with the adolescents will be obtained with a different 
submission.  

8.5 Recruitment, Sampling & Study Participants  

This study will recruit qualified or trainee Counselling/Clinical Psychologists or 
Psychotherapists who work with adolescents in child and adolescent mental health in 
statutory, voluntary or private services.	  A sample of approximately 8 participants will 
be recruited using a snowball sampling technique.	  

The core selection criterion is clinicians specialised in working therapeutically with 
emotional health and well-being with attempt to understand the role of mental 
functions in individuals, including formulations. It is important to collect data from 
practitioners who typically work with their clients at this in-depth level. Clinicians with 
these roles are also more likely to work with a client over a length of time where a 
therapeutic alliance develops, thus they will have more insight and detail to offer. 
This research includes trainees of these fields who may not be so influenced by 
policy, which may be informative to this study.	  	  

Other specialist roles who work with adolescents will not be included in the sample. 
The study aims to gather data that is based on current reflections and experiences of 
the phenomenon in question as opposed to retrospective perspectives. Therefore, 
those whose practice with this clientele is not current (i.e. last practiced more than 
one year ago) will not be included.   

The researcher will use her professional links as the starting point to recruit potential 
participants, who can signpost the researcher to other clinicians to be contacted. An 
advertisement will also be placed in The Psychologist (monthly publication of the 
British Psychology Society) and the newsletter edited and distributed by the Division 
of Counselling Psychology, BPS to assist the recruitment process. Potential 
participants who meet the inclusion criteria will be provided with a letter of invitation 
to the study (Appendix I). Please see Appendix II for advertisement brief. 

 

8.6 Material/Data Collection Method(s) 

A semi-structured interview design will be used as it is informal but guided, and 
allows structure within the interview to maintain consistency; but also the flexibility to 
explore themes that develop (Mathers, 1998). This will be a collaborative piece of 
work, with an emphasis on participants as the primary experts (Alexander & Clare, 
2004; Hayes, 1997).  

An interview schedule will be constructed, and produced beforehand. The schedule 
will be used as an aid memoir to assist the flow of the interview (Smith, 2009). 
Wording in questions or addressing sensitivity issues (Hefferman,1997) will be 
improved through pilot interviews. Please see Appendix III for the interview schedule. 

With permission from the participants, interviews will be recorded in order to 
transcribe and analyse them fully. Reflexivity Journal will be kept for developing 
themes. Participants will be provided with a detailed information sheet about the 
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study (Appendix IV).   Issues such as participant confidentiality, anonymity, and their 
rights to withdraw from the study will be communicated with them before the 
informed consent for participation is requested (Appendix V).  

 

8.7 Data Collection Procedure 

During recruitment, potential participants will be provided with a participation 
invitation letter along with researcher’s contact details.   

Potential participants who are interested in taking part will be presented with a 
detailed information sheet about the study. After giving consent to their participation, 
interviews will take place in a private room, booked in advance at a public library  
where anonymity and confidentiality will be protected. This will be organised at a 
convenient arrangement  between the researcher and the participant. Interviews will 
last approximately 1 hour and will be recorded and transcribed by the researcher. 
Recordings and transcripts will be kept safe and confidential in a locked cabinet only 
accessible by the researcher. 

 

8.8 Data Analysis 

The interviews will be analysed by using thematic analysis, focusing on patterned 
meaning across the data-set, and does not have an ideographic focus.  

Thematic analysis will be performed through the process of coding in six phases to 
create established, meaningful patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006). These consecutive 
phases include familiarization with data, generating initial codes, searching for 
themes among codes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes and producing 
the final report. 

 

8.9 Ethical considerations 

The researcher will ensure participants understand that they do not have to respond 
to all questions, or continue talking about an issue that may make them feel 
uncomfortable, and that the interview can be stopped at any time. (BPS,2009 pp.10-
12).  

In adherence to the Data Protection Act (1998), participants will be informed that all 
data will remain confidential unless any information they provide suggests harm to 
self or others, which will be assessed with the supervisory team (BPS, 2009 pgs10-
21). Data will be anonymised so that confidentiality is maintained, and pseudonyms 
will be used when using quotes in the research. Recordings and transcripts will be 
kept safe and confidential in a locked cabinet only accessible by the researcher, and 
be stored for 3 years exactly after successful completion of the thesis and then 
destroyed confidentially.  
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To mitigate potential participant sensitivity or threat about a perceived lack of 
knowledge, participants will be informed that there are no right or wrong approaches 
as the study is interested in the diversity of perspectives.  

 

8.10 Potential ethical issues 

Open questions used in a semi-structured design can cause confusion either 
because of the lack of understanding of the question by the interviewer or by the lack 
of understanding of the participant’s answer by the interviewer (Wimmer & Dominick 
1997). Piloting the interview schedule will ensure that possible ambiguous questions 
can be clarified and re-evaluated. Piloting will also facilitate decisions around 
excluding certain questions and assess any items that are portrayed as insensitive or 
intrusive to a participant.   

 
If a participant withdraws from the study or chooses not to respond to questions, this 
may affect the generation of themes or weaken potentially strong themes. The 
researcher will maintain ethical principles of respect. As the research uses a 
snowball sampling strategy this will enable further participants to be recruited if 
needed. 

 
 

8.11 Pilot Study 

The interview schedule will be piloted with at least two practitioners who will be 
recruited via an invitation email to local placements that work therapeutically with 
adolescents. Pilot interviews will not be used in the main study and this information 
will be shared openly with these participants before hand. This will ensure that a 
reliable assessment of the interview schedule can be achieved and to avoid possible 
biases.  

 

 
 
 
 



	   Page	  189	  

Appendix 1.3 Ethics Approval- Faculty of Education, Health and 
Wellbeing, Ethics Committee: Study Two. 

 
 
 

 
 
Date 23.02.15 
 
Justina Somal 
University of Wolverhampton 
FEHW 
 
Dear Justina Somal (Jo Chen-Wilson)   
 
Re: Adolescent Romantic Relationships: Exploring Adolescent and 
Clinician’s Perspectives submitted to The Faculty of Education, Health 
and Wellbeing Ethics Panel (Health Professions, Psychology, Social 
Work & Social Care) 
  
The Faculty Ethics Panel (Health Professions, Psychology, Social Work & 
Social Care) has considered and reviewed your submission.  
 
On review your Research Proposal was passed and given approval Code 2 – 
Approved Subject to Conditions. The conditions for Approval are below. 
 
(Include either A, B or C here along with the specific requirements for the 
application) 
 
A. Researcher/Supervisor to Monitor.  Please address the minor 
amendments detailed below. If this is student research, supervisors must 
ensure the minor amendments have been completed prior to commencement 
of data collection. A condition of this approval is that Supervisors must read 
through and check the revised applications and email a confirmation to 
fehwethics@wlv.ac.uk to confirm they have occurred. 
 

Required changes 
x Safeguarding and risk needs to be added in.  What 

would happen if information gathered suggests that 
the young people would be at risk. 

x Clarify what they would do if the young person would 
get upset. 

 
Best wishes in the future. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
H Paniagua  
Dr. H. Paniagua PhD, MSc, BSc (Hons) Cert. Ed. RN RM 
Chair – Ethics Panel 
 
D Chadwick 
Dr. D. Chadwick PhD, MSc, BA (Hons). PGCE., CPSYCHOL.Chair – Ethics 
Panel 
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1. ETHICS APPLICATION FORM:  

PSYCHOLOGY, HEALTH, SOCIAL WORK & SOCIAL CARE 
 
1. Please enter your surname and first name below. (SURNAME, FIRST NAME)  
  Somal, Justina  
 
2. Please enter your University e mail address (e.g. M.Name@wlv.ac.uk)  
  J.Somal@wlv.ac.uk 
 
3. Please enter the name of your Project Supervisor, Director of Studies, or Principal Investigator. 
1st Supervisor - Jo Chen-Wilson  
2nd Supervisor – Niall Galbraith  
 
4. Please enter date by which a decision is required below. (Note that decisions can take up to 4 
working weeks from date of submission)  
  As soon as possible  
 
5. Which subject area is your research / project located? 
4.  Health and Wellbeing (including Psychology)  
 
6. Please select your Faculty, Department or Research Centre  
 
4.  Faculty of Education Health and Wellbeing  
   

 
 
7. Does your research fit into any of the following security-sensitive categories? (For definition of 
security sensitive categories see RPU webpages (www.wlv.ac.uk/rpu) follow links to Ethical Guidance).  
 
5.  not applicable  
 
8. Does your research involve the storage on a computer of any records, statements or other 
documents that can be interpreted as promoting or endorsing terrorist acts?  
 
2.  NO   
 
9. Might your research involve the electronic transmission (eg as an email attachment) of any records or 
statements that can be interpreted as promoting or endorsing terrorist acts?  
 
2.  NO   
 
10. Do you agree to store electronically on a secure University file store any records or statements that 
can be interpreted as promoting or endorsing terrorist acts. Do you also agree to scan and upload any 
paper documents with the same sort of content. Access to this file store will be protected by a 
password unique to you. Please confirm you understand and agree to these conditions?  
1.  YES I understand and agree to the conditions  
 
   
 
11. You agree NOT to transmit electronically to any third party documents in the University secure 
document store?  
1.  YES I agree  
 
 

Appendix 1.4 Submission for Ethics Approval:  
                       Study Two  
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12. Will your research involve visits to websites that might be associated with extreme, or terrorist, 
organisations? (for definition of extreme or terrorist organisations see RPU webpages 
(www.wlv.ac.uk/rpu) and follow links to Ethical Guidance.  
 
2.  NO   
   
 
13. You are advised that visits to websites that might be associated with extreme or terrorist 
organisations may be subject to surveillance by the police. Accessing those sites from university IP 
addresses might lead to police enquiries. Do you understand this risk?  
1.  YES I understand  
 
 
14. What is the title of your project?  
  Adolescent Romantic Relationships: Exploring Adolescent and Clinician’s Perspectives  
 
15. Briefly outline your project, stating the rationale, aims, research question / hypothesis, and expected  
outcomes.  
This research on adolescent romantic relationship consists of two studies: 1) interviews with 
practitioners working with adolescents in a therapeutic capacity and 2) quantitative assessment of 
adolescents’ views of romantic relationships.  The first study received ethical approval by 
Wolverhampton University Ethics Committee in Dec 2013.  This first study is complete with 10 key 
concepts identified from the analysis. 1) Need for belongingness, 2) Protective/Risk factors and 3) 
Adult involvement were evident as three broad key themes that the practitioners saw as affecting 
adolescent romantic relationships. These themes were seen as important in adolescent clients 
referred for issues affecting emotional health and well-being. This ethics application is for the second 
study to further explore adolescents’ subjective viewpoints of romantic relationships using Q 
methodology (Stephenson, 1935).   

Theoretical and Literature Based Background to the Study 

The scientific study of romantic relations during adolescence however, has only recently begun to 
grow in developmental psychology. Identified as a research area that is limited and complex because 
romantic relationships in early adolescence are mostly casual and short lived (Connolly & Golberg, 
1999; Brown, 1999). Even at a later stage, romantic experiences may present in a variety of forms, 
ranging from those which parallel "close friendships" to those typical for "casual dating" or "exclusive 
dating" relationships (Leaper & Anderson, 1997 p89). It has been agreed that these relationships 
include a desire of intimacy between people, trying out and exploring a relationship that may or may 
not include sexual relationships or commitment, however differences were reported between early 
and middle/late adolescents.  

1. Need for belongingness   

Qualitative interviews in the first study reported societal values as significant factors that affect 
adolescent romantic relationships, which generate a need for individuals to feel they belong in a 
group or system. However they face additional challenges since social and cultural norms principally 
reject and/or direct formation of adolescent romantic relationships. Previous research identifies social 
norms placed on a romantic partner status (Collins, 2003; Kenrick, Li, Butler, 2003; Bugental, 2000) 
and triviality of adolescent romantic relationships (Brown, 1999; Brown, Furman & Feiring, 1999; 
Sorenson, 2007), gender norms (Rudman & Glick, 2008; Holland & skinner, 1987; Rose & Frieze, 
1989, 1993), focus on heterosexual relationships (Savin-Williams, 200;02003; Diamond & Lucas, 
2004; Bailey, Gaulin, Agyei & Glaude, 1994) and ethnic norms (Schwartz, Zamboanga, Meca & 
Ritchie, 2008; Rajiva, 2006; Wakil, Saddique & Wakil, 1981).  
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2. Protective / Risk factors 

The notion that healthy relationships are conducive to identity development is echoed in previous 
research that sees these relationships to be a major vehicle for adolescents to work through issues of 
identity, individuation and other components of self-concept (Brown, Feiring & Furman, 1999; Collins, 
Welsh & Furman, 2009). Constructive healthy identity development was deemed to be dependent on 
age and without over-investment in previous studies. Participants stated romantic relationships to be 
detrimental to younger adolescents’ identity development, and more appropriate and correspondent 
to stages of adolescent development for middle-late adolescents (Davila, 2008; Sowell, 1999). 
Moreover, adolescents’ over-investment in romantic relationship unhelpfully defines personal identity 
(Harper, Dickson, Welsh, 2006; Kegan, 1982) and is linked to attachment theories (Bowlby, 1982; 
Tracy, Philip, Shaver, Albino, Cooper, 2003). Rejection-sensitivity was linked with self-silencing 
behaviours, where adolescents’ self-sabotage and remain in relationships at the detriment of healthy 
adolescent development (Strimpfel, Watkins, Mena, Abbas & Macfie, 2013; Harper, Dickson, Welsh, 
2006).  

Welsh, Grello & Harper (2003) reported adolescent romantic relationships play a pivotal role for 
developing the capacity for long-term, committed relationships in adulthood. Romantic relationships 
can provide pivotal experiences that help adolescents develop and define how they will interact, 
positively or negatively, within future romantic relationships (Davis & Bensoff, 1999; Hinkle & Wells, 
1995; McDonald & McKinney, 1994). Abusive relationships instil skills that are harmful and damaging 
to well being and offer negative templates for future dating relationships (Halpern, 2004; Jezl, Molidor 
& Wright, 1996; O’Keefe, 2007; Callahan, 2003; Tjaden, Thoennes, 2006; Wolfe & Feiring, 2000).  

The impact of social networking is an increasing concern; transforming customs of dating behaviours 
and placing adolescents at increased risk (Boyd, 2014; Ybarra, Espelage & Mitchell, 2007; 2012; 
Manuel, 2011; Baskin, 2009; Mitchell, Kimberely, Wolak & Finkelhor, 2008; Weinberger, 2007). In the 
first study, practitioners described adolescents as technically savvy.  However, potential risks 
associated with social media are too complex for them to manage emotionally and psychologically. 
Few practitioners reported constructive aspects to technology that allow adolescents to explore their 
identity and romantic feelings with geographical distance. 

3. Adult Involvement  

Parents and those working with adolescents frequently dismiss adolescents’ romantic relationships 
as superficial and some downplay the significance of these relationships as they are often short lived 
and seemly unstable (Brown, 1999; Brown, Furman & Feiring, 1999; Sorenson, 2007). Research 
indicated adult anxiety and limited understanding associative of this and explained adult control, 
authorisation and judgment. Consequently, adolescents experience increased distress, internalising 
difficulties and rebelling against adults (Gray & Steinberg, 1999). Developing healthy autonomy is 
therefore prohibited, however is given opportunity for redevelopment and repair in the subsequent 
therapeutic relationship. There is a paucity of research related to therapeutic practices. However the 
first study showed relationship-focused practitioners who offer person-centred conditions, supports 
adolescent growth and validation. However, variances were shown in practitioner methods/values 
including direct questioning and societal influences. 

Rationale and Research Question/Aims/Hypotheses 

Most research in adolescent romantic relationships is based on college students who are in the crust 
between later adolescence and young adulthood, and studies are often focused on adolescents’ 
family and peer relationships (Collins, 2003; Brown, 1999;	  Collins, et al., 2009; Grych & Kingsfogel, 
1999). It is only in the last decade that researchers have begun to investigate the nature or the 
development of romantic relationships in adolescence (Collins, 2003; Collins et al., 2009).  
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Whilst the need for further research is widely recognised, limited research looks at practitioners’ 
interventions, with the exception of programmes that target adolescent dating violence (Dirks, Treat, 
& Weersing, 2007; Whitaker, Morrison, Lindquist, Hawkins, O'Neil, Nesius & Reese, 2006). There 
remains a paucity of UK studies and research in counselling or therapeutic support in this 
phenomenon, thus the first qualitative study offers a unique contribution. However, the outcome of 
the qualitative study is limited and may not offer an accurate account of factors that affect adolescent 
romantic relationships; the data imparts adult perspectives based on a clinical sample, moreover is 
secondary, through clinicians’ interpretation of adolescent clients subjective experiences.  Therefore, 
the second study aims: 

• To explore adolescents’ subjective viewpoints quantitatively in order to triangulate with 
findings from the first study.  

• To explore whether adolescents with no prior experience of therapy might see the factors 
identified by the practitioners in the thematic analysis as important 

This research proposal would make original contributions to further our understanding in the 
dynamics of adolescent romantic relationships and developing therapeutic practices without over 
reliance on an adult framework that may not take into account key differences between adolescent 
and adult romantic relationships. 

 
16. How will your research be conducted?  
Describe the methods so that it can be easily understood by the ethics committee. 
Please ensure you clearly explain any acronyms and subject specific terminology. Max 
300 words  
 Research Design/Approach  

Q methodology allows a systematic study of subjectivity, capturing a person’s viewpoint, 
opinion, belief and attitude (Brown, 1993). Participants provide their subjective meaning to 
statements, thus revealing their personal viewpoint through Q sorting (Stephenson, 1935; Smith 
2001). Participants’ Q sorting is subjected to factor analysis and resultant factors develop from 
individual subjectivities. Brown’s (1980; 1993) framework for conducting a Q methodological 
study will be applied. 

The rationale for choice of Q methodology is based on several reasons. It is the most suited 
method to maintain the exploratory nature of this investigation using an objective approach, 
whilst capturing subjectivity in a way that other quantitative surveys do not allow. Q 
methodology will allow hypotheses drawn from the qualitative study to be tested by a targeted 
sample and be based on precise measurement to examine statistical relationships. (Watts & 
Stenner, 2005; Coolican, 2009). Q methodology is recognised in psychological research to 
investigate adolescent development (Hart & Chmiel, 1992), 

Recruitment, Sampling & Study Participants 

This study will aim to recruit 40 adolescents (20 female and 20 male) participants aged 16 – 18 
years of age; the sample is known as the P set. A large P set is considered unimportant in Q-
methodology since the implication of this method is in the nature of ranking, revealing segments 
of subjectivity and the extent to which they are similar or dissimilar (Van Exel & de Graad, 
2005). Opportunity sampling will be employed to recruit participants in two ways: 1) online via a 
social networking site, namely private group on Facebook and 2) face to face, using a 
psychology participants pool via the University of Wolverhampton and/or local colleges (See 
Appendix I for advert; Appendix II for letter to institution). Adolescents are considered as regular 
and natural users of social media. Empirical evidence reports successful outcomes in research 
advertising on Facebook with its ability to recruit participants to meet a research target sample. 
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(Amon, Campbell, Hawke & Steibeck, 2014).    

The chosen method is unable to control recruitment for exact number of participants for 
age/gender, however a randomised/closure method for specific participants will be used, for 
example, if there was mostly female adolescents participating.   

Material/Data Collection Method(s) 

A Q-Sort self-administered survey (See Appendix III) has been designed to gather adolescent 
participants’ subjective assessment of romantic relationship experiences. The survey includes 
statements generated from the results of the first study (the concourse), therefore linked to the 
three broad themes: 1) Need for Belongingness, 2) Protective/Risk factors and 3) Adult Anxiety. 
Participation will take place online or face to face.  

Participants will be provided with a detailed information sheet about the study (Appendix V).   
Issues such as participant confidentiality, anonymity, and their rights to withdraw from the study 
will be detailed in the information sheet. An informed consent agreement (Appendix IV) must be 
completed before self-administration of the Q sort either online or face-to-face.  

The collection of statements that participants will respond to consist of self-referent statements 
(i.e. opinions, not facts). The researcher extracted a representative sample from the themes of 
thematic analysis (the concourse) to be used in this study.  In order to make the selection of 
statements (Q set) broadly representative, the research team selected statements widely 
different from one another. This allowed the Q set to include a varied range of existing opinions 
about factors that affect adolescent romantic relationships. Finally, statements were edited 
when required and randomly assigned a number to prepare the final survey (Q deck) (Van Exel 
& de Graaf, 2005).  

Data Collection Procedure 

On opening the link via Facebook, participants taking part online will be directed to essential 
research documentation before gaining access to the Q-sort survey. The detailed information 
sheet will provide recommended environmental conditions. Face to face participation will take 
place in private study rooms organised between the researcher and university/college, where 
the researcher will present research documentation. 

There will be no restraints on time for completion and participants maintain autonomy to review 
and change responses. Surveys completed online will be securely saved and accessed by the 
researcher only using an authorised passcode via Q-Assessor software. 

The Q set, given in a virtual presentation to participants will involve individual statements that 
appear randomly on a computer screen, or by the researcher in face to face participation. 
Participants are asked to read through each statement meticulously in order to absorb the type 
and range of their opinion. Instructions are given to participants to rank the statements 
according to their point of view. Participants are provided with a score sheet. The sorting of 
statements is completed in two stages:  

Step 1: Placing statements on a continuum ranging from “agree” on the left hand side to 
“disagree” on the right hand side and a quasi-normal distribution in the middle (“neutral”).   

(At this point the software/researcher will then check for an agreement-disagreement balance 
by recording the number of statements in each pile.)   

Step 2: Sorting statements on a -5 to +5 spectrum. This scale suits the 50 concourse Q set 
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appropriately (Brown, 1980).  

Data Analysis  

The correlation matrix of all Q sort is calculated, which is representative of the degree of 
similarity and dissimilarity in viewpoints between individual sorts. Data will be analysed using Q 
factor analysis to identify clusters of participants who rank concepts in a similar manner. 
Participants sorting results will be manually recorded and grouped for analysis, following 
prescribed steps (Brown, 1980, Brown, Dunning & Selden 1999: McKeown & Thomas, 1988). 
The researcher will enter raw data into Q-assessor software that utilises an effective method to 
identify and quantify opinions, beliefs and preferences within target populations (Q 
assessor.com, 2010-2014).  

Pilot Study  

Online Q surveys will be reviewed by known adolescents (16 -18 years old) to examine 
apprehension of wording, questions and procedure and suitable number of items (Tindall, 
1994). These Q-sorts will not be used in the main analysis.   

 
17. Is ethical approval required by an external agency? (e.g. NHS, company, other university, etc.)  
1.  NO   
   
 
 
18. What in your view are the ethical considerations involved in this project? (e.g. confidentiality, 
consent, risk, physical or psychological harm, etc.) Please explain in full sentences. Do not simply list 
the issues. (Maximum 100) words)  

The researcher will ensure participants understand that they have autonomy to withdraw from self-
administration at any point of participation, up until submitting their response online (BPS, 2009 
pp.10-12). 

In adherence to the Data Protection Act (1998), participants will be informed that all data will remain 
confidential. Participants will complete an informed consent agreement and anonymous information 
such as demographic data will be collated, including age, gender, ethnicity, sexual identity, 
relationship status and previous involvement in therapy. This data will remain anonymous and 
identifiable details will not be requested. The researcher will manage recorded responses 
confidentially; online responses will be securely saved and accessed by the researcher only using an 
authorised passcode via Q-Assessor software. Data will be kept safe and confidential in a locked 
cabinet only accessible by the researcher and be stored for 3 years exactly after successful 
completion of the thesis and then destroyed confidentially. 

Participants will not be exposed to potential threat or sensitivity, as they will be ranking statements 
according to their own personal preference and opinion. 

 
19. Have participants been/will participants be, fully informed of the risks and benefits of participating 
and of their right to refuse participation or withdraw from the research at any time?  

1. YES  
 

Please refer to Appendix III – Participant Information Sheet  
  
 
   
 
 
20. Are participants in your study going to be recruited from a potentially vulnerable group? (See RPU 
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website (www.wlv.ac.uk/rpu) and follow link to Ethical Guidance pages for definition of vulnerable 
groups )  

2. NO 

The targeted sample includes participants between 16-18 years of age. Individuals at 16-17 years of 
age are considered to have sufficient maturity to understand fully what is proposed, thus deemed as 
Gillick Competent (1991). In clinical practice in the UK, clients over the age of 16 years are treated 
autonomously and are permitted to give their consent to or to refuse treatment without parental 
involvement, this is in line with research ethics for young people (BPS. Code of Human Research 
Ethics, 2010; Department of Health, 2009). 
  
   
 
21. How will you ensure that the identity of your participants is protected (See RPU website 
(www.wlv.ac.uk/rpu) and follow link to Ethical Guidance pages for guidance on anonymity)  
Participants will not be requested to provide any personal identifiable details and will remain 
anonymous throughout this study. Demographics data including age, gender, ethnicity, sexual 
identity and relationship status will be requested, as well as any previous involvement in therapy, 
This set of demographic information was reported as significant factors according to the thematic 
analysis in the first study. For example, practitioners reported ethnic and sexual identity was linked to 
the broad theme of Belongingness Needs. Involvement in previous therapy is connected to the broad 
theme of Adult Anxiety. Rationale for collecting such data is explained clearly in the participant 
information sheet (Appendix V). Participants will be ensued of their anonymity and notified that data 
will be grouped and analysed in clusters, as part of the chosen data analysis, and not singularly in 
isolation. For those participate face-to-face, their consent form will be sorted separately.  
  
 
 
22. How will you ensure that data remains confidential ((See RPU website (www.wlv.ac.uk/rpu) and 
follow link to Ethical Guidance pages for definition of confidentiality) 
Private and confidential access to the research website that will retain online surveys and remain with 
the researcher to preserve confidentiality. Data from face to face participation will remain with the 
researcher only. Information will only be shared with research supervisors and examiners and not be 
disclosed to other personnel. 
 
 
23. How will you store your data during and after the project? (See RPU website (www.wlv.ac.uk/rpu) 
and follow link to Ethical Guidance pages for definition of and guidance on data protection and storage).  
 
 
Participants scoring responses will be kept safe and confidential and recorded on a password- 
protected computer in a locked cabinet and only accessible by the researcher.  The data will be 
stored for 3 years and then destroyed confidentially. Only the researchers working on the project will 
have access to the information. 
 

	  
24. Append study documentation to this form (Please append below  the materials you will use to carry 
out your study. These should typically include letters of contact, consent forms, information sheets, 
data collection materials (e.g. interview schedules, surveys, experimental materials, training and 
intervention materials etc.), debrief and, if appropriate, a risk assessment document/lone worker policy.) 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Appendix 3.1 Interview Schedule- Study One 

 
OPENING  

1. Establish Rapport and confirm paperwork read/signed. 
 Hello, nice to meet you and thank you very much for taking out your time to 
be part of this research study. This research is a significant part of my 
practitioner doctorate and your contribution is much appreciated.  I 
understand that you have read through the Information sheet and provided 
signed consent to participate.  
 

2. Overview of study and what to expect 
As you are aware, the research is exploring adolescent romantic 
relationships, so I will be asking you a series of open ended questions about 
your clinical experiences, practice and views on the topic. This data will be 
used to develop a competent instrument to be used for the assessment of 
adolescent romantic relationship including its impacts on the adolescents’ 
wellbeing.  
 
This interview will last approximately 1 hour and with your permission will be 
recorded.  You don’t need to answer any question that you are not 
comfortable with.  And we can stop the interview at any point.   
 

3. Confidentiality 
Recordings and transcripts will be kept safe and confidential on a password 
protected computer in a locked cabinet and only accessible by me. This will 
be stored for 3 years and then destroyed confidentially. Only the researchers 
working on the project will have access to the information which will be 
anonymised. You will not be identifiable in any publication or report as the 
data will be grouped together and all identifying information will be removed. 
 

4. Any questions? 
Have you any questions before I begin asking you questions? Are you ready 
to begin?  
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Interview Questions  
 
I’d like to open up this interview with a discussion around a working definition 
of what constitutes a “romantic relationship.” My definition includes that 
romantic relationship is any relationship between people with the desire to 
become intimate with each other. It includes dating/courtship practices of two 
people trying out and exploring a relationship that may or may not include 
sexual relations or commitment.  
 
What is yours? … 
 

1) What are your general views about adolescent romantic 
relationships?  
- How important are romantic relationships for adolescents to 

experience? 
- Would they influence/shame adolescents in any way? Identity, 

future romantic relationships, life choices?  
 
 
 

2) Do you think adolescents involved in romantic relationships 
might be beneficial or detrimental to the developing adolescent?  
- Client’s age/gender matter to your view?  

 
3) What are your initial thoughts when a client talks about a romantic 

relationship or interest?  
- Helps inform your work with this client? 
- Does the presenting problem/reason for referral influence your 

perspective?  
- Reasons for telling you?  

 
4) In clinical assessments with adolescent clients, would you 

enquire about their romantic relationships/experiences?    
-  No - Is there more weight on exploring family? Client’s autonomy to 

invite this into assessment?  
- Yes – how is this helpful to the piece of work? Rationale for 

including this?  
- Dependent on referral reason/presenting problem?  

 
 

5) Based on your practice, what challenges do you think 
adolescents experience in relation to their romantic 
relationships? 
- Gender/age  
- Does considering adolescents individualistic factors shape your 

view?  Social, economic, cultural backgrounds?  
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6) As a practitioner, in what ways if any, have you felt clinically 
challenged and/supported when working with an adolescent 
presenting his/her romantic relationship/issues?   
- Individual client factors 
- Tools/services  

 
7) In your clinical experience, have you worked with adolescent 

clients whereby a romantic relationship has had a significant 
link(s) with the presenting problem? If so, what have these factors 
been? 

 
 

8) In cases where an adolescent client’s romantic 
relationship/experience is a reoccurring subject or has 
overpowered pieces of therapeutic work. What issues were 
presented by the client and what important information did you 
notice about these clients?   
- Any patterns identified throughout the intervention? 
 

9)  Do you observe important differences between clients who are in 
a romantic relationship, compared to those who are not? 
Positives and Negatives? 
- Individual client factors? Age/gender? 

 
DEBRIEF AND CLOSING  
 
We have now come to the end of the interview; thank you for your 
participation. An aim of this study is to further our understanding in the 
dynamics of adolescent romantic relationships and developing therapeutic 
practices. In this interview we have explored variables that may affect 
adolescent romantic relationships from your clinical experiences, practice and 
views. This data will be used to develop a competent instrument to be used 
for the assessment of adolescent romantic relationship including its impacts 
on the adolescents’ wellbeing. 
 
I appreciate the time you took for this interview. Is there anything else you 
think would be helpful to know about your experiences or perspectives in 
adolescent romantic relationships that could contribute to this research study? 
 
Thanks again for your time and participation. If you would like to receive a 
copy of the research findings, please do not hesitate to get in touch.  
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Appendix 3.2 Research Advert –Recruiting Practitioners:         
Study One  

 
 
 
 
 

 

Calling Counselling/Clinical Psychologists and Psychotherapists who 
work with adolescents to take part in research. 

I am interviewing practitioners for their perspective into the role of romantic 
relationships in adolescents’ wellbeing and adjustments. Practitioners who 
have current clinical experience working with adolescents are invited to 
individual interviews.  Please contact me if you are interested in taking part in 
this study. Your help will be most appreciated.  

Justina Somal (Trainee in Counselling Psychology) 
University of Wolverhampton. 
J.Somal@wlv.ac.uk  
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Appendix 3.3 Invitation Letter to Participants: Study One 

 

 

 

Dear 

 

 

As part of my Practitioner Doctorate in Counselling Psychology at the University of 
Wolverhampton, I am conducting a research exploring adolescent romantic 
relationships. To do this I would require your support by participating in an interview. 

This study aims to explore factors that affect adolescent romantic relationships and 
key objectives of this study will be to understand variables that are seen to affect a 
romantic relationship in adolescents from a practitioner’s perspective. 

The interview will take about an hour of your time, where I would ask a series of 
open-ended questions regarding your clinical experiences and practice on the topic 
of adolescents’ romantic relationships.  

The potential benefits of this research would include your contributions to a unique 
opportunity of developing research in this field and will significantly contribute to the 
second part of the study which aims to develop an instrument to assess adolescent 
romantic relationship and wellbeing. Research in adolescents’ romantic relationships 
appears limited in relation to clinicians’ perspectives and a subject that is generally 
scarce in the UK therefore your participation will be valued.  

I am therefore writing to ask whether you would be interested in taking part of this 
study. I enclose a detailed information sheet, which explains the aims of the project 
and what taking part will involve. If you feel that you would like to be involved or 
would like to know more information about this research please get in touch with me 
using the contact details below. 

Yours sincerely 

Justina Somal  
Trainee Counselling Psychologist  
 
University of Wolverhampton  
J.Somal@wlv.ac.uk 

 

 

 



	   Page	  202	  

Appendix 3.3 Detailed Participant Information Sheet:   
Study One 

 

 
 
 

 

INFORMATION SHEET 

Adolescent romantic relationships: exploring clinicians’ 
perspectives 

Justina Somal 
Trainee Counselling Psychologist  

 

You are being invited to take part in a research study.  Before you decide it is 
important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will 
involve.  Please take time to read the following information carefully. Ask me if there 
is anything that is not clear or if you would like more information.  Take time to decide 
whether or not you wish to take part. Thank you for reading this. 
 
 
What is the purpose of the study? 
Based on my own clinical experiences working with adolescent clientele I have 
identified a lack of research from clinical perspectives in this field. An aim of this 
study would be to further our understanding in the dynamics of adolescent romantic 
relationships and developing therapeutic practices without over reliance on an adult 
framework that do not take into account key differences between adolescent and 
adult romantic relationships.  
 
The aim of this study is to explore variables that may affect romantic relationships in 
adolescents from a practitioner’s perspective. The findings of the study will be used 
to develop a competent instrument to assess adolescent romantic relationship 
including its impacts on the adolescents’ wellbeing.  
 
 
Why have I been chosen? 
I would like for you to be part of this study because your perspective as a specialist 
practitioner who currently works therapeutically with this clientele would enrich and 
enhance the quality of this research.   
 
 
Do I have to take part? 
It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part.  If you do decide to take part you 
will be given this information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a consent form.  If 

 
DATE:                
___________  
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you decide to take part you are still free to withdraw up until the data analysis 
commences and without giving a reason. 
 
 
What will happen if I decide to take part? 
I would be in contact with you to organise a suitable time and meeting place for the 
interview. It should take about 1 hour. The interview will be audio recorded and 
transcribed. 
 
In the interview, I will be asking your views of and clinical experiences working with 
adolescents and whether their romantic experiences have entered your casework. I 
would like your contributions to be as open and authentic in order to support this 
piece of research. This data will be qualitatively analysed by developing themes and 
will inform the structure of the second part of the study. 
 
 
What are the potential benefits and risks of taking part? 
Though there are no direct benefits for you as a participant, this study offers a unique 
opportunity of developing research in this field. This research would make original 
contributions to further understand the dynamics of adolescent romantic relationships 
and developing therapeutic practices without over reliance on an adult framework 
that may not take into account key differences between adolescent and adult 
romantic relationships.  The findings will also significantly contribute to developing a 
competent instrument to assess adolescent romantic relationship and wellbeing.  
 
There are no risks to you in taking part outside of those you would experience in 
everyday life.  However, by taking part, you may reflect on your own practice and 
abilities that you may process as challenging. If this occurs, the researcher will ask 
you if you want to continue to participate in the interview.  Any decision you make will 
be respected. There are no right or wrong approaches as the study is interested in 
the diversity of perspectives. 
 
Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential? 
Yes. All the information about your participation in this study will be kept confidential.  
Data will be anonymised by using codes so that confidentiality is maintained and 
pseudonyms will be used when using quotes in the research. Recordings and 
transcripts will be kept safe and confidential on a password protected computer in a 
locked cabinet and only accessible by the researcher.  The data will be stored for 3 
years and then destroyed confidentially. Only the researchers working on the project 
will have access to the information, which will be anonymised. You will not be 
identifiable in any publication or report as the data will be grouped together and all 
identifying information will be removed. 
 
What will happen at the end of the research study? 
A doctoral thesis will be produced and a summary of the thesis can be disseminated 
at your request.  
 
What if I have a problem or concern? 
If you have a concern about any aspect of this study, you should speak with the 
researcher or the research supervisors who will do their best to answer your 
questions. Contact details of supervisory team: 
 
1st Supervisor – Jo Chen-Wilson  
2nd Supervisor - Niall Galbraith 
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Who has reviewed the study? 
 
The Research Ethics Committee in the Faculty of Education, Health and Wellbeing of 
the University of Wolverhampton have reviewed this study. If you would like more 
information about this, please feel free to contact the research supervisors.   
 
Contact for further information 
 
If you have any questions or would like further information about this research, 
please contact the researcher: 
 
Justina Somal 
Trainee Counselling psychologist 
J.Somal@wlv.ac.uk  
 
I would like to thank you for your participation in this study. Your involvement 
is very much appreciated and will make significant contributions to this study 

and offer potential developments in research in this field. 
 
 
 
 
* Please keep this Participation Information sheet. I would like for you to sign a 
consent form giving your permission to be part of this study.  
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Appendix 3.4 Consent Form: Study One 
 

         

 
CONSENT FORM 

 
Title of Project:   Adolescent romantic relationships:                                                                                                                                                             

Exploring clinicians’ perspectives.  
 
 
Name of Researcher:  Justina Somal   
 

Please initial boxes 
 

1. I confirm that I have read and understand the Participation                 
Information Sheet dated ………………., Version 1 for the                                     
above study and have had the opportunity to ask questions. 

 
2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to 

withdraw at any time	  up until the data analysis commences without               
giving any reason. 

 
3. I understand that my data will be stored securely and confidentially 

and that I will not be identifiable in any report or publication. 

 
4. I understand that the researcher may wish to publish this study         

and any results found, for which I give my permission. 

 
5. I agree for my interview to be recorded and for the data to be used for 

the purpose of this study.  

 
6. I agree to take part in the above study. 

 
……………………….. ……………………..             ………………………                  
Name                                  Date                                     Signature                                                             
         
 
 
JUSTINA SOMAL             …………………….  ………………………… 
Researcher   Date    Signature 
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Appendix 3.5 Theme Tables with Participant Extracts: 
Study One  

APPENDIX 3.5 Thematic Tables  
 
Tables below illustrate an overarching theme emerged from thematic analysis of 
practitioners accounts with some illustrative quotes. Please refer to the confidential 
attachment for extended descriptions including transcripts.  
 
 
OVERARCHING THEME 1: NEED FOR BELONGINGNESS  
 
Sub-Theme: Societal Norms 
 
PARTICIPANT 
Pseudonym 

DIRECT QUOTATION Line 
No. 

Beth It’s almost like I’m [Adolescents] doing what’s expected 
and it’s less about intimacy and more about fitting in  
 

275-
276 

Tiffany  we might be able to settle down and have a family, but 
quite a young age…., so its quite a rushed view.  

116-
122 

Lisa Quite transient and quite not wanting to invest lots in a 
part if its going to be short-term 

893-
894 

Simon I think generally older people see it as being less 
serious than adult relationships. It can be quite 
condescending, quite patronising  
 

61-63 
 
 
 
 

Jennifer  They just think that it’s a social norm that one has to 
have that sort of relationship to fit in 

56-57 
 

Tom Sometimes we can see it as young love or it’s there first 
relationship and we can really play it down” 

671-
673 

Megan  I don’t think its taken seriously enough to warrant that…” 711 
 
 
Sub-Theme: Gender Norms  
 
PARTICIPANT 
Pseudonym 

DIRECT QUOTATION LINE 
NO.  

Beth They (males) merge so they almost become one with 
their partner which is a lot more than girls that age. They 
almost then lose a sense of themselves in that 
relationship in that relationship  

116-
124 

 Tiffany I’m working with that are males and I ask questions, “oh 
you can’t ask me that”  

404 

 Lisa Girls are more mature, some are more keen to have 
more intimate relationships earlier on or to explore those 
and think about those Boys might develop that later I 
don’t know whether boys have more peer pressure in 
certain ways.  

560-
566 

 Simon Women are probably better role models to young girls 
than men are…men don’t pass on their emotional 
language very easily to young boys so I think they’re not 
best equipped 

258-
261 
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 Jennifer Boys would paint a picture of what they see as an adult 
male role and I think that the image that the teenage 
boys have of what it is to be a man in a relationship,  

751-
753 
 

Tom Girls may feel they need to be in a certain type of 
person in a relationship  
 
 

391-
398 

 Megan  Emotional needs I suppose would be a challenge for 
boys…” 

644-
645 

 
 
Sub-Theme: Heterosexual Norms  
 
PARTICIPANT 
Pseudonym 

DIRECT QUOTATION LINE 
NO.  

Beth I know that psychologically they’ve gone through quite a 
lot of stuff because of all the stigmas  

178-
179 

 Tiffany we don’t seem to question if it’s a straight relationship 
for adolescents 

202 

 Lisa last time I saw her she was in a relationship with a girl 
and then its somebody she was being intimate with was 
with a boy erm…and its kind of not assuming its one 
way or the other, and actually for her that wasn’t much 
of a big thing 

267-
271 

 Simon complexity of kind of same sex relationships……to 
make sense of them. I think society are ill prepared  

243-
245 

 Jennifer unexpectedly there has been some homosexual 
relationships that we haven’t really expected 

374-
375 

 Tom X  
 Megan Not assuming anything else setting their identity, they’re 

the ones I have spoken to but the relationship sounds 
so unstable 

298-
300 

 
Sub-theme: Ethnic Norms  
 
PARTICIPANT 
Pseudonym 

DIRECT QUOTATION LINE 
NO.  

Beth -  
 Tiffany I don’t want to be in this intimate relationship or romantic 

relationship with this person, but my parents or my 
family are making me go down this route 

441-
443 

 Lisa So there is something about an emotional maturity may 
be that you don’t get until you have those experiences” 

700-
701 

 Simon -  
 Jennifer Expected to behave in western ways at school, but to 

come home and face really different norms, it was really 
hard for them to get a sense of who they were 
developing in that mixed cultural background alongside 
western girls 

541-
524 
 
 

 Tom -  
 Megan Have a naivety about romantic relationships up until 

much older 
956 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 
Appendix 4.1 Q-Set Statements: Study Two    
 
Appendix shows the statements corresponding to the themes developed from 
thematic analysis. Statement were randomly presented to participants  

 

OVERARCHING THEME 1: BELONGINGNESS NEEDS   
 
Sub-Themes: Social,	  Ethnic,	  Gender,	  Heterosexual	  	  
 

1. It’s important to always have a boyfriend/girlfriend.  

2. I can feel left out if I’m not romantically involved with someone.  

3. Gay, lesbian and bisexual relationships are not understood by other people. 

4. A boyfriend should be “macho”. 

5. A girlfriend’s role is to do what her boyfriend wants her to do.  

6. Being in a relationship is more important than liking my boyfriend/girlfriend.  

7. It’s okay for girls to be emotional, but not boys.  

10. Other people accept my relationship.  

 

 

OVERARCHING THEME 2: PROTECTIVE/RISK  
 
Sub-‐Theme:	  Identity	  development	  
 

8. I can see myself being with my girlfriend/boyfriend forever. 

9. I feel more confident when I’m in a relationship.  

     11. I got to know myself better, having been in a relationship.  

     12. I want to be with my boyfriend/girlfriend all the time 

     13. I get very upset when I cannot get in touch with my boyfriend/girlfriend. 

     14. My girlfriend/boyfriend wants to spend more time together than I do.  

15. I feel more physically attractive when I am in a relationship. 

16. If you’re in a relationship too young, you can miss out on getting to know 

things about yourself.  

17. A relationship break-up feels like the end of the world.  
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Sub-Theme: Relationship Skills 	  
 

18. My relationship/s has/have helped me learn how to cope with things.  

19. Relationship/s has/have helped me learn about what I do want and don't want 

in other relationships. 

20. I have learnt how to be a more supporting and caring person, having been in 

a relationship. 

21. I can share more with my boyfriend/girlfriend than I can with friends and 

family. 

22. I have learnt to be more open since I have had a boyfriend/girlfriend. 

23. I will do things with my boyfriend/girlfriend, even though I don't really want to.  

24. I over-worry when I have a problem in my romantic relationship.  

25. I get angry when my boyfriend/girlfriend doesn’t do what I want them to do.  

26. My boyfriend/girlfriend always upsets me.  

27. I have stayed in a relationship that I didn't want to be in. 

 

Sub-Theme: Digital Natives 	  
 

28. Its safe to flirt with a boy or girl online.  

29. It’s normal to send a picture of myself to someone I really like.  

30. It’s okay to tell private things to someone I really like online, even though we 

haven’t met yet.   

31. I’m online to my boyfriend/girlfriend or to someone who I fancy, 24 hours a 

day. 

32. I have met a boyfriend/girlfriend online. 

33. I have got more upset talking to someone online, in comparison to talking to 

them face to face.  

34. I will think about someone a lot who I have met online. 

 

 

OVERARCHING THEME 3: Adult	  Anxiety	  	  
	  
Sub-‐Themes:	  	  	  Power	  &	  Control,	  Adolescent	  Adjustment	  	  
 

35. Adults have stopped me from seeing my boyfriend/girlfriend. 

36. I can talk to adults when I have a problem in my relationship. 

37. Its better to keep a relationship secret from adults. 
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38. Adults criticise or judge my relationship.  

39. Adults tell me what to do when I have a boyfriend/girlfriend.  

40. Adults say my relationship is silly and only puppy love  

41. I feel really alone about problems with my boyfriend/girlfriend. 

42. Its less stressful being in a relationship when an adult just listens to you. 

43. Adults go on about concentrating on exams and school when I want to talk 

about my relationship.  

44. Adults are only concerned about whether I am having sex when I have a 

boyfriend or girlfriend.  
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Appendix 4.2 Detailed Participant Information Sheet:  
                              Study Two  
 
Including summary of the study, guidance for completion and instructions for Q-
sorting 
 
 
 
Hi…. Thank you for your interest in taking part in this unique survey about 
romantic relationships!! 
 
It will not take you very long to complete, but before you decide to take part, let me 
give you some information about the survey. First I would like to remind you its 
anonymous and you will not have to give any personal information. In this survey, I 
am interested in YOUR viewpoints about your general experiences about romantic 
relationships, these can be current or past. 
 
A romantic relationship does not have to hold the title of boyfriend/girlfriend, but if it 
does or did, that’s great too. It could also be your experience of getting to know 
someone you liked. So in the survey, even though the word boyfriend/girlfriend is 
used, please remember it can also mean getting to know or talking to a male/female 
you romantically liked. The survey also includes statements about Adults; these are 
referring to people such as parents/carers, family members, teachers or other 
supportive people. 
 
Please read the information sheet (below) before you decide to take part. This will 
answer any questions you might have, give you more details about what you have to 
do and why I would like YOU to be involved in this unique research. Your help will be 
most appreciated ☺. Please feel free to email me if there is anything that is not clear 
or if you would like more information. 
 
Information Sheet 
 
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY? 
Adolescent romantic relationships are recognised as very important so the aim of this 
study is to understand adolescents’ view on romantic relationships. So we need 
YOUR perspective. 
 
WHY HAVE I BEEN CHOSEN? 
This study is about romantic relationships related to your age group (16-18 years), 
therefore you are the EXPERT to tell us your views. Your input will help improve our 
understanding of adolescents’ needs in romantic relationships. 
 
DO I HAVE TO TAKE PART? 
It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to take part you 
will be asked to give your consent and agree with the conditions (below). You are still 
free to pull out at anytime, without giving a reason. However, it may be too late to 
change your mind after you have completed it because data is anonymised and 
grouped together, therefore your responses cannot be removed. 
 
WHAT WILL HAPPEN IF I DECIDE TO TAKE PART? 
You will simply move onto the survey and complete it on your terms. It is 
recommended that you complete the survey in a quiet room, without any distractions 
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and on a computer rather than a smart phone so you can see the statements clearly. 
 

• The survey will FIRST ask you to read a series of statements related to 
romantic relationships AND experiences. The questions are different, so you 
might AGREE to some and DISAGREE on others or have a NEUTRAL 
opinion. 
 

• Then you go onto the SECOND stage and put the statements in order of 
importance to you, BY SORTING THEM ON A SPECTRUM OF +5 (MOST 
AGREE) TO -5 (LEAST AGREE) SCALE/GRID. 

 
ADVICE. Please remember to read the directions on the page carefully when 
you are completing the survey because the GRID will ask you to select the 
statement that you most strongly agree and most strongly disagree with FISRT 
(the box will appear in white- watch out for this) 
 
You won’t have to type anything in this survey, it’s simply ranking the statements !! 
There is no time limit for completion, though it should take you approximately 15 
MINUTES. However you may take longer to consider your responses. There are NO 
RIGHT OR WRONG ANSWERS as the study is interested in YOUR individual 
opinion. 
 
WHAT ARE THE POTENTIAL BENEFITS AND RISKS OF TAKING PART? 
There are no direct benefits for you as a participant, but this study will really help us 
better understand adolescent romantic relationships. It is a unique study and will 
support research and people that work with your age group. 
 
There are no risks to you in taking part in the survey, as you will only be asked to 
rank statements according to your own personal preferences and opinions. Because 
you are just giving your personal views, it is very unlikely you will get upset. However 
if this happens, you are able to access free and confidential support, online, text and 
phone. Contact details are: 
 
*ChildLine : 0800 1111/ www.childline.org.uk 
 
*Samaritans: 08457 90 90 90 / jo@samaritan.org (Samaritans call will cost between 
1p and 10p from landline. 12p-41p from your mobile) 
 
WILL MY TAKING PART IN THE STUDY BE KEPT CONFIDENTIAL? 
YES! All the information you give will be kept confidential. You will not have to 
provide any information that links any details to you. At the end we will ask you about 
your ethnicity, sexual identity and whether you have ever had counselling/therapy 
before. This is just because this kind of information was found to be important in 
other research. But we will not ask you identifiable information in the survey. More 
importantly, your responses to the survey will NOT be analysed individually as it will 
be GROUPED with other participants’ responses. Therefore, there is no way your 
scores can be linked to you. 
 
The information collected will be kept confidential on a password-protected computer 
in a locked cabinet that is accessed by the researcher only. The data will be stored 
for 3 years and then destroyed confidentially. Only the researchers working on the 
project will have access to the information. 
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WHAT WILL HAPPEN AT THE END OF THE RESEARCH STUDY? 
A doctoral thesis will be produced. The findings may be presented at conferences 
and published in journals so more people can learn about adolescents’ views. You 
may want to look out for this online in the future. 
 
WHAT IF I HAVE A PROBLEM OR CONCERN? 
If you have a concern about any aspect of this study, you can email me, or the 
research supervisors who will do their best to answer your questions. Contact details 
of supervisory team: 
1st Supervisor – Jo Chen-Wilson – J.Chen-Wilson@wlv.ac.uk 
2nd Supervisor – Niall Galbraith: N.Galbraith@wlv.ac.uk 
 
WHO HAS REVIEWED THE STUDY? 
The Research Ethics Committee in the Faculty of Education, Health and Wellbeing of 
the University of Wolverhampton has reviewed this study. If you would like more 
information about this, please feel free to contact the research supervisors. 
 
If you have any questions or would like further information about this research, 
please contact me : Justina Somal 
Trainee Counselling psychologist – J.Somal@wlv.ac.uk 
 
THANK YOU FOR READING THIS INFORMATION 
Your involvement is very much appreciated and will make a real difference to our 
understanding of adolescent romantic relationships. If you are interesting in taking 
part in this survey, please read the consent agreement below, giving your permission 
to be part of this study 
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Appendix 4.3 Letter to Colleges/University of 
Wolverhampton: Study Two   

 
 

                                                   

Dear  

 

As part of my Practitioner Doctorate in Counselling Psychology at the University of 
Wolverhampton, I am conducting a research exploring adolescent romantic 
relationships. To do this I would require your support by asking young people (16-18 
years old) to take part in a survey.  

This study aims to explore factors that affect adolescent romantic relationships and 
offers a unique opportunity of developing research and approaches in this field. This 
study would make original contributions to further understand the dynamics of 
adolescent romantic relationships and developing therapeutic practices.  

The survey will take about 15 minutes for each participant. The survey includes 
ranking statements in order of importance. The statements are related to romantic 
relationships and experiences. Participants will not be exposed to potential threat or 
sensitivity as they will be ranking statements according to their own personal 
preference and opinion. 

I am therefore writing to seek your permission for research posters to be distributed 
at your college/university to reach out to students aged between 16-18. Students can 
decide if they would like to complete the online survey by accessing the link provided 
on posters. The Ethics Committee of University of Wolverhampton has approved this 
research. I enclose a copy of the research protocol for your information. 

I look forward to hearing from you. 

Yours sincerely 

Justina Somal 
Counselling Psychologist in Training 
J.Somal@wlv.ac.uk 
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Please complete by  

	   8th	  May	  	  

CALLING	  ALL	  16-‐18	  YEAR	  OLDS	  
 

I am asking young people for their opinions & views about 
having a romantic relationship. A romantic relationship does 

not have to hold the title of boyfriend/girlfriend, but if it does or 
did, that’s great too. It could also be your experience of getting 

to know someone you liked. 
 

The survey is anonymous! You will not have to give any 
personal information! It will not take you very long to complete!  

You won’t have to type anything, it’s simply ranking items 
based on your personal opinions. 

You even get to keep a generated report of your own personal 
scores! 

 
Use the link or scan the barcode below to give you more details 

about what you have to do and why I would like YOU to be 
involved in this research. Your help will be most appreciated J 

 
www.facebook.com/romanticrelationshipsurvey2015 

 
	  

Unique	  Online	  Study	  for	  	  
16-‐18	  year	  olds	  on	  Adolescent	  Romantic	  

Relationships	  

Appendix 4.3 Participant Recruitment Advert/Poster:  
                       Study Two   
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Appendix 4.4 Consent Form: Study Two   
 
 
Consent Agreement 
 

• I have read and understand the Information Sheet 
 

• I understand my participation is anonymous. My data will be stored 
securely and confidentially and that I will not be identifiable in any 
report or publication. 

 
• I understand that I am taking part voluntarily and that I am free to 

withdraw at any time whilst completing the survey, without giving any 
reason. 

 
• I agree for the researcher to use the data I provide for the purpose of 

this study, which will be grouped with other participants’ data. 
 

• I understand that the researcher may wish to publish this study and any 
results found, for which I give my permission. 

 
• I agree to take part in this study. 

 
Click the button below which says you agree to take part, taking you directly to 
the survey! Please remember to read the directions on the survey carefully if 
you get stuck whilst completing it. Thanks again, your involvement is very much 
appreciated ! 
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Appendix 4.5 Stage 1 of Q-sorting  
 

 
Image from Q-Assessor depicting the first stage for Q-sorting  
 
 
Appendix 4.6 Stage 2 and 3 of Q-sorting  
 

 
Image from Q-Assessor depicting the second and third stage for  
Q-sorting  
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Appendix 4.7 Participant Questionnaire  
 

For Demographics information, romantic relationships involvement/s, 
counselling involvement    
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
DEBRIEF  
 
Thank you for completing! 
 
Thank you very much for your taking part in this study. Your involvement 
is very much appreciated and will make a real difference to our 
understanding of adolescent romantic relationships. You may want to 
look out for the findings from this study online in the future. 
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Appendix 4.8 Factor-defining Q-sorts for 7 factors  
 

	   Q	  sorts	   Total	  	  
A	   1,	  4,	  11,	  13,	  17,	  18,	  20,	  25,	  31,	  35,	  36,	  40	   12	  
B	   3,	  24,	  32	   3	  
C	   22,	  23,	  27,	  33	   4	  
D	   10,14,19	   3	  
E	   2,	  5,	  15,	  28,	  38	   5	  
F	   9,	  21,	  37,	  39	   4	  
G	   8,	  16	   2	  
Non-‐Significant	   6,	  7,	  26,	  29,	  30,	  34	   	  

33 out of 40 study Q sorts are accounted for in the final analysis. Six Q-sorts are non-significant 
and therefore do not represent any of the study factors.  
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Scores in bold are statements with z scores (normalised factor scores) at p<0.05, representative of most influential exemplars for 
each factor. 

 
 
 

Item Factor 

A B C D E F G 

1 It’s important to always have a boyfriend/girlfriend. -4 -4 -5 -2 -5 0 -2 

2 I can feel left out if I’m not romantically involved with someone. -1 4 1 2 0 -2 -1 

3 Gay, lesbian and bisexual relationships are not understood by other people. 1 2 0 3 2 2 -2 

4 A boyfriend should be “macho”. -2 1 1 -1 -2 -2 -1 

5 A girlfriend’s role is to do what her boyfriend wants her to do -5 -2 -2 -3 -3 -1 0 

6 BEING in a relationship is more important than LIKING my boyfriend/girlfriend. -3 -1 -4 -2 -1 -3 -3 

7 It’s okay for girls to be emotional, but not boys. -4 -3 0 -1 -2 1 -2 

8 I can see myself being with my girlfriend/boyfriend forever 5 0 0 -4 -3 0 -1 

9 I feel more confident when I’m in a relationship 4 -4 -4 -1 1 -1 3 

10 Other people accept my relationship. 2 1 -2 -1 2 1 1 

11 I got to know myself better, having been in a relationship 3 -3 1 5 1 -2 1 

12 I want to be with my boyfriend/girlfriend all the time. 2 3 -1 2 -1 -2 2 

13 I get very upset when I cannot get in touch with my boyfriend/girlfriend 2 1 0 3 -2 1 -3 

14 My girlfriend/boyfriend wants to spend more time together than I do. -2 0 -1 1 1 5 1 

15 I feel more physically attractive when I am in a relationship 1 1 -1 0 2 0 2 

16 If you’re in a relationship too young, you can miss out on getting to know things about yourself. 1 4 4 1 -1 4 1 

17 A relationship break-up feels like the end of the world. 1 5 -3 1 1 -5 0 

18 My relationship/s has/have helped me learn how to cope with things 2 1 3 4 4 4 3 

19 Relationship/s has/have helped me learn about what I do and don’t want in other relationships. 2 2 2 2 4 2 0 

20 I have learnt how to be a more supporting and caring person, having been in a relationship. 4 0 1 -2 5 1 1 

21 I can share more with my boyfriend/girlfriend than I can with friends and family. 3 3 -2 2 -4 -1 5 
22 I have learnt to be more open since I have had a boyfriend/girlfriend. 3 0 0 -3 3 0 0 

23 I will do things with my boyfriend/girlfriend, even though I don’t really want to. 1 2 -3 -1 -2 3 -2 

24 I over-worry when I have a problem in my romantic relationship 0 3 -1 1 2 0 1 

25 I get angry when my boyfriend/girlfriend doesn’t do what I want them to do -3 -1 -1 0 -1 -4 1 

26 My boyfriend/girlfriend always upsets me -3 1 -1 1 0 0 -5 
27 I have stayed in a relationship that I didn’t want to be in -2 0 -3 3 0 -1 -2 

28 Its safe to flirt with a boy or girl online. 0 1 3 -1 -2 1 4 

29 It’s normal to send a picture of myself online to someone I really like 0 -5 0 0 -4 0 2 

30 It’s okay to tell private things to someone I really like online, even though we haven’t met yet. -1 -2 0 0 -3 -3 2 

31 I’m online to my boyfriend/girlfriend or to someone who I fancy, 24 hours a day. 0 0 -2 -2 -1 3 0 

32 I have met a boyfriend/girlfriend online. -1 -1 -2 -1 0 -2 4 
33 I have got more upset talking to someone online, in comparison to talking to them face to face. 0 -1 1 4 1 0 -4 
34 I will think about someone a lot who I have met online. -2 -2 1 -4 -1 -1 2 

35 Adults have tried to stop me from seeing my boyfriend/girlfriend. -1 -3 2 0 0 -3 -1 

36 I can talk to adults when I have a problem in my relationship 0 2 1 -2 3 2 0 

37 Its better to keep a relationship secret from adults. -1 -2 4 0 -1 2 -4 
38 Adults criticise or judge my relationship. 0 0 5 1 0 1 -1 

39 Adults tell me what to do when I have a boyfriend/girlfriend. -1 0 3 -3 0 -1 -1 

40 Adults say my relationship is silly and only puppy love. -2 -1 2 -5 1 1 -1 

41 I feel really alone about problems with my boyfriend/girlfriend. -1 -1 -1 1 0 3 0 

42 Its less stressful being in a relationship when an adult just listens to you. 1 2 2 0 3 -4 0 

43 Adults go on about concentrating on exams and school when I want to talk about my relationship. 0 -1 2 2 1 -1 -3 

44 Adults are only concerned about whether I am having sex when I have a boyfriend or girlfriend. 1 -2 0 0 2 2 3 

Appendix 4.9 Q-set Statements and Factor Arrays  
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Appendix 4.10 Factor Interpretations for Factor D, F and G 

 
4.10.1 Factor D: “Neediness and romantic relationships: A challenging mix!” 

Factor D has an eigenvalue of 1.98 and explains 5% of the study variance. 3 

participants (1 males and 2 females), mean age 16.6 years, are significantly 

associated with this factor. Ethnic composition of the adolescent group includes 1 

Caucasian, 1 Asian and 1 Black other. 2 of the 3 participants reported experiencing a 

romantic relationship that held a boyfriend/girlfriend status and none of these 

participants currently had a boyfriend/girlfriend. 2 identified their sexual identity as 

heterosexual and one was unsure.  

Table	  4.10.1	  Factor	  D	  Extreme	  and	  Neutral	  Statements	  
Statement	  

ID	  
Statement	   Factor	  

Array	  
Z	  Score	  

Item	  Ranked	  HIGHER	  in	  Factor	  D	  Array	  than	  in	  Other	  Factor	  Arrays	  	  
	   	  

11*	   I	  got	  to	  know	  myself	  better,	  having	  been	  in	  a	  relationship	   +5	   2.042	  
18	   My	  relationship/s	  has/have	  helped	  me	  learn	  how	  to	  cope	  

with	  things	  
+4	   1.727	  

33*	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

I	  have	  got	  more	  upset	  talking	  to	  someone	  online,	  in	  
comparison	  to	  talking	  to	  them	  face	  to	  face	  

+4	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

1.539	  
	  
	  27*	   I	  have	  stayed	  in	  a	  relationship	  that	  I	  didn’t	  want	  to	  be	  in	   +3	  

	  
1.5	  
	  

13*	  
	  

I	  get	  very	  upset	  when	  I	  cannot	  get	  in	  touch	  with	  my	  
boyfriend/girlfriend	  

+3	   1.45	  
	  

3	   Gay,	  lesbian	  and	  bisexual	  relationships	  are	  not	  understood	  
by	  other	  people	  

+3	   1.324	  

43	   Adults	  go	  on	  about	  concentrating	  on	  exams	  and	  school	  
when	  I	  want	  to	  talk	  about	  my	  relationship	  

+2	   0.729	  

26	   My	  boyfriend/girlfriend	  always	  upsets	  me	   +1	   0.502	  
	  

Items	  Ranked	  LOWER	  in	  Factor	  D	  than	  in	  Other	  Factor	  Arrays	  
	  

20*	   I	  have	  learnt	  how	  to	  be	  more	  supporting	  and	  caring	  person,	  
having	  been	  in	  a	  relationships	  

-‐2	   -‐0863	  

36	  
	  

I	  can	  talk	  to	  adults	  when	  I	  have	  a	  problem	  in	  my	  
relationship	  

-‐2	   -‐0.932	  
	  

31	  
	  
	  

I’m	  online	  to	  my	  boyfriend/girlfriend	  or	  to	  someone	  who	  I	  
fancy,	  24	  hours	  a	  day	  

	  
	  

-‐2	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

-‐1.009	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

39	   Adults	  tell	  me	  what	  to	  do	  when	  I	  have	  a	  
boyfriend/girlfriend.	  

-‐3	   -‐1.089	  

22*	   I	  have	  learnt	  to	  be	  more	  open	  since	  I	  have	  had	  a	  
boyfriend/girlfriend	  

-‐3	   -‐1.243	  
	  
	  34	   I	  will	  think	  about	  someone	  a	  lot	  who	  I	  have	  met	  online	   -‐4	   -‐1.539	  

8	  
	  

I	  can	  see	  myself	  being	  with	  my	  girlfriend/boyfriend	  forever	   -‐4	  
	  

-‐1.857	  
	  
	  

40*	  
	  

Adults	  say	  my	  relationship	  is	  silly	  and	  only	  puppy	  love	   -‐5	  
	  

-‐2.057	  
	  
	  

*	  Represents	  a	  statement	  significant	  at	  p<0.05	  
Table	  4.3.4	  illustrates	  extreme	  and	  neutral	  factors	  contrasted	  with	  all	  factor	  arrays	  
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While Factor D believe romantic relationships have been the most helpful for building 

their self-concept (11:+5), they do not see a future with the partners they have had 

(8:-4). It appears relationships have helped them develop skills for emotional 

resilience (18:+4), though they admit struggling with emotional regulation during 

relationships (13:+3). They suggest some tendencies to over-invest in relationships 

(12:+2); they prioritise their relationships over their own preferences (27:+3), and 

their partners upset them the most (26:+1), compared to the majority, but are similar 

to Factor B in this respect. Factor D also lean towards feelings of social exclusion if 

not in a relationship (2:+2), but in contrast, agree less to ‘being’ in a relationship 

without having romantic interest (6:-2). Unlike all others, they appear to have 

benefited the least in respect of building skills for intimacy, particularly concerning 

their capacity to be open (22:-3), and for gaining compassionate skills (20:-2). Their 

relationship experiences do not appear positive, but they have built a criterion for 

future relationships (19:+2) like all others. Communication is preferred in-person and 

not through modern technology (33:+4; 31:-2). They ranked item 34 at -4, therefore 

spend time thinking about any online connections, the least, compared to all other 

factors.  

 

Adults are seen as the least approachable (36:-2), despite the fact they are the least 

judgemental (40:-5) and instructive (39:-3). Adults are viewed as being more 

concerned about their academic work (43:+2). They were the only group to consider 

LBG relationships as not being understood (3:+3). Moreover, there was less 

agreement for traditional female gender roles (5:-3), which could place this group at 

lower risk regarding their over-investments.  
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4.10.2 Factor F: “It’s not the end of the world, losing an over-invested partner!” 

 
Factor F has an eigenvalue of 1.86 and explains 5% of the study variance. 4 

participants (1 male and 3 females), mean age 17.75 years, are significantly 

associated with this factor. Ethnic composition of the adolescent group includes 2 

Caucasian and 2 Indian. 3 of the 4 participants reported experiencing a romantic 

relationship that held a boyfriend/girlfriend status. No participant currently had a 

boyfriend/girlfriend. 4 identified their sexual identity as heterosexual. 

Table	  4.10.2	  Factor	  F	  Extreme	  and	  Neutral	  Statements	  
Statement	  

ID	  
Statement	   Factor	  

Array	  
Z	  Score	  

Item	  Ranked	  HIGHER	  in	  Factor	  F	  Array	  than	  in	  Other	  Factor	  Arrays	  	  
	  

14*	   My	  girlfriend/boyfriend	  wants	  to	  spend	  more	  time	  together	  
than	  I	  do:	  

+5	   1.986	  

16	   If	  you’re	  in	  a	  relationship	  too	  young,	  you	  can	  miss	  out	  on	  
getting	  to	  know	  things	  about	  yourself	  	  	  

+4	   1.883	  

18	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

My	  relationship/s	  has/have	  helped	  me	  learn	  how	  to	  cope	  
with	  things	  

+4	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

1.799	  
	  
	  

23	   I	  will	  do	  things	  with	  my	  boyfriend/girlfriend,	  even	  though	  I	  
don’t	  really	  want	  to	  

+3	  
	  

1.596	  
	  

41	  
	  

I	  feel	  really	  alone	  about	  problems	  with	  my	  
boyfriend/girlfriend	  

+3	   1.492	  
	  

31*	   I’m	  online	  to	  my	  boyfriend/girlfriend	  or	  to	  someone	  who	  I	  
fancy,	  24	  hours	  a	  day	  	  

+3	   1.328	  

7	   It’s	  okay	  for	  girls	  to	  be	  emotional,	  but	  not	  boys	   +1	   0.362	  

1	   It’s	  important	  to	  always	  have	  a	  boyfriend/girlfriend	   0	   0.071	  
	  

Items	  Ranked	  LOWER	  in	  Factor	  F	  than	  in	  Other	  Factor	  Arrays	  
	  

4	   A	  boyfriend	  should	  be	  “macho”	   -‐2	   -‐0.956	  
2	  
	  

I	  can	  feel	  left	  out	  if	  I’m	  not	  romantically	  involved	  with	  
someone	  

-‐2	   -‐0.963	  
	  

12	   I	  want	  to	  be	  with	  my	  boyfriend/girlfriend	  all	  the	  time	   -‐2	   -‐0.963	  
32	  
	  
	  

I	  have	  met	  a	  boyfriend/girlfriend	  online	  
	  
	  
	  

	  

-‐2	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

-‐1.005	  
	  35	  

	  
Adults	  have	  tried	  to	  stop	  me	  from	  seeing	  my	  

boyfriend/girlfriend	  
-‐3	   -‐1.097	  

	  

30	   It’s	  okay	  to	  tell	  private	  things	  to	  someone	  I	  really	  like	  online,	  
even	  though	  we	  haven’t	  met	  yet	  

-‐3	  
	  

-‐1.258	  
	  

42*	   Its	  less	  stressful	  being	  in	  a	  relationship	  when	  an	  adult	  just	  
listens	  to	  you	  

-‐4	   -‐1.318	  

25	  
	  

I	  get	  angry	  when	  my	  boyfriend/girlfriend	  doesn’t	  do	  what	  I	  
want	  them	  to	  do	  	  	  	  

-‐4	  
	  

-‐1.68	  
	  
	  

17*	   A	  relationship	  break-‐up	  feels	  like	  the	  end	  of	  the	  world	   -‐5	   -‐2.256	  

*	  Represents	  a	  statement	  significant	  at	  p<0.05	  
Table	  4.3.6	  illustrates	  extreme	  and	  neutral	  factors	  contrasted	  with	  all	  factor	  arrays	  
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Factor F is characteristic for experiencing highly over-invested partners (14:+5). 

There are some concerns as they suggest they feel isolated (41:+3), and it appears 

they do not prefer to seek adult support (42:-4). To a degree they present as passive 

victims of abusive relationships when examining statements 23:+3 and 25:-4. 

However, they are perhaps not as at-risk based on their own non-investments about 

relationships. In contrast to all other factors, they reported the lowest emotional 

reactive response to a break-up (17:-5) and least preference for spending more time 

with partners (12:-2). Although they viewed importance for having a romantic partner 

in a neutral position (1:0), this was ranked the highest compared to all other factors. 

However, this does not seem to relate to belongingness needs as they feel the least 

socially excluded if not in a relationship (2:-2), and highlight least value for being in a 

relationship just for the sake of it ( 6:-3), like Factors A and G. Their relationship 

experiences do not reflect any benefits for identity development (11:-2), but, unlike 

most other factors (e.g.: A, B, C, G), they ranked most learning in skills for emotional 

resilience (18:+4). They reflect more positively about a criterion for future 

relationships (19:+2). Similarly to Factor E, another primarily female-group, they 

indicated the least agreement for masculine gender roles (4:-2), but felt emotionality 

was more for females (7:+1). They suggest some addictive features with online 

communication compared to all other factors (31:+3). However, this may not 

necessarily be with partners, and could refer to exploring romantic experiences 

online (28:+1). What may protect this group is, unlike all other factors (except E), 

they highlight their considerations for privacy and online boundaries (30:-3).   

 

While they suggested the least value for adult support (42:-4), they also suggest they 

are able to talk to adults (26:+2). They see adults as placing the least relationship 

prohibitions (35:-3) and are more concerned about sexual activities (44:+2). 

Furthermore, like factor B and C, they believed relationships were detrimental to self-
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exploration if experienced ‘too young’. This may be a general outlook, or they may 

have experienced negative relationships in early adolescence. 

 

4.10.3 Factor G:”Digital natives’ digitalised experience of romantic 

relationships” 

Factor G has an eigenvalue of 2.15 and explains 5% of the study variance. 2 

heterosexual participants (1 male and 1 female), mean age 18 years, are significantly 

associated with this factor. Ethnic composition of the group includes 1 Caucasian 

and 1 Black other. The female adolescent only reports previous and current romantic 

relationships’ holding a boyfriend/girlfriend status. 

 

Table	  4.10.3.	  	  Factor	  G	  Extreme	  and	  Neutral	  Statements	  
Statement	  

ID	  
Statement	   Factor	  

Array	  
Z	  Score	  

Item	  Ranked	  HIGHER	  in	  Factor	  G	  Array	  than	  in	  Other	  Factor	  Arrays	  	  
	  

21*	   I	  can	  share	  more	  with	  my	  boyfriend/girlfriend	  than	  I	  can	  with	  
friends	  and	  family	  

+5	   2.368	  

32*	   .I	  have	  met	  a	  boyfriend/girlfriend	  online	   +4	   2.092	  

28	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

Its	  safe	  to	  flirt	  with	  a	  boy	  or	  girl	  online	   +4	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

1.785	  
	  
	  

44	   Adults	  are	  only	  concerned	  about	  whether	  I	  am	  having	  sex	  
when	  I	  have	  a	  	  	  	  	  boyfriend	  or	  girlfriend	  

+3	  
	  

1.046	  
	  

15	  
	  

I	  feel	  more	  physically	  attractive	  when	  I	  am	  in	  a	  relationship	   +2	   0.83	  
	  

34	   I	  will	  think	  about	  someone	  a	  lot	  who	  I	  have	  met	  online	   +2	   0.83	  

29	   It’s	  normal	  to	  send	  a	  picture	  of	  myself	  online	  to	  someone	  I	  
really	  like	  

+2	   0.769	  

30	   It’s	  okay	  to	  tell	  private	  things	  to	  someone	  I	  really	  like	  online,	  
even	  though	  we	  haven’t	  met	  yet	  

+2	   0.739	  

25	   I	  get	  angry	  when	  my	  boyfriend/girlfriend	  doesn’t	  do	  what	  I	  
want	  them	  to	  do	  	  	  	  

+1	   0.246	  

5	   A	  girlfriend’s	  role	  is	  to	  do	  what	  her	  boyfriend	  wants	  her	  to	  do	   0	   0.216	  
	  

Items	  Ranked	  LOWER	  in	  Factor	  G	  than	  in	  Other	  Factor	  Arrays	  
	  

19	  
	  
	  

Relationship/s	  has/have	  helped	  me	  learn	  about	  what	  I	  do	  
and	  don’t	  want	  in	  other	  relationships	  

0	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

-‐0.09	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

38	  
	  

Adults	  criticise	  or	  judge	  my	  relationship	   -‐1	   -‐0.523	  
	  

3	   Gay,	  lesbian	  and	  bisexual	  relationships	  are	  not	  understood	  by	  
other	  people	  

-‐2	   -‐0.739	  

43	   Adults	  go	  on	  about	  concentrating	  on	  exams	  and	  school	  when	  I	  
want	  to	  talk	  about	  my	  relationship	  

-‐3	   -‐1.046	  
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13*	   I	  get	  very	  upset	  when	  I	  cannot	  get	  in	  touch	  with	  my	  
boyfriend/girlfriend	  

-‐3	   -‐1.539	  

37*	   Its	  better	  to	  keep	  a	  relationship	  secret	  from	  adults	   -‐4	   -‐1.815	  

33*	  
	  

I	  have	  got	  more	  upset	  talking	  to	  someone	  online,	  in	  
comparison	  to	  talking	  to	  them	  face	  to	  face	  

-‐4	  
	  

-‐1.845	  
	  
	  26*	  

	  
My	  boyfriend/girlfriend	  always	  upsets	  me	  

	  
-‐5	  
	  

-‐2.338	  
	  
	  

*	  Represents	  a	  statement	  significant	  at	  p<0.05	  
Table	  4.3.7	  illustrates	  extreme	  and	  neutral	  factors	  contrasted	  with	  all	  factor	  arrays	  
 
 
Factor G is characteristic for using modern technology, which appears as a medium 

for developing romantic partnerships (32:+4). Unlike all others, they perceive virtual 

ways are safe for flirting (28:+4), sharing personal information (29:+2), and being 

intimate with strangers (30:+2). There may be some features of addiction in light of 

these responses, and because they spend more time thinking about their online 

connections (34:+2) than any other group. It is therefore not unsurprising they are 

more comfortable than others with on-screen communication, rather than face-to-

face (33:-4). These individuals suggest they experience high levels of intimacy with 

partners (21:+5), particularly in view of their polarised item (26:-5), which suggests 

any distress is least caused by romantic partners. Unlike all other factors, Factor G 

also indicate they are the least emotionally affected when they cannot get in touch 

with a partner (13:-3), yet they report they are most angered by partners if their own 

expectations are not met (25:+1); some over-invested tendencies are also apparent 

(12:+2). Although they neither agreed nor disagreed towards a passive role in 

females (5:0), they favoured this position in comparison to others, but agreed less for 

emotionality to be linked to females only (7:-2). They were the only factor to have 

less recognition for LGB relationships (3:-2). 

 

Being in a romantic relationship is not an aspect of their life that takes much 

precedence (1:-2; 6:-3). Compared to others, they have developed the lowest skill 

growth for future relationships (19:0), perhaps since they have been mostly online. 
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Nevertheless, they indicate greater romantic self-concept gained from relationships 

(15:+2). These adolescents conveyed they were the least probed by adults regarding 

academic work (43:-3). Adults were perceived as being less judgemental compared 

to others (38:-1), and do not feel the need to conceal their relationships from them 

(22:-4). Adults were seen most concerned about their sexual activities (44:+3). 

	  
 

 

 
	  


