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Abstract
Social media have become an integrated part of our everyday lives. With more than 2 billion
active users of Facebook, the impact of social media sites on romantic relationships cannot be
undermined. This paper seeks to explore from a theoretical perspective the impact of social
networks on interpersonal relationships, namely the influence of Facebook use in romantic
relationships. Furthermore, it will explore the attachment styles as predictors for online
behavior.
Although the understanding of digital behavior is becoming increasingly important, studies
conducted so far on how social networks are used to maintain and develop relationships or on
how attachment styles moderate digital behavior are few and generated conflicting results. The
use of social networking sites can offer many rewards, but one should never forget that the
online environment is a double-edged sword. Combined with lack of self-confidence, anxiety,
fear of abandonment it can lead to dependence, electronic intrusion, and amplified need to be in
control. In turn, surveillance increases the sense of anxiety and guilt, trapping the user in a
vicious circle which ultimately leads to negative experiences in the relationship.
Keywords: Facebook use, romantic relationships, surveillance, electronic intrusion, jealousy,
attachment style
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I. INTRODUCTION
Romantic relationships are complicated, but the new immersive technologies seem to add
a little bit more to that complexity. From “Facebook” to “Tic Toc” social media sites (SNSs) are
more and better integrated in our everyday lives. They are so popular that 1 in 4 people around
the world are currently using “Facebook”, “Instagram” or “Twitter” (Vincent, 2016). Those
networks are even more popular with young people. Studies conducted so far show that
adolescents are the largest consumer of social networks, with data indicating that more than 90%
of adolescents have one or more active social networking profiles and 40% of them access
Facebook multiple times during the day (Vannucci et al., 2017).
Social media are popular as they facilitate the dissemination and creation of content, as
well as the sharing of information with members of online communities. SNSs can be defined in
three simple words: consume, create and share. There are many studies regarding the reasons for
social media use and all identified a diverse range of gratifications. New media offer social
interaction, information about people and places, entertainment and comfort (Whiting &
Williams, 2013). SNSs can also contribute to the satisfaction of emotional needs and integration
needs by strengthening the relationships between individuals (Katz et al., 1974 apud Johnson &
Kaye, 2003).
According to Parker and Plank (2000) there are three main reasons for using social
media: the social interaction, the surveillance and finally, relaxation and escapism. Louis Leung
(2009) identified four key gratifications of online content generation: meeting status recognition
needs, cognitive needs, social needs and entertainment needs, while other authors compared both
Facebook and Instant Messaging functions and identified six key factors: fun, affection, fashion,
sharing problems and getting social information (Quan-Haase & Young, 2010). From another
perspective, the main reasons may be procrastination, freedom of expression, conformance,
fleeing reality, recreation or experimentation (Orchard et al., 2014, p. 392). With so many
opportunities at the top of our fingers, there is no wonder that in 2019 Facebook reached over 2.3
billion active accounts which share more than 4 billion content pieces every day (Park, 2019).
For adolescents, social media is important because it helps them meet new friends, keep in touch
with existing ones and improve the quality of relationships. Also, they have the feeling of
belonging to a community and have an increased self-esteem due to conversations, online
support and positive feedback regarding their Facebook posts and profiles (Best et al., 2014).
But SNSs are a double-edged sword. Despite their popularity, they can also lead to
negative issues, including mental health problems (Dobrean & Pasarelu, 2016). Although social
media allow users to maintain social connections, prolonged use can lead to a decreased level of
life satisfaction and an increased level in jealousy (Lin & Utz, 2015). A study conducted by the
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Royal Society for Public Health (2017) shows that people who frequently use social networks are
more prone to psychological stress, symptoms of anxiety and depression.
SNSs provide a self-presentation platform that allows users to actively select the content
which appears on their profiles to strategically build a virtual self that highlights their most
desirable traits. Social comparisons take place, however, between their real self in the offline
world and the virtualized ideals of others, which can lead to negative effects on self-image, selfevaluation and well-being. There are studies which found a clear correlation between frequent
use of Facebook and low self-esteem, low awareness, unrealistic expectations and inadequate
social comparisons (Vogel et al., 2014). Users can draw the wrong conclusion that others have
better lives, are happier so they can develop anxiety about how they are perceived by others in
the online community. They may perceive their own life as unfair and develop uncertainty
regarding their own person or their relationships, which can generate conflicts or jealousy in
romantic relationships (Vannucci et al., 2017). The attachment theory is also used to explain how
partners construct their relational maintenance strategies through social media and therefore,
understanding the influence of attachment styles on digital behaviors became one of the topics
discussed in the current academic environment (Lenhart et al., 2010, Drouin & Landgraff, 2012,
Emery et al., 2014, Jin & Pena, 2010; Morey et al., 2013; Oldmeadow, Quinn, & Kowert, 2013;
Trub, Revenson, & Salbod, 2014; Weisskirch, 2012).
Social media serve as a source of information and a source of tension between partners at
the same time, many individuals engaging in surveillance behaviors, electronic intrusion,
developing higher levels of jealousy, fear of missing out, distrust and relational dissatisfaction.
Engagement with negative relational maintenance strategies such as electronic surveillance or
intrusion creates a cycle of relational dysfunction as this behavior is both symptomatic of lowquality relationships and a generator of romantic issues.
II. IS IT GOING TO LAST? THE INFLUENCE OF FACEBOOK ON ROMANTIC
RELATIONSHIPS
2.1.Facebook use and negative relational patterns
Personal or relationship uncertainty can lead to a negative relational maintenance
approach such as interpersonal electronic surveillance (IES) which implies clandestine strategies
employed by social media users to observe another user’s online and offline behaviors. It is a
mindful act with a clear goal in which members of the family, friends and romantic partners can
be placed under surveillance (Tokunaga, 2011). The theory of reducing uncertainty states that
when people meet, they initially face uncertainties about the behavior of others, about their

RJCBTH 3

Stefăniţă, O.

beliefs, values, and resort to strategies to reduce uncertainty and predict future behavior (Berger
& Calabrese, 1975). Uncertainty exists in relationships when the details of certain events are
ambiguous, problematic, unavailable or unconscionable, these issues causing difficulties in
trying to predict the future behavior of partners and therefore, maintaining the uncertainty in
relations (Brashers, 2001). Electronic surveillance is an easy way to get information without
open intrusion through easy access to a partner’s social networks. For example, a person can
check the partner's photos from an event, check for status updates, tags, ratings and comments
(Antheunis et al., 2010). Therefore, as no interaction is required, the target may never find out he
or she is under surveillance as a partner tries to ease negative feelings or answer questions about
the relationship. Suspicious partners find pictures as being the most relevant in their search for
infidelity proofs, but conduct IES on all available data, including archived posts, photos or past
interactions (Tokunaga, 2015).
Regarding the activity on Facebook and its influence on romantic relationships, a first
level is the supervision of the partner which can amplify anxiety, jealousy and distrust in partners
by identifying elements which seem to have no explanation, elements that are negatively
interpreted without access to background information or to the whole context. Partners can be
supervised by a thorough verification of their personal communication, especially by checking
Facebook messages and related activities (likes or comments), these being widely used methods
of verifying romantic infidelity (Billett & Dunn, 2017). Checking can be done anonymously,
reducing the chances of being discovered, as all the traces left: search engine history or specific
searches on the Facebook platform search bar can be deleted. Surveillance in the online
environment is usually not as condemned as the partner's real-life surveillance by society and it
is normalized by its high occurrence (Beukeboom & Utz, 2011).
The ambiguous scenes involving the partner interacting with other people of opposite sex
are the most common triggers of jealousy in romantic relationships. People can start the
surveillance of their partner’s page, his or her friends list, the “likes” that were given or received,
event attendance and comments. They can also use tags to identify photos even if these are not
posted on their partner’s personal page. As a measure to reduce anxiety, displaying relationship
status and posting couple photos are effective ways to lower the feeling of insecurity (Tokunaga,
2011). Women tend to expose their relationship status on Facebook or on other social networks
more than men, this action having on one hand the purpose of informing friends about the
relationship and, on the other hand, creating a safety line for the couple by discouraging people
who may be interested in a partner (Farrugia, 2013). Persistent supervision brings with it a
greater exposure to new partner information due to Facebook's operating algorithms that favor
the emergence of echo chambers (Bücher, 2012), which in turn will increase the need of control
and the time spent online. A vicious cycle is therefore created because individuals cannot ignore
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the intriguing triggers or what seems to be evidence of infidelity. Facebook may thus lead to new
sources of conflict which are only an interface, hiding the real issues of the relationship (Fox &
Moreland, 2014).
Individuals may get jealous if their partners become friends on Facebook or interact with
many persons of opposite sex or if they do not have the status of the relationship visible on their
profile. These issues are associated with lack of self-confidence, anxiety, sadness, fear of
abandonment, rumination, irrational beliefs that lead to extreme online supervision and a
permanent need of control. These aspects are characteristic to pathological jealousy or may
reflect the presence of paranoid personality disorder tendencies (Guerrero & Affi, 1998).
Jealousy is a frequent emotion in a relationship, but also one of the most destructive factors
because the negative feelings and the effects of the surveillance act decrease the functionality of
the relationship, causing one of the partners to leave the relationship (Tosun, 2012).
The jealousy in romantic relationships arises from real or imagined threats. The emotion
is complex, combining several feelings such as anger, sadness, fear, all generated by suspected
infidelity in relationship (Hudson et al., 2015). Jealousy may be pathological when it manifests
itself as a relatively stable tendency to respond in a jealous manner, to accuse the partner, to
investigate a partner's social networks profiles, private messages, objects or clothes, to ask them
repeatedly where they are and what are they doing. Often, a jealous person will limit the
partner’s time spend with friends or family, restricting the interests or hobbies that involve
activities outside the house, and controlling the social relationships of the partner. On the other
hand, normal jealousy is a reaction to an event, an exposure to concrete, real evidence, or a scene
indicating a possible threat to the relationship, and the partner is considered innocent until
otherwise proven, unlike the pathological jealousy in which the partner is guilty despite evidence
or arguments (Barelds & Barelds-Dijkstra, 2007).
Jealousy can also be divided into reactive, suspicious and delirious. The reactive jealousy
is an emotional reaction based on a partner's infidelity, suspicious jealousy is being constantly
afraid of being deceived by the partner, and delusional jealousy is manifested by trying to control
and monitor other heterosexual relationships of the partner. Only the first form appears in the
case of a real threat (Utz & Beukeboom, 2011).
Facebook emphasizes the feeling of jealousy, but the jealousy in the virtual environment
is closely related to the feelings of jealousy already present in the real plan (Elphinston & Noller,
2011). The time spent on Facebook is closely related to the feelings of jealousy that arise from
surveying the network. The level of jealousy is higher in women, in people with relationship
engagement problems and low self-esteem, individuals seeking to increase their ability to predict
a partner’s behavior and to be in control (Marshall et al., 2013). Predictors of relationship
satisfaction include engagement, intimacy, good communication, mutual trust, and similarity
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between partners (Rau, Gao & Ding, 2008). Studies show that mature relationships are
associated with the decrease of social influence in the couple, and intimacy mediates the
connection between relationship satisfaction and the use of social networks, acting as a shield of
protection (Hand et al., 2012, Farrugia, 2013).
As for gender differences, men tend to suffer more when their partner engages in
surreptitious physical relationships, while women when being emotionally cheated (Sheets &
Wolfe, 2001). Infidelity on the Internet can be defined as the use of this mean of communication
to take any kind of sexual energy such as thoughts, feelings and behaviors outside an official
relationship, so that these actions end up harming the relationship. Infidelity is a widespread
phenomenon, and researchers say that over a lifetime, it occurs in 20% of couples with married
partners and up to 70% in couples with unmarried partners (Blow & Hartnett, 2005). Men tend to
be more involved in online extra-conjugal relationships than women, and while women tend to
blame the person that the partner is contacting, men consider their partner to be directly
responsible (Buss, 2000). Female individuals are more vulnerable than men when it comes to
negative emotions that occur in fictitious scenarios about the partner.
A study showed that all participants were more jealous and annoyed when they imagined
their partners having no photos of them as a couple on Facebook (Greenlee, Guadagno, &
Muscanell, 2013). Women tend to have stronger emotional reactions while men tend to engage in
violent or aggressive behavior. Women are prone to negative emotions about a partner’s loyalty
because they use Facebook more and so they take online interactions more seriously than men.
The platform also favors the emotional infidelity with another partner, which is more disturbing
for females than for men (Hudson et al., 2015).
Although social media allow users to maintain social connections, long-term use can lead
to negative consequences such as decreased life satisfaction and increased jealousy. The use of
social networking sites combined with lack of self-confidence, anxiety, fear of abandonment,
rumination and irrational beliefs, can lead to dependence, electronic intrusion, and an amplified
need to be in control. In turn, surveillance increases the sense of anxiety and guilt, ultimately
leading to negative experiences in the relationship. Thus, although Facebook can be a tool to
facilitate communication between partners and connect to their lives, it can also produce negative
effects.
2.2. Attachment styles – predictors of digital behavior in romance
An effective communication between partners is vital for the functioning of romantic
relationships and is one of the determining factors to ensure a stable and long-lasting interaction.
However, communication is not limited to direct interactions, and over the last decade, digital
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communication became an essential part in any modern relationship. For example, 82% of young
adults keep in touch with their romantic partners throughout the day by texting (Schade et al.,
2013). Recent studies use attachment theory as an analysis framework to explore how people
perceive the privacy of different communication environments, and how they engage differently
in online interactions or digital surveillance (Wardecker et al., 2016; Mikulincer & Shaver,
2007).
The attachment theory (Bowlby, 1979) argues that the relationships an individual
experiences with attachment figures in infancy lead to working models that shape future
interactions as an adult, influencing the level of openness, disclosure of personal information,
processing of social information, preference for close relationships or avoidance (Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2007; Michikyan, Subrahmanyam, & Dennis, 2014). Insecurely attached individuals
form negative impressions of self or regarding others, depending on their attachment anxiety or
avoidance levels. Anxiety can cause increased uncertainty, while avoidance low engagement in
personal relationships as individuals with insecure patterns reedit the primary experience of
feeling unloved or undervalued with the current partner (Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998).
In the context of romantic relationships, avoidance reflects the mistrust of one of the
partners in the goodwill and good intentions of the other, anxiety reflects a partner's concern
about the availability of the other. The avoidant individual strives to do things on his own while
maintaining an emotional distance from his partners, and the anxious one looks for clues to
reconfirm the fact that the other will remain close whenever necessary (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2007). Avoidant individuals may use social media to keep the contact in relationships and the
distance at the same time and prefer social media to terminate relationships (Wardecker et al.,
2016; Nitzburg & Farber, 2013). Anxiously attached persons tend to spend more time on social
media and are often present on all the channels they have at their disposal to stay in permanent
contact with their partner. Besides contact, SNSs are used to gather information to sooth possible
concerns over factors that can endanger the relationship (Hart et al., 2015).
The constant need for information, as well as the anxiety caused by the lack of permanent
contact with the romantic partner, can lead to fear of missing out (Przybylski et al., 2013) and
electronic intrusion as a form of social media dependence (Blackwell et al., 2017). Anxiety may
contribute to perpetrate electronic intrusion as a form of control and surveillance through a
vicious cycle. Individuals find information that triggers their anxiety, engage in controlling
behavior to reduce the feeling, but as they misinterpret the new information, they register an
increased anxiety level (Reed, Tolman, & Safyer, 2015). Electronic intrusion is associated with
control obsession or other addictions, jealousy, lack of trust and low relational satisfaction
(Muise et al., 2009; Lin & Utz, 2015). The desire to be in contact with the partner and to gather
information for reassurance, circumstantial suspicion or anxiety can turn into forms of abusive
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surveillance (Tokunaga, 2011; Marshall et al., 2013). Anxious people generally have a negative
self-esteem but positive views about others, tend to perceive their partner as being more valuable
and thus resort to control strategies to ensure their closeness and to prevent a possible
abandonment (Oldmeadow, Quinn, & Kowert, 2013).
The evolution of technology brings with it many changes in terms of communication
between partners engaged in romantic relationships. Attachment theory remains one of the most
appropriate analysis frameworks for human behavior in relationships and if SNSs can be
perceived as an extension of direct interaction processes, then the characteristics of avoidant and
anxious attachment styles can function as predictors of relationship related digital behavior.
III. CONCLUSIONS
The technological evolution changed how people interact and brought the transposition of
interactions in social networking sites. Social media have the capacity to address multiple needs
at a touch of a button, and they can satisfy also the needs of a romantic relationship by
strengthening it. The present theoretical paper addresses a new trend in research created by the
increased impact of social networks in our everyday lives. It provides a short review of
Facebook’s impact on romantic relationships and how can various online behaviors be predicted
using the preexistent attachment style.
Facebook use can lead to new sources of conflict in relations, intrusion, distrust both in
oneself and in a partner, jealousy, use of indirect control strategies instead of assertive
communication, and low satisfaction (Fox & Moreland, 2014; Tokunaga, 2011; Vannucci et al.,
2017; Beukeboom & Utz, 2011). Online surveillance and fear of missing out together with the
anxious attachment, can even lead to dependence of online social networks (Blackwell et al.,
2017). The use of social media to ease negative feelings turns out to be a vicious cycle and the
behaviors intended to ensure the protection of the relationship undermine it even more.
Future research should investigate Facebook use in connection to attachment style and
relationship uncertainty, relationship and life satisfaction, jealousy, obsessive thoughts, intrusion
and abusive actions, control and access to private information, social media exposure,
rumination, and intrusive offline behavior. Facebook use differs among users and has different
implications especially on personal relationships as it exacerbates offline characteristics.
Relationships nowadays have an offline as well as an online dimension. Digital behavior directly
affects the level of relational satisfaction and constitutes an essential element in addressing
psychological distress in relationships.
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