
Increased interest in heterosexual relation-
ships has long been considered a hallmark of

adolescence (Waller 1937; Sullivan 1953). Yet
sociological attention to adolescent love and
romance is dwarfed by the level of cultural
interest, ranging from television and film por-
trayals to parental concerns about teenage sex-
uality and pregnancy. Recently, media accounts

have declared the end of dating and romance
among teens in favor of casual hook-ups that
lack feelings of intimacy or commitment (see,
e.g., Denizet-Lewis 2004). A large-scale inves-
tigation based on a national probability sample
of adolescents contradicts this depiction, how-
ever: by age 18 over 80 percent of adolescents
have some dating experience, and a majority of
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Many studies of the adolescent period have focused on peer interactions and

relationships, but less is known about the character of adolescents’ early dating

experiences. Researchers have recently explored girls’ views of romance and sexuality,

but studies of boys’ perspectives are noticeably lacking. Theorizing in this area leads to

the expectation that as adolescents cross over into heterosexual territory, boys will do so,

on average, with greater confidence, while being relatively less engaged emotionally

(i.e., the notion that boys want sex, girls want romance), and ultimately emerging as the

more powerful actors within the relationship. This article develops a symbolic

interactionist perspective to examine the experiences of adolescent boys and girls in the

context of the romantic dyad.  It focuses on the nature of communication, emotion, and

influence within adolescent dating relationships. Findings based on structured

interviews with over 1,300 adolescents provide a strong contrast to existing portraits:

among those adolescents who had begun dating (n = 957), boys report significantly

lower levels of confidence navigating various aspects of their romantic relationships,

similar levels of emotional engagement as girls, and greater power and influence on the

part of their romantic partners. In-depth relationship-history narratives, elicited from a

subset (n = 100) of these respondents, provide additional support for the quantitative

findings and are useful in the process of reconciling our perspective and results with the

emphases of prior research.
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these liaisons are defined by adolescent respon-
dents as “special romantic relationships”
(Carver, Joyner, and Udry 2003). Even rela-
tively young adolescents indicate some roman-
tic relationship experience, and those who do not
nevertheless express a strong interest in dating
(Giordano, Longmore, and Manning 2001). In
spite of the ubiquitous nature of dating rela-
tionships during the period, we know little about
how adolescents themselves experience the tran-
sition from a social life based on same-gender
friendships to one that includes romantic
involvement (Brown, Feiring, and Furman
1999).

We know much more about the character,
meaning, and impact of adolescent peer rela-
tions. This research not only underscores that
peers and friends are critically important to
children and adolescents (see, e.g., Call and
Mortimer 2001; Crosnoe 2000; Youniss and
Smollar 1985), but it also provides a basis for
expecting gender differences in the ways in
which adolescents navigate and experience
romantic relationships. Maccoby (1990) empha-
sizes that girls more often forge intimate dyadic
friendships and rely on supportive styles of
communication, while boys tend to play in larg-
er groups, use a “restrictive” interaction style,
and develop a greater emphasis on issues of
dominance. In light of these differences, she
poses a key developmental question: “What
happens, then, when individuals from these two
distinctive ‘cultures’ attempt to interact with
one another? People of both sexes are faced
with a relatively unfamiliar situation to which
they must adapt” (Maccoby 1990:517).

Maccoby argues that the transition to dating
is easier for boys, who tend to transport their
dominant interaction style into the new rela-
tionship. This is consistent with other research
on peer socialization that also adapts a spillover
argument. While girls are socialized to center
attention on personal relationships (Gilligan
1982) and romance, boys’ interactions within
male peer groups often lead them to define the
heterosexual world as another arena in which
they can compete and score (Eder, Evans, and
Parker 1995). Studies from this peer-based
research tradition thus provide a theoretical
basis for expecting that as adolescents begin to
date, boys will do so with greater confidence
and less emotional engagement (i.e., the notion
that boys want sex, girls want romance), ulti-

mately emerging as the more powerful actors
within these relationships.

Research on peer relationships has been crit-
ical to an understanding of the adolescent peri-
od, and is important in that it foreshadows some
of the origins of problematic features of male-
female relationships, including intimate vio-
lence and gender mistrust. Yet perspectives
about dating are too heavily grounded in stud-
ies of peer interactions and concerns, rather
than in research on romantic encounters them-
selves. In addition, prior research has focused
almost exclusively on issues of sexuality, while
the relational and emotional dimensions of early
heterosexual experiences have often been
ignored. The symbolic interactionist perspective
that we develop highlights unique features of
adolescent romantic relationships that provide
a rich climate for additional socialization. Our
view is that meanings may emerge from inter-
action and communication within the romantic
context that significantly alter or supplant those
developed through peer interactions. This per-
spective fosters a different view of the ways in
which gender influences the crossing-over
process, and suggests fundamental limitations
of the focus on spillover effects. Further, depic-
tions of girls’ experiences, especially concern-
ing issues of sexuality, have become increasingly
nuanced, but in prior work boys have often been
cast as especially flat or one-dimensional char-
acters (Forster [1927] 1974). Thus, it is impor-
tant to explore both girls’and boys’perspectives
on romance, but our central objective here is to
address consequential gaps in knowledge about
boys’ relationship experiences.1 The theoretical
perspective and findings presented neverthe-
less have implications for understanding the

ADOLESCENT RROMANTIC RRELATIONSHIPS—–261

#2789-ASR 71:2 filename:71205-giordano

1 This analysis is also limited to a consideration of
heterosexual relationships, as we are particularly
interested in the process of “crossing over” from a
social life based primarily on same-gender friendships
to involvement with heterosexual partners. In addi-
tion, the number of respondents who self-identify as
homosexual or bisexual at wave one is too small to
support a separate analysis. Nevertheless, our con-
ceptual framework and associated measurement
emphasis could potentially be useful in connection
with future investigations that explore the broader
relationship contexts within which gay, lesbian, and
bisexual youths’ romantic and sexual experiences
unfold.
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character and range of girls’ experiences, and
provide a basic foundation for additional
research focused specifically on girls’perspec-
tives.

BACKGROUND

PRIOR RESEARCH ON ADOLESCENT GIRLS

Most studies of adolescent life emphasize girls’
strong relational orientation (e.g., Gilligan 1982;
Martin 1996), as well as fundamental gender
inequalities that tend to be reproduced as girls
learn to center much time and energy on their
romantic attachments (Holland and Eisenhart
1990; Pipher 1994). In a study based on social
life within a Midwestern middle school, Eder et
al. (1995) conclude that emphases within girls’
peer groups (e.g., the notion that one must
always be in love, the focus on personal appear-
ance, and concerns over reputation) foster these
inequalities and serve to distance young women
from their sexual feelings (see also Simon, Eder,
and Evans 1992). Within their own peer net-
works, boys emphasize competition on many
levels, and ridicule those who express caring and
other positive emotions for girls. Consistent
with Maccoby’s (1990) spillover hypothesis,
then, Eder et al. (1995) argue that these peer
emphases influence the character of cross-gen-
der relations: “[M]ost male adolescents and
many adults continue to associate excitement
with a sense of domination and competition .|.|.
[while] most girls fail to develop a sense of the
depth of their inner resources and power and
thus remain dominated and controlled” (Eder et
al. 1995:148). 

Studies that explore girls’ early sexual expe-
riences draw similar conclusions about asym-
metries of power within romantic relationships.
Holland, Ramazanoglu, and Thomson (1996)
initially theorize that there is a sense in which
female and male adolescents can be considered
“in the same boat” due to their relative inexpe-
rience. They subsequently discard this notion,
however, based on their analysis of girls’ and
boys’ narrative accounts of their first sexual
experiences. The authors argue that girls quick-
ly learn that sex is in large part directed to “sup-
porting and satisfying masculine values and
needs” (Holland et al. 1996:159).  Thompson’s
(1995) study of girls’ sexual narratives develops
a more nuanced portrait, by highlighting sig-
nificant variations in girls’ sexual experiences.

Focusing on the highly melodramatic character
of many girls’ narratives, however, Thompson
(1995) concludes that within the contemporary
context, the gender gap in orientations toward
relationships and sexuality may even have
widened. She suggests, for example, that it is no
longer as necessary as in earlier eras for boys
to engage in preliminary steps of relationship-
building to achieve their goal of sexual access,
a dynamic that could accentuate rather than
diminish traditional differences in perspectives.
Interestingly, Risman and Schwartz (2002) have
recently developed an alternative hypothesis.
Examining aggregate trends that show declin-
ing rates of sexual intercourse during the ado-
lescent period, the authors link such changes to
“the increasing power of girls in their sexual
encounters” (Risman and Schwartz 2002:21),
particularly to negotiate the timing and the con-
text within which sexual behavior occurs. Thus,
while interpretations of the nature and effects of
these dynamic processes differ, prior research
points to power as a key relationship dynamic
that warrants more direct, systematic scrutiny.

In summary, the emphases of prior studies
have been appropriate, as the dynamics high-
lighted connect in intimate ways to processes
that have been limiting or injurious to young
women. Areas of concern range from leveled
career aspirations (Holland and Eisenhart 1990)
to sexual coercion and partner violence (Eder
et al. 1995). Nevertheless, this research is itself
limited by the focus on the relatively public
face of cross-gender relations, such as joking
and teasing that occurs within school lunch-
rooms or during after-school activities. Here
the emphasis remains upon the dynamics of the
same-gender peer group, providing only
glimpses into the more private world of the
romantic dyad. Many studies in this tradition
also rely on small non-diverse samples, or con-
centrate on very young adolescents. The heavy
focus on issues of sexuality also provides a
restricted view of the broader relationship con-
text within which sexual behaviors unfold; that
is, of the more basic emotional and other rela-
tional dynamics that characterize these rela-
tionships. More fundamentally, this portrait of
spillover effects does not sufficiently highlight
the communicative strengths and relationship
competencies that girls bring to these relation-
ships, nor does this literature confront inherent
limits to the idea of carry-over effects. These
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criticisms apply equally to prior research on
boys, where similar themes emerge, even though
the research base is even more sketchy and
incomplete.

STUDIES OF BOYS’ RROMANTIC AND SEXUAL

LIVES

Boys have certainly not been ignored in prior
research on adolescence. Yet within the many
studies that concentrate on boys, romantic rela-
tionships have not been a frequent subject.
Classic investigations of boys’ lives often con-
centrate on group processes within boys’ friend-
ship and peer circles, either as ends in
themselves (e.g., Fine 1987), or as peers influ-
ence specific outcomes such as delinquency
(e.g., Cohen 1955; Sullivan 1989; Thrasher
1927) or the reproduction of the class system
(e.g., MacLeod 1987; Willis 1977). These stud-
ies do, however, sometimes offer characteriza-
tions of boys’ romantic attachments. For
example, MacLeod (1987) in a classic study of
boys’ delinquency involvement suggests that
“women were reduced to the level of com-
modities and the discussions sometimes con-
sisted of consumers exchanging information”
(MacLeod 1987:280). The relative lack of
research on boys’ romantic experiences, then,
likely stems from scholars’ interests in other
areas, as well as from their views that male-
female relationships are of a limited, or at least
a delimited (primarily sexual), interest to ado-
lescent boys themselves. This is consistent with
the research reviewed on girls’ lives, and again
highlights the reach of male peer culture. A
consequence, however, is that boys’views about
romance are gleaned primarily from analyses of
girls’ narratives and/or studies based on boys’
discourse within the relatively public arena of
the male peer group.

A few studies have examined boys’ perspec-
tives on romance directly, again often in con-
nection with discussions of sexuality. Wight
(1994), for example, observed significant dif-
ferences in boys’ talk about their girlfriends
and sex among their peers compared with inter-
views conducted in more private settings. In
the latter context, the working-class Scottish
youth whom he studied were much more like-
ly to express insecurities and vulnerabilities
regarding the adequacy of their own sexual per-
formances. Nevertheless, Wight (1994:721) also

concludes that only a minority of the boys were
engaged emotionally in the relationship aspects
of these heterosexual liaisons. He suggests that
generally the boys preferred male company and
“particularly dislike girls’ displays of feminine
emotion which make them feel extremely awk-
ward.” Despite his more layered view of boys’
perspectives, then, Wight’s (1994) depiction of
boys’ attitudes toward romance does not differ
greatly from a number of other accounts: “the
main excitement of girlfriends is the challenge
of chatting them up and getting off with them;
once this has been achieved, going out with the
girl becomes tedious .|.|. only a few came close
to expressing trust in, or loyalty to, girls in the
way they sometimes did for boys” (p. 714). In
contrast, Moffatt (1989), relying on older stu-
dents’ written accounts of their sexual lives,
found that a significant number (about one
third) of the young men’s narratives stressed
the importance of romance and love in con-
nection with their sexual experiences. It is
unclear whether these differences in findings
stem from significant age differences across
samples, or variations in the methods employed.
Thus, it is important to examine specific aspects
of the existing portrait of adolescent males’
romantic relationship experiences using a larg-
er, more heterogeneous sample of adolescents.

The present study, then, focuses on basic but
foundational research questions. Do adolescent
boys, as Maccoby (1990) hypothesized, more
often than girls express confidence as they cross
over to the heterosexual realm? Are adolescent
girls more likely to be engaged emotionally,
relative to their male counterparts? And, perhaps
most central to existing portraits, do boys typ-
ically evidence greater power and influence
within their early heterosexual liaisons? These
questions are interrelated and central to the
development of an age-graded, life-course per-
spective on how gender influences relationship
processes.

A NEO-MEADIAN PERSPECTIVE ON ADOLESCENT

ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS

In our view, prior work in this area offers an
incomplete portrait of the ways in which gen-
der influences the crossing-over process.
Further, existing treatments undertheorize the
extent to which the romantic relationship itself
becomes a potentially important arena of social-
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ization and site for the emergence of meanings.
These relationships may occasion new per-
spectives that coexist with, contradict, and even
negate previous peer-based messages. Mead’s
(1934) symbolic interaction theory and recent
extensions in the sociology of emotions tradi-
tion (e.g., Collins 2004; Engdahl 2004) pro-
vide a useful framework for exploring this
general idea.2

Two central tenets of symbolic interaction
theories are that meanings emerge from the
process of social interaction and that the self is
continuously shaped by dynamic social process-
es (Mead 1934). These basic insights foster a
highly unfinished, continually emerging view of
development, and a caution to the notion that
meanings derived from peer interactions are
likely to be transported wholesale into the
romantic context. As Sandstrom, Martin, and
Fine (2002:10) point out, Mead (1934) and later
Blumer (1969) emphasized that “social defini-
tions guide action,” but also recognized that
this involves much more than a “reflex-like
application of these definitions.”

We have to determine which objects or actions
we need to give meaning and which we can neg-
lect. Moreover, we must figure out which of the
many meanings that can be attributed to a thing are
the appropriate ones in this context.|.|.|. [W]hen we
find ourselves in some situations, particularly new
and ambiguous ones, we discover that no estab-
lished meanings apply. As a result, we must be flex-
ible enough to learn or devise new meanings. We
have this flexibility because we handle the things
we encounter through a dynamic and creative
process of interpretation. This process allows us to
generate new or different meanings and to adjust
our actions accordingly.

Scholars such as Corsaro (1985) highlight
these dynamics as a way to understand the char-
acter of the parents-to-peers transition that reli-
ably occurs during childhood and adolescence
(see also Corsaro and Eder 1990). Researchers
point out that parental socialization efforts are

never fully successful, in that young people
inevitably produce novel cultural practices
through interaction with their peers. These
meanings fit the peer context well, as they are
a product of this context. Social forces are thus
deeply implicated in the production of mean-
ings; and, as these meanings are shared, they
become a further source of social solidarity and
self-definition (Fine 1987). This meaning-con-
struction process is never fully stabilized, how-
ever, because new “hooks for change”
continually present themselves within the envi-
ronment (Giordano, Cernkovich, and Rudolph
2002). Individuals also possess the unique
capacity to develop new plans,  including the
capacity to carve out new social networks. Yet
as Emirbayer and Goodwin (1994) note, these
new affiliations will nevertheless in turn have
a shaping influence.

These basic insights are integral to many dis-
cussions of child and adolescent peer networks,
but researchers have not systematically applied
the symbolic interactionist or interpretive frame-
work to an understanding of the peers-to-
romance transition. It is intuitive to do so for
several reasons: First, adolescent romantic rela-
tionships definitely qualify as a new situation,
one in which interaction and communication
hold a central place. Second, the relatively pri-
vate world of romantic interactions makes it
likely that meanings will emerge on site, rather
than simply being imported from earlier peer
experiences or from the broader culture (see
also Simon and Gagnon 1986). The fundamen-
tally reciprocal qualities of dyadic communi-
cation enhance these possibilities. Mead ([1909]
1964:101) theorized that the “probable begin-
ning of human communication was in cooper-
ation, not in imitation, where conduct differed
[emphasis added] and yet where the act of the
one answered to and called out the act of the
other.” Third, scholars point out that contem-
porary romantic relationships in Western nations
lack the heavily scripted qualities that charac-
terized earlier eras or courtship practices with-
in more traditional cultural contexts (Giddens
1992). This too leads us to favor a symbolic
interactionist perspective on the meaning con-
struction process. In the following discussion,
we explore three basic relationship domains—
communication, emotion, and influence—that
allow us to develop further this symbolic inter-
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tional as well as cognitive realms of experience (see
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actionist perspective on adolescent romantic
relationships.

COMMUNICATION. We agree with Maccoby’s
(1990) key assertion that “both sexes face a rel-
atively unfamiliar situation to which they must
adapt” (p. 517), but we offer a different per-
spective on the ways in which gender-related
experiences may influence the crossing-over
process. Recall Maccoby’s suggestion that the
transition is easier for boys, who are seen as fre-
quently transporting their dominant interaction
style into the new relationship. A competing
hypothesis is that because girls have more expe-
rience with intimate dyadic communications
by virtue of their own earlier friendship expe-
riences, boys must make what amounts to a
bigger developmental leap as they begin to
develop this more intimate way of relating to
another. 

Mead (1913:378) pointed out that when
engaged in familiar, habitual actions, “the self
is not self-conscious.” In contrast, on those
occasions when the individual’s previous reper-
toire proves inadequate to the task at hand (what
Mead termed the “problematic situation”), cog-
nitive processes, including feelings of self-con-
sciousness, are fully engaged. While both girls
and boys are likely to experience their initial for-
ays into heterosexual territory as instances of
Mead’s “problematic situation,” this may be
even more descriptive of boys’ experience, by
virtue of the especially strong contrast for boys
with the form and content of their earlier peer
interactions. Thus, our expectation is that boys,
at least initially, will experience a greater level
of communication awkwardness in connection
with their romantic liaisons. Following Mead,
this also implies that cues within the new situ-
ation will be especially important. Mead noted
that while the past (here, youths’understandings
derived from peer interactions) is never com-
pletely discarded, the current perspective will
nevertheless be transformed in light of present
circumstances and future plans (Mead 1934;
see also Joas 1997:167–98).

Movement into romantic relationships
involves more than developing a level of com-
fort while communicating with the opposite
gender. It also requires a full complement of
relationship skills, most of them communication
based as well. Adolescents must become famil-
iar with the process of making initial overtures,

learn how to communicate their needs to part-
ners, manage conflict, and successfully termi-
nate unwanted relationships. Here, too, young
women may be more competent and confident
in what we will call relationship navigational
skills, as they have experienced generally relat-
ed social dynamics in prior relationships (e.g.,
friendship troubles and their repair). In addition,
norms about dating behavior have become more
ambiguous within the contemporary context,
but boys are still often expected to make the ini-
tial advances. This provides a further reason
for them to be more anxious and less certain
about how to proceed.

Adolescents’ perceived confidence navigat-
ing relationships requires systematic investi-
gation, however, as prior research has shown that
boys frequently score higher on scales measur-
ing general self-esteem and self-efficacy (Gecas
and Longmore 2003). Thus focusing only on the
self-esteem literature, and the notion that males
occupy a position of greater societal privilege,
we might expect boys simply to forge ahead
with confidence into this new terrain, with lit-
tle uncertainty about a lack of expertise or
preparation. This is also consistent with the idea
that girls may lack confidence in their abilities
to make their own needs known in relation-
ships, particularly given socialization practices
that heighten girls’ sensitivities to and concern
for the needs of others (Gilligan 1982).

EMOTION. Researchers have recently accord-
ed greater significance to the role of emotions
in human behavior (e.g., Katz 1999; Massey
2002; Turner 2000). Theorists in the sociology
of emotions tradition in particular stress the
strongly social basis of emotional processes
(e.g., Collins 2004; Thoits 1989). Departing
from highly individualistic conceptions of emo-
tions, many sociological treatments focus on
the ways in which cultural expectations influ-
ence emotion-management as well as emotion-
al expression (e.g., Hochschild 1983). This
sociological viewpoint resonates with the peer-
based literature reviewed earlier, as it stresses
that boys are socialized to avoid or deny softer
emotions, and are teased and ridiculed by peers
if they reveal signs of weakness or emotional-
ity. In turn, this literature suggests that boys
learn to devalue relationships that might engen-
der positive emotions, and to objectify and den-
igrate the young women who are their partners
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in romantic interactions. Overall, much previ-
ous research provides support for the idea of an
emotional closing-off process, as boys are
observed making crude comments in the school
lunchroom (Eder et al. 1995), describing their
romantic relationships as tedious (Wight 1994),
or constructing relationships as a game perpe-
trated on young women for the purpose of sex-
ual conquest (Anderson 1989).

The symbolic interactionist approach, in con-
trast, suggests that the new dyadic context opens
up additional opportunities for role-taking,
defined as “putting oneself in another’s position
and taking that person’s perspective” (Shott
1979:1323). Such reciprocal interactions may
promote new definitions of the situation, as
well as the experience of new emotions.
Scholars have recently noted that emotions have
clarifying and motivational significance (Frijda
2002), in effect providing valence or energy to
new lines of action (Collins 2004). Our central
argument, then, is that adolescent romantic rela-
tionships become a potentially important arena
of socialization and reference, one that fosters
new definitions and interrelated emotions.
Suggesting that girls typically experience
heightened emotionality in connection with
their romantic endeavors is hardly a novel asser-
tion. In contrast, however, to the emphases with-
in much of the existing adolescence literature,
we argue that boys often develop positive emo-
tional feelings toward partners and accord sig-
nif icance and positive meanings to their
romantic relationships. The notion that new atti-
tudes and feelings can emerge from these recur-
rent sequences of interaction is generally
consistent with Thorne’s (1993:133) key obser-
vation that “incidents of crossing (gender bound-
aries) may chip away at traditional ideologies
and hold out new possibilities.”

This educational process and boys’emerging
interest, we believe, frequently extends beyond
the sexual to include the relationship itself. To
the degree that boys engage in a distinctive
form of intimate self-disclosure lacking within
their peer discourse, and receive both positive
identity and social support from a caring female
partner, boys in some respects may be seen as
more dependent on these relationships than
girls, who have a range of other opportunities
for intimate talk and social support. Feelings of
heightened emotionality or love for the partner
can be assessed directly, as adolescents are well

placed to comment on their own subjective
emotional experiences. Here the private inter-
view provides a useful supplement to observa-
tional studies of boys’ interactions in public
settings, as recent work on gender and emo-
tions underscores that the public face of emo-
tions appears more highly gendered than the
personal experience of these same emotions
(Fischer 2000). It is also important to obtain sys-
tematic assessments across a large, heteroge-
neous sample of adolescents, as most of the
research reviewed earlier indicates that some
boys develop caring attitudes toward a partner
and positive feelings about their romantic rela-
tionships. These researchers frequently assert,
however, that this adaptation is characteristic of
a small subgroup of male adolescents who rep-
resent a departure from the more common and
traditionally gendered pattern (Anderson 1989;
Eder et al. 1995; Wight 1994). 

INFLUENCE. Social interactions are not only
implicated in the production of specific emo-
tional feelings, but as some theorists argue,
these emotional processes are capable of trans-
forming the self in more fundamental ways
(MacKinnon 1994; Engdahl 2004). The social
influence literature emphasizes that the more
highly valued the relationship, the more indi-
viduals are willing to accede to influence
attempts in order to maintain or enhance their
standing with valued others (Blau 1964). Viewed
from a neo-Meadian perspective, however, pos-
itive interactions with significant others influ-
ence self-feelings (emotions) and attitudes that
become catalysts in the truest sense. This neo-
Meadian viewpoint encompasses but also
extends the notion that change is accomplished
primarily as a strategic move to preserve the
relationship.

If, on the other hand, positive meanings are
largely constructed outside the romantic rela-
tionship (e.g., as a source of competition and
basis for camaraderie with one’s male peers), we
may expect the romantic partner’s influence to
be (and to be viewed as) rather minimal (see
Collins 2004:238). This is likely to be the case
whether the focus is on change in relationship
attitudes/behaviors, influence on other aspects
of the adolescent’s life, or effects on the young
person’s emerging identity. Thus the character
of communication and levels of emotional
engagement in these relationships during ado-
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lescence are critical dynamics likely to be impli-
cated in the nature and extent of partner influ-
ence. Our expectation, following the arguments
developed in the previous sections, is that ado-
lescent girls, owing to their greater familiarity
with issues of intimacy and skill in communi-
cation, will likely make influence attempts, and
boys (highly interested/engaged in this new
relationship form) will often be receptive to
them. Consequently, we do not expect to find
significant gender differences in reports of part-
ner influence, as contrasted with the hypothe-
sis of a highly gendered (i.e., boys have more
influence) pattern.

Consistent with prior sociological treatments,
it is also useful to distinguish influence process-
es, which may be quite subtle, from power, often
defined as the ability to overcome some resist-
ance or to exercise one’s will over others (Weber
1947). Youniss and Smollar (1985) note that
much of the time within same-gender friendship
relations, reality is “cooperatively co-con-
structed.” This description reflects that the ini-
tial similarity of friends favors the development
of a relatively egalitarian style of mutual influ-
ence. As a close relationship, romantic rela-
tions should also entail many instances of
cooperative co-construction—but these rela-
tionships to a greater extent than friendships also
bridge considerable difference. Thus it is not
only likely that differences in perspective and
conflict will occur, but also that partners will
attempt to control or change the other in some
way.

It is conventional to argue that structurally
based gender inequalities tend to be reproduced
at the couple level. On average the male part-
ner acquires more power and control in the rela-
tionship (Komter 1989). While these ideas
originally were applied to adult marital rela-
tions, as suggested earlier, the notion of gen-
dered inequalities of power is also a recurrent
theme within the adolescence literature. These
power and influence processes require more
systematic study, however, because during ado-
lescence, social forces that are generally under-
stood as fostering gender inequalities are still
somewhat at a distance (e.g., childbearing, gen-
dered access to the labor force and to other
bases of power); thus the reproduction process
itself may be markedly less than complete. The
symbolic interactionist framework also sug-
gests a more situated, constantly negotiated

view of power dynamics, in contrast to a
straightforward male privilege argument (see,
e.g., Sprey 1999). The assumption of boys’
greater power and control also connects to the
largely untested assumptions that: (a) boys, on
average, effect a dominant interaction style in
these fledgling relationships (our communica-
tion hypothesis), and (b) girls are systematical-
ly disadvantaged by their greater commitment
and emotional investment in their romantic
endeavors (our emotion hypothesis).
Asymmetries of various kinds (demographic,
relational, status) are common within adolescent
romantic relationships (see Carver and Udry
1997; Giordano, Longmore, and Manning
2001). Our view, however, is that these imbal-
ances in the contours of the relationship need
not—during this phase of life—necessarily and
systematically privilege male adolescents. In
the current analysis, then, our goal with respect
to influence and power is to assess and compare
adolescent male and female reports about their
romantic partner’s influence attempts, actual
influence (as perceived by the respondent), and
perceptions of the power balance within the
relationship (defined as getting one’s way, given
some level of disagreement).

DATA AAND MMETHODS

DATA

The Toledo Adolescent Relationships Study
(TARS) sample was drawn from the year 2000
enrollment records of all youths registered for
the 7th, 9th, and 11th grades in Lucas County,
Ohio, a largely urban metropolitan environment
that includes Toledo (n = 1,316).3 The sample
universe encompassed records elicited from 62
schools across seven school districts. The strat-
if ied, random sample was devised by the
National Opinion Research Center, and includes
over-samples of African American and Hispanic
adolescents. School attendance was not a
requirement for inclusion in the sample, and
most interviews were conducted in the respon-
dent’s home using preloaded laptops to admin-
ister the interview.
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From the total sample of 1,316, we focus the
present analysis on 957 respondents who report-
ed either currently dating or having recently
dated (the previous year).4 As shown in Table 1,
49 percent of the dating sample is male, and the
average age is approximately fifteen years. The
race/ethnic distribution is: 69 percent white, 24
percent African American, and 7 percent
Hispanic. In-depth interviews were also con-
ducted with a subset (n = 100) of the respon-
dents who had participated in the structured
interview. These youths were selected based on
their race/gender characteristics, and having
indicated some dating experience during the
structured interview. This subsample is on aver-
age older than the sample as a whole, and
includes 51 girls and 49 boys. Of these 40 were
white, 33 African American, 26 Hispanic, and
one was “other” (Filipino).5

MEASURES

DEFINITION OF A ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIP. We
developed a simple definition that precedes the
romantic relationships section of the interview
schedule: “Now we are interested in your own
experiences with dating and the opposite sex.
When we ask about ‘dating’we mean when you
like a guy, and he likes you back. This does not
have to mean going on a formal date.”6 The

interview schedule elicits information about a
number of different types of relationships, but
the items and scales that we later describe and
the accompanying analyses focus on the ado-
lescent’s relationship with a current or most
recent partner.

RELATIONSHIP QUALITIES/DYNAMICS

COMMUNICATION AWKWARDNESS. To measure
feelings of communication awkwardness or
apprehension we rely on four items: “Sometimes
I don’t know quite what to say with X,” “I would
be uncomfortable having intimate conversa-
tions with X,” “Sometimes I find it hard to talk
about my feelings with X,” and “Sometimes I
feel I need to watch what I say to X” (Powers
and Hutchinson 1979) (alpha = .71).

CONFIDENCE IN NAVIGATING ROMANTIC RELA-
TIONSHIPS. This scale was designed for the TARS
study, and it includes three items that tap dat-
ing-specific dilemmas and respondents’ per-
ceptions of confidence that they would be able
to communicate their wishes: “How confident
are you that you could .|.|. refuse a date?” “tell
your girlfriend/boyfriend how to treat you?”
and “break up with someone you no longer
like?” (alpha = .72).

HEIGHTENED EMOTIONALITY. To measure the
adolescent’s level of emotional engagement we
use items drawn from Hatfield and Sprecher’s
(1986) passionate love scale, including “I would
rather be with X than anyone else,” “I am very
attracted to X,” “the sight of X turns me on,” and
“X always seems to be on my mind” (alpha =
.85).

INFLUENCE. We distinguish between the part-
ner’s influence attempts and perceptions of
“actual” partner influence. Influence attempts
are indexed by these items: “X sometimes wants
to control what I do” and “X always tries to
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4 Furman and Hand (2004) found similarities in
dating involvement in TARS and in their own study.
Both studies document higher rates of dating involve-
ment by age than are evident within the National
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add
Health). We note that our reports of (for example) sex-
ual intercourse by age parallel those in Add Health,
but a higher percentage of respondents at each age
report current romantic involvement: 32 percent of
7th, 41 percent of 9th graders, and 59 percent of
11th grade TARS respondents, compared with 17
percent, 32 percent, and 44 percent of Add Health
respondents.

5 This respondent was excluded from the quanti-
tative analysis, but included in our study of the rela-
tionship history narratives.

6 This introduction and definition were selected
after extensive pre-testing and reflects contempo-
rary trends in dating that are less focused than in ear-
lier eras on formal activities. In addition, the latter
type of definition is strongly class-linked, and would
tend to exclude lower socioeconomic-status (SES)
youth. Our definition also differs from that used in

Add Health, where respondents are asked whether
they currently have a “special romantic relationship.”
We wished to avoid selecting on a relationship that
the respondent specifically defines as special, since
understanding the patterning of relationship qualities
is a primary objective of the study.
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change me” (alpha = .77). “Actual” influence
reflects the level of agreement that respondents
have been influenced by or actually changed
things about themselves due to their relationship
with the partner. Items include “X often influ-
ences what I do,” “I sometimes do things
because X is doing them,” and “I sometimes do
things because I don’t want to lose X’s respect”
(alpha = .71). We note that the influence scales

do not require respondents to select who has the
most influence in their relationship, but instead
to provide an assessment of their perception
that partners have made influence attempts and
that they have actually made changes or adjust-
ments that they trace to the partner’s influence.
We then compare girls’and boys’average scores
on these indices to gauge perceptions of part-
ner influence.
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Table 1. Means/Percentages and Standard Deviations for the Total Sample and Separately for Boys and Girls

Total Boys Girls

Mean/% SD Mean/% SD Mean/% SD

Dependent Variables (range)
—Communication processes
——Awkwardness (4–20) 9.87* 3.3 10.10 3.2 9.64 3.4
——Confidence (3–15) 10.40* 2.8 9.92 2.8 11.03 2.7
—Heightened emotionality
——Love (4–20) 14.13 3.6 13.91 3.5 14.34 3.6
—Influence and power
——Influence attempts (2–10) 3.80* 1.7 4.09 1.7 3.51 1.7
——Actual influence (3–15) 6.41* 2.5 6.94 2.5 5.89 2.4
——Perceived power balance (4–12) 8.23* 1.8 7.63 1.8 8.80 1.7
Independent Variables
—Gender
——Boys .49 .— .— .— .— .—
——Girls .51 .— .— .— .— .—
—Race
——White .69 .— .64 .— .66 .—
——African American .24 .— .24 .— .23 .—
——Hispanic .07 .— .12 .— .11 .—
—Age (12–19) 15.49 1.7 15.44 1.7 15.54 1.7
—Family structure
——Married biological .46 .— .46 .— .43 .—
——Single .26 .— .25 .— .28 .—
——Step .16* .— .19 .— .14 .—
——Other .12* .— .09 .— .15 .—
—Mother’s monitoring (6–24) 20.55* 2.8 20.17 3.0 20.92 2.4
—Peer orientation (1–4) 3.16* 0.9 3.25 0.9 3.08 0.9
—Mother’s education
——<12 years .11 .— .13 .— .12 .—
——(12 years) .32 .— .31 .— .31 .—
——>12 years .57 .— .56 .— .57 .—
—Self–esteem (10–30) 23.80 3.6 23.92 3.4 23.60 3.8
—Currently dating
——Yes .60* .— .52 .— .67 .—
——No .40 .— .48 .— .33 .—
—Duration of relationship (1–8 months) 4.79* 2.1 4.62* 2.1 4.95 2.1
—Sex with romantic partner
——Yes .28 .— .30 .— .27 .—
——No .72 .— .70 .— .73 .—

N 957 .— 469 .— 488 .—

Note: Mean/% = mean or percent; N = number; SD = standard deviation.
*p < .05 difference between boys and girls (two-tailed tests).
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POWER. The measure of power includes a
more direct comparative element, as questions
focus on the likelihood of getting one’s way
given some disagreement. This index is modeled
on Blood and Wolfe’s (1960) decision power
index revised for use with this younger sample.
The scale includes an overall assessment (“If the
two of you disagree, who usually gets their
way?”) and also includes items that reference
specific situations: “what you want to do togeth-
er,” “how much time you spend together,” and
“how far to go sexually.” Responses include “X
more than me,” “X and me about the same,” and
“me more than X.” Higher scores reflect the ado-
lescent’s perception of a relatively more favor-
able power balance, relative to the partner (alpha
= .77).

CONTROL VARIABLES. Although our primary
objective is to examine similarities and differ-
ences in the experience of romantic relationships
as influenced by the respondent’s gender, we
also include control variables in our models.
This allows us to account for possible differ-
ences between the gender subgroups on other
basic characteristics and features of adoles-
cents’ lives, and to assess whether these variables
operate as mediators of any observed gender dif-
ferences. In addition to the influence of other
sociodemographic characteristics, gender dif-
ferences in reports about relationships might
be influenced by girls’ generally higher levels
of parental monitoring (Longmore, Manning,
and Giordano 2001), or males’greater levels of
involvement with peers (as suggested in the
foregoing literature review). It is particularly
important to control for self-esteem, as respons-
es to items about relationship confidence or
perceived power may be influenced by the ado-
lescent’s generally efficacious or confident self-
views. This would be consistent with Maccoby’s
(1990) argument that boys move ahead with
confidence into the heterosexual context. Thus
we not only assess whether, on average, boys
tend to report greater relationship confidence,
but also whether high self-esteem accounts for
any observed gender difference. During ado-
lescence, romantic relationships themselves
vary significantly—both in terms of duration
and level of seriousness (Carver, Joyner, and
Udry 2003). Thus, our models also include con-
trols for duration and whether or not the rela-

tionship has become sexually intimate. Teens
with romantic relationship experience who were
not dating at the time of the interview reported
about a “most recent” partner; thus we also add
a control for whether the referent is a current or
most recent relationship.

In addition to gender (female = 1), controls
are added for race/ethnicity (African American,
Hispanic, and white were created), and age. We
also include dummy variables reflecting varia-
tions in mother’s education as a proxy for
socioeconomic status (less than 12, greater than
12, where 12th grade completion is the reference
category), a strategy that allows for the obser-
vation of nonlinear effects. This measure is
derived from a questionnaire completed by par-
ents, rather than from youth reports. Family
structure is represented in the models as a set
of dummy variables (single parent, stepparent,
other, with married biological as the reference
category). Parental monitoring is measured by
a six-item scale completed by the parent, which
includes items such as “When my child is away
from home, s/he is supposed to let me know
where s/he is,” “I call to check if my child is
where s/he said,” “My child has to be home at
a specific time on the weekends” (alpha = .73).
A measure of peer orientation is included, which
asks respondents, “During the past week, how
many times did you just hang out with your
friends?” Self-esteem is measured with a six-
item version of Rosenberg’s (1979) self-esteem
scale (alpha = .71). Relationship controls
include a measure of duration of the focal rela-
tionship in months, whether sexual intercourse
has occurred within the relationship (1 = yes),
and whether the relationship is current (1 =
yes) or most recent.

ANALYTIC STRATEGY

We estimate zero-order models with gender and
then add the remaining covariates to the model.
This includes the social and demographic fac-
tors (e.g., race/ethnicity, age, mother’s educa-
tion), other network and individual
characteristics (parental monitoring, peer ori-
entation, self-esteem), and features of the rela-
tionship described (duration, whether the
relationship includes sex, whether the referent
is a current relationship). Given the nature of our
dependent variables, we use ordinary least
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squares (OLS) to estimate our models. Although
we do not develop specific hypotheses in this
regard, due to the general importance of the
adolescent’s other social addresses, and the util-
ity of the concept of intersectionalities as devel-
oped in prior theorizing about gender, we also
test for differential effects of gender based on
race/ethnicity, mother’s education, and age by
sequentially estimating each model introducing
a series of interaction terms (gender by race,
gender by mother’s education, and gender by
age). This allows us to document whether
observed patterns of gender similarity and dif-
ference generalize across various race/ethnic,
SES, and age categories. We also examine inter-
actions between gender and other features of the
focal relationship, including duration and
whether intercourse has occurred, in order to
determine whether the findings with regard to
gender reflect a consistent pattern across rela-
tionships that vary in longevity and level of
sexual intimacy. We use a Chow test to evalu-
ate whether the influence of the total set of
covariates on relationship qualities is suffi-
ciently different for boys and girls to warrant
analysis of separate models.

QUALITATIVE DATA

The in-depth relationship history narratives that
we elicited from a subset of the respondents
are useful as they serve to validate the quanti-
tative findings, give depth to our conceptual
arguments, and provide a starting point for rec-
onciling our results with themes about gender
and relationships that have predominated in
prior research. Qualitative methods preserve
respondents’ own language and narrative
emphasis, and thus provide an additional van-
tage point from which to explore the meaning
and importance of these relationships from each
respondent’s point of view (Morse 1994).

The in-depth interviews were generally
scheduled separately from the structured inter-
view, and were conducted by a full-time inter-
viewer with extensive experience eliciting
in-depth, unstructured narratives. Areas cov-
ered in general parallel the structured protocol,
but allow a more detailed consideration of
respondents’complete romantic and sexual his-
tories. The interview began by exploring the
dating scene at the respondent’s high school, and

subsequently moved to a more personal dis-
cussion of the respondent’s own dating career.
The prompt stated, “Maybe it would be a good
idea if you could just kind of walk me through
some of your dating experiences—when did
you first start liking someone?” Probes were
designed to elicit detail about the overall char-
acter and any changes in a focal relationship, and
about the nature of different relationships across
the adolescent’s romantic and sexual career.
The resulting relationship narratives were tape-
recorded and subsequently transcribed verbatim.
We relied on Atlas.ti software to assist with the
coding and analysis of the qualitative data. This
program was useful in the organization of text
segments into conceptual categories and refine-
ment of the categories, while retaining the abil-
ity to move quickly to the location of the text
within the more complete narrative. We also
relied on shorter two-to-three-page summaries
for some aspects of our analysis.

Because the current study is based on a com-
bined analytic approach, we do not attempt an
overview of the qualitative data, as the system-
atically collected structured data and related
quantitative analyses adequately depict aggre-
gate trends. Here we generally limit our dis-
cussion of the qualitative material to narrative
segments that (a) illustrate the direction of spe-
cific quantitative findings, but that further illu-
minate them, particularly with reference to the
conceptual areas outlined above, and (b) serve
to reconcile our results with the perspectives and
emphases of prior research. Consistent with our
focus in this article, we draw on boys’narratives,
recognizing that a comprehensive account of
adolescents’ heterosexual experiences requires
a corollary analysis of girls’perspectives. Other
analyses using the TARS data focus specifical-
ly on issues of sexuality, both within romantic
relationships (Giordano, Manning, and
Longmore 2005a) and outside the traditional
dating context (Manning, Longmore, and
Giordano 2005).

RESULTS

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for all
variables included in the analyses. In addition
to the focal relationship variables to be dis-
cussed presently, results indicate that, consistent
with prior research, female respondents score
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higher on parental monitoring, relative to their
male counterparts. Young women also report
relationships of significantly longer duration,
and they are more likely to reference a current
(rather than “most recent”) partner. Male
respondents score higher on the measure of
time spent with peers, but self-esteem scores did
not differ significantly by gender. Table 2 pres-
ents results of analyses of boys’and girls’ reports
of communication awkwardness, confidence
navigating relationships, and feelings of love.
Table 3 shows results of similar analyses focus-
ing on partner influence attempts and “actual”
influence, as well as the perceived power bal-
ance within the current/most recent relation-
ship. Results of analyses focused on gender
interactions are reported in the text.

COMMUNICATION

AWKWARDNESS. The first column in Table 2
indicates that, consistent with our hypothesis,
boys report significantly higher levels of com-
munication awkwardness in connection to their
relationship with a current/most recent partner.
Within the context of the more complete rela-
tionship-history narratives elicited from a sub-
set of the respondents (recall that these youths
are, on average, slightly older), these commu-
nication difficulties are especially likely to sur-
face in boys’ references to the early days of
their dating careers or in discussions of how a
given relationship had changed over time. Jake,
for example, mentioned such communication
difficulties in connection to his very first roman-
tic relationship:
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Table 2. Communication and Emotion within Adolescent Romantic Relationships

Communication Confidence Navigating
Awkwardness Relationships “Love”

Gender .01 .02 .01 .02 .01 .02

(Male)
Female –.462* –.195 1.118*** 1.208*** .435 –.020

Race
(White) .— .— .— .— .— .—
African American .— .300 .— .167 .— –.553*
Hispanic .— –.098 .— –.053 .— .104

Age .— –.094 .— .159** .— .165*
Family structure

(Married biological) .— .— .— .— .— .—
Single .— .002 .— –.129 .— –.465
Step .— –.061 .— .030 .— –.743*
Other .— .410 .— –.253 .— –.788*

Parental monitoring .— –.042 .— .033 .— .042
Peer orientation .— –.160 .— –.022 .— .017
Mother’s education

<12 years .— .060 .— .258 .— –.055
(12 years) .— .— .— .— .— .—
>12 years .— –.230 .— .095 .— –.023

Self-esteem .— –.116 .— .180*** .— .032
Duration of relationship .— –.249*** .— .026 .— .486***
Sex with romantic partner

(No) .— .— .— .— .— .—
Yes .— –.635** .— .442* .— .185

Currently dating
(No) .— .— .— .— .— .—
Yes .— –1.583*** .— –.311 .— 1.786***

F 4.68 11.74 40.89 8.95 3.58 16.42
R2 .049 .158 .041 .125 .004 .208

Note: Reference category in parentheses. N = 957.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests). 
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Then I like talked to her on the phone, I don’t
know it was kind of awkward, like long silences
when you’re talking and stuff like that, and I don’t
know, then she like broke up with me a week later
.|.|. [during their conversations] I couldn’t like
think of anything more to say you know.|.|. I real-
ly didn’t know [her]; I really wasn’t friends before
I asked her out, so it was kind of like talking to
somebody I really didn’t know .|.|.|.[Jake, 17]

Table 2 presents multivariate results, in which
other covariates have been taken into account.
Gender differences remain significant in a
model that controls for race/ethnicity, age,
mother’s education, family structure, parental
monitoring, peer orientation, self-esteem, and
whether the relationship had become sexually
intimate (results not shown). The gender gap is
explained by the other relationship controls

(specifically duration and current dating sta-
tus), as shown in model 2. This indicates that
girls’ tendency to be involved in relationships
of longer duration and their greater likelihood
of referencing a current partner influence the
observed gender difference in level of commu-
nication awkwardness. The addition of the rela-
tionship controls also reduces the effect of
age—in the reduced model without relation-
ship controls, age is, as expected, inversely relat-
ed to perceived awkwardness, but the
relationship controls reduce this to non-signif-
icance. This suggests intuitive connections
between age, relationship seriousness, and per-
ceived awkwardness in communication. Having
had sex with the romantic partner is also inverse-
ly related to perceived communication awk-
wardness, but this does not influence the
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Table 3. Influence and Power within Adolescent Romantic Relationships

Perceived
Influence Attempts ‘Actual’ Influence Power Balance

Gender .01 .02 .01 .02 .01 .02

(Male)
Female –.583*** –.547*** –1.045*** –1.107*** 1.173*** 1.215***

Race
(White) .— .— .— .— .— .—
African American .— .043 .— –.273 .— .375*
Hispanic .— –.083 .— –.620* .— .287

Age .— –.047 .— –.039 .— –.021
Family structure

(Married biological)
Single .— .067 .— –.206 .— .126
Step .— –.149 .— –.293 .— .078
Other .— .260 .— –.060 .— –.005

Parental monitoring .— –.015 .— –.023 .— .019
Peer orientation .— .038 .— –.010 .— .066
Mother’s education

<12 years .— .283 .— .349 .— .433*
(12 years) .— .— .— .— .— .—
>12 years .— –.093 .— .023 .— .043

Self-esteem .— –.086*** .— –.112*** .— .024
Duration of relationship .— .077** .— .137** .— –.052
Sex with romantic partner

(No) .— .— .— .— .— .—
Yes .— .592*** .— –.092 .— .037

Currently dating
(No) .— .— .— .— .— .—
Yes .— –.460*** .— –.084 .— –.023

F 28.0 8.06 44.6 6.38 111.4 9.49
R2 .029 .114 .045 .092 .105 .132

Note: Reference category in parentheses. N = 957.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests).
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findings with regard to gender and age (not
shown). Turning to gender interactions, addi-
tional analyses indicate a significant gender by
race interaction—white and Hispanic male
respondents score significantly higher on com-
munication awkwardness than their female
counterparts, but African American male and
female respondents do not show this pattern.7

Interactions of age, mother’s education and the
various relationship controls (duration, having
sex, current dating status) with gender are not
significant, however, indicating that, for exam-
ple, duration has a similar effect on boys’ and
girls’ reports about communication awkward-
ness.

The findings reported provide general support
for the hypothesis outlined, but the relationship
between gender and communication awkward-
ness is relatively modest and not significant in
the full model. Aside from the gender differ-
ences in duration that we noted, several other
factors may have influenced these results, and
suggest the need to qualify the hypothesis. First,
perceived communication awkwardness is a
general feature of early romantic relationships,
and undoubtedly characterizes girls’ as well as
boys’ feelings about the crossing-over process.
In addition, results point to some variations in
the gender pattern by race/ethnicity. Finally,
youths completing this section of the interview
focused on a specific, and most often, ongoing
relationship. While adolescent romantic rela-
tionships do contain elements of uncertainty
and awkwardness, the narratives also show that
the perceived ability to “really communicate”
with a particular other often develops as an
important basis for both boys’and girls’ feelings
of positive regard. Although we explore these

ideas further in the sections on emotion and
influence, quotes such as the following illustrate
this countervailing tendency:

A lot of the other girls I met in high school, I
felt like I had to hold back from them, you know
you just couldn’t talk about everything with them.
With Tiffany you could. Like she wants to know
what is on your mind. And if there is something
bothering me, you don’t have to dress it up or you
know, you can just be straight with her all the
time.  [Tim, 17]

CONFIDENCE NAVIGATING RELATIONSHIPS. Table
2 also presents the results of analyses examin-
ing effects of gender on perceptions of confi-
dence in navigating romantic relationships. This
index provides a more general assessment of
confidence in navigating various stages of
romantic relationships, and is thus not only
focused on the current/most recent partner.
When we consider this more general scale, male
adolescents, consistent with our hypothesis,
report significantly lower levels of relationship
confidence. Recall that the scale refers to con-
fidence through such items as “to refuse a date,”
“tell your partner how to treat you,” and “break
up with someone you no longer like.” Gender
differences are significant for responses to each
of these items examined separately, as well as
for the total scale, and gender remains signifi-
cant in the model that incorporates the control
and other relationship variables, as well as self-
esteem. As these confidence items were also
completed by non-dating youths, we also
assessed the perceptions of confidence of youth
who had not yet entered the dating world. The
gender difference is significant whether we
focus on non-daters, daters as shown in Table 2,
or consider the total sample of over 1,300 male
and female respondents. These findings thus
reflect a gendered portrait, but one that contrasts
with Maccoby’s (1990) hypothesis about boys’
relatively more confident transition into the het-
erosexual arena.

With regard to other covariates, race/ethnic-
ity and socioeconomic status are not significant
predictors in this model, but age is positively
related to perceived confidence. Self-esteem is
also positively related to these assessments of
relationship confidence, and focusing on the
other relationship controls, having had sex with
the romantic partner is related to greater over-
all feelings of confidence. None of the gender
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7 Further examination of the means for all groups
indicates that African American male respondents
perceive significantly less communication awk-
wardness than African American girls. In general, this
fits with Staples’s (1981) hypothesis about the greater
social and communication ease of African American
youths, but we document a significant gender dif-
ference in this regard. These distinct patterns high-
light the importance of examining the nature of
relationship dynamics among diverse groups of teens,
since the bulk of prior research on adolescent rela-
tionships focuses on samples of white adolescents or
largely white samples of college students (see also
Carver et al. 2003).
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interactions assessed is significant. This indi-
cates a consistent pattern of gender differences
across the various race/ethnic groups, and the
lack of a significant interaction of gender and
mother’s education suggests that this gendered
confidence gap is found across various levels of
socioeconomic status. Further, while age is pos-
itively related to perceived confidence, the age
by gender interaction is not statistically signif-
icant—the observed gender disparity is evident
in reports of older as well as younger respon-
dents. Similarly, while teens who had sex with
their boy/girlfriend report greater feelings of
confidence navigating their relationships, a gen-
der and sexual intercourse interaction term is not
significant, reflecting a consistent pattern of
gender differences in “confidence navigating
relationships,” whether or not the respondents
reported that the relationship had become sex-
ually intimate. Duration by gender and self-
esteem by gender interactions are also not
significant.

As suggested previously, the relationship-
history narratives give respondents the oppor-
tunity to elaborate on ways in which they have
experienced different stages of a number of dif-
ferent relationships (e.g., as they discuss the
initial phase of starting a relationship or how
they experience a particular breakup). These
more wide-ranging discussions align well with
the gender differences described earlier. Boys
frequently reflect on their lack of confidence
when talking about the beginning stages of a
relationship, or a desired relationship that never
materialized:

I don’t know why I’m so scared to let girls know
I like them .|.|. like I said I was always nervous at
asking them out but that one experience where I
crashed and burned that just killed my confidence
completely and I have been scared ever since to ask
girls out and stuff .|.|. [Michael, 17]

This excerpt is useful as it clearly depicts
feelings of concern and even inadequacy, feel-
ings that Michael connects to one unfortunate
early experience. Michael makes reference ear-
lier within his narrative to what appears to be a
generally positive self-image (I know that I’m
like a good-looking guy and everything, but I
just get so nervous), even as he offers a candid
description of these relationship insecurities.
While Michael’s discussion includes the notion
that such feelings may abate with time and addi-
tional experience (e.g., I don’t know how I’m

going to be later but hopefully I’ll just loosen
up), this awareness does not serve to lessen cur-
rent feelings of discomfort. Undoubtedly, some
of these feelings connect to boys’ more often
being cast in the role of initiators, but the feel-
ings that some boys describe nevertheless pro-
vide a sharp contrast to depictions of boys’
confident, privileged positions within these dat-
ing situations. Young men who do not appear to
possess characteristics viewed as desirable with-
in the context of what Waller (1937) termed
“the rating and dating complex” were even more
likely to include references to a lack of confi-
dence. James, a slightly built sixteen year old,
originally from Latin America, stressed that
“girls still think of me as a little shy guy and
short .|.|. with an accent .|.|. young .|.|. well it’s
hard for me because I’m not too experienced.”
These quantitative and qualitative data thus add
to Wight’s (1994) observation that adolescent
boys frequently experience feelings of anxiety
about the adequacy of their sexual perform-
ances, as here we document considerable inse-
curity extending to the broader relationship
realm.

The quantitative findings and open-ended
narratives also suggest that these feelings of
insecurity are not limited to the early stages of
the relationship-navigation process. For exam-
ple, within the context of the structured inter-
view, boys express less confidence about “telling
your partner how to treat you,” an interview
question that was specifically developed with
girls in mind. Further, the narratives provide
evidence that corresponds with the item that
asks about confidence to “break up with some-
one you no longer like.” For example, Bobby
indicated that he had experienced considerable
trepidation about how to go about breaking up
with his girlfriend Sara:

It really took me like a while I guess to [break
up] because I didn’t want to like hurt her so I
kinda like waited too long to do it, which was stu-
pid by me. I just kept on like, I couldn’t do it. I felt
really bad.|.|.|. I just put myself in her shoes and I
felt like awful like you know.|.|.|. Just like she saw
a girl with my sweatshirt on and she just felt like
what the heck’s going on and everything just prob-
ably went down for her.|.|.|. I couldn’t do it, I just
kept waiting too long to do it.|.|.|. I didn’t want to
like hurt her really bad which I knew it would
that’s why I just kept on waiting so. [Bobby, 16]
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Bobby felt sufficiently uncomfortable about
the prospect of breaking up that he continued to
let things slide rather than speaking directly
with Sara about his desire to end the relation-
ship (for example, he repeats some version of
“I just couldn’t do it” eight times within the
longer narrative). From an outsider’s perspec-
tive, Bobby had rather callously started up a rela-
tionship with a new partner, without properly
ending things with his current girlfriend.
Bobby’s own narrative, however, reveals feelings
of insecurity and discomfort, concern for Sara’s
reaction, and intimate connections between
these two sets of feelings. This suggests at least
the rudiments of a role-taking experience, and
the possibility that Bobby has learned important
lessons than could be carried forward into the
next relationship. When asked about what he
had taken from this relationship, Bobby replied,
“If I’m feeling a certain way I should just tell
them and not just sit there and wait and wait and
not tell her.” This is consistent with our argument
that for adolescent males schooled in the peer
dynamics described at the outset, the romantic
context itself represents an especially important
arena of socialization. Bobby’s own narrative
does not suggest a complete aversion to such
lessons, but at least a general receptivity to
learning from them.

EMOTION

An examination of reports of feelings of love
across the total sample does not reveal a sig-
nificant gender difference in these feelings of
heightened emotionality in connection with the
current or most recent relationship. Recall that
the scale contains items such as “I would rather
be with X than anyone else,” “X always seems
to be on my mind,” and “the sight of X turns me
on.” The multivariate model shown in Table 2
mirrors the bivariate findings: boys and girls
report similar levels of feelings of love in con-
nection with the focal relationship. Race/eth-
nicity (African American or Hispanic, relative
to white youth) is not related to reports of height-
ened emotionality at the bivariate level, but
being African American emerges as a significant
predictor in the multivariate analysis.8 The mul-

tivariate results also reveal a developmental
trend—age is positively related to reports of
feelings of love for the partner. Youths living
with both parents relative to those residing in
single or stepparent families also scored high-
er on the love scale, but mother’s education is
not related to reports of love. Longer-duration
relationships are also characterized by higher
scores on this scale, and, perhaps not surpris-
ingly, when the current partner is the referent,
scores are also significantly higher. Sexual inter-
course within the relationship is not, however,
related to variations in adolescents’ reports of
feelings of love. Race/ethnicity and gender
interactions are not significant, indicating that
the pattern of responses by gender is similar
across race/ethnic groups. Analyses indicate no
significant gender interaction by mother’s edu-
cation. Duration has a similar effect for boys and
girls, and the gender by intercourse interaction
is not statistically significant. This indicates
that having sex does not exert a differential
impact on reports of feelings of love provided
by male and female respondents.

It could be argued that the items within the
love scale capture feelings of sexual attraction
as much or more than a strong emotional con-
nection to the partner, or positive feelings about
the relationship. The narratives are thus an
important adjunct to the quantitative findings,
as they allow us further to explore questions of
meaning from respondents’ own subjectively
experienced and uniquely articulated points of
view. Many quotes from the narratives are con-
gruent with the quantitative results, and incon-
sistent with Wight’s (1994) conclusion that boys
have little interest in the relationship aspects of
these liaisons. One index that adolescent rela-
tionships can be said to “matter” to many ado-
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graphic, family, and peer controls. African American
youth report relationships of longer duration, and
relationships are more likely to include sexual inter-
course; when these variables are introduced, the
African American coefficient becomes significant.
These findings suggest that African American youth
may accord differential meanings and emotional sig-
nificance to different types of relationships. The role
of race/ethnicity warrants more systematic investi-
gation than we give it in the current analysis (see
Giordano, Manning, and Longmore 2005b for an
analysis of race/ethnicity effects on romantic rela-
tionships using Add Health data).

8 We note that no racial/ethnic differences are
observed in multivariate models that include demo-
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lescent boys is the sheer length of the relation-
ship-history narratives that they often produced.9

Here we refer to total length, as well as to
lengthy sections discussing particular girl-
friends. Will’s 74-page narrative contains a very
long section about his history with his current
girlfriend Jenny, including a detailed story of
how they met and a discussion of the various
phases within their relationship’s development.
Will commented directly on the relationship’s
importance:

I: How important is your relationship to Jenny
in your life?

R: About as important as you get. You know,
well, you think of it as this way, you give up your
whole life, you know, know, to save Jenny’s life,
right? That’s how I feel. I’d give up my whole life,
to save any of my friends’ life too. But it’s a dif-
ferent way. Like, if I could save Jon’s life, and
give up my own, I would, because that is something
you should, have in a friend, but I wouldn’t want
to live without Jenny, does that make some sense?
[Will, 17]

It is important to note that such expressions
of positive regard and heightened emotionality
are not contained only within the narratives of
white middle-class youth, since prior research
on African American youth in particular often
includes the notion that romance is construct-
ed largely as a kind of disingenuous game or con
(e.g., Anderson 1989). Ron and Steve, two
African American respondents who participat-
ed in the in-depth interview, express intense
emotional feelings about their girlfriends:

Yeah, I ain’t never, I ain’t never like, felt that way
about somebody.|.|.|. I tell her that [he loves her]
everyday too! Everyday, I see her. [Ron, 17]

I: So, you remember all the dates and stuff?
R: Yeah, I’m like a little girl in a relation-

ship.|.|.|.[at first] just seemed like every time I was
around her I couldn’t talk, I was getting butterflies
in my stomach, I just was like, discombobulated
or something. [Steve, 17]

When asked to be more specific about fea-
tures of the relationship that make it special or

important, many adolescent boys reference
themes that have long been emphasized in the
literature on intimacy and social support (e.g.,
Duck 1997; Prager 2000), including opportu-
nities for self-disclosure (see e.g., Tim’s quote
on page 274), and the importance of having a
partner who is always there for them:

Because she was always there for me. Like with
everything. Like when my parents separated, she
was there for me to comfort me then. And she
helped me pull up my grades up to good grades and
she was just always there for me. She always com-
forted me when I needed a hug. [Nick, 17]

We do not believe that such statements were
produced primarily to please the interviewer,
since the detailed answers frequently reference
concrete instances where emotional support
was provided. The narrative histories also fre-
quently include descriptions of the endings of
relationships. Breakups often involve disillu-
sionment and other negative feelings, but such
discussions also telegraph feelings of loss, pro-
viding a further indication of boys’ own con-
structions of the meanings of these relationships:

I: I mean a year and three months is a long.|.|.
R: I’m not doing that good but my friends and

my mother, they’re helping me.
I: In what ways aren’t you doing so well?
R: Ah emotionally. I, I can’t sleep. I really can’t

eat that much.
I: I’m sorry.
R: That’s okay.
I: How long and this just happened?
R: About a week.
I: Oh wow. So this is very fresh .|.|.
I: Do you believe them [friends and mom] that

you’ll get over it?
R: Yes. Some, someday I’ll get over this but

hopefully soon. [Eric, 17]

R: She just broke it down to me like, “Yeah,
we’re at different schools, we’re young, we need
to see other people.”

I: So, why were you upset that you broke up?
R: I don’t know. ’Cause I loved her so much.

[Derrick, 17]

She kept insisting I wasn’t going to work out and
I kept insisting I wanted to try it and one night, and
like I said I couldn’t sleep, and I wrote her a let-
ter, front and back, crying the whole time and then
I handed the letter to her the next morning.|.|.|. It
was really emotional, like how she hurt me and
how it wasn’t right. [Cody, 17]
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9 Martin (1996) makes a similar point in her dis-
cussion of the length of girls’ romance narratives, but
she concludes from her own study that boys “rarely
express the feelings of romantic love that girls do”
(Martin 1996:68). Our results are not in accord with
this conclusion.
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These narratives often specifically mention
the emotional realm (e.g., “It was really emo-
tional”; “I’m not doing that good”; “my feelings
was hurt”), or referenced behavioral indicators
of psychological distress (e.g., “can’t sleep,”
“really can’t eat”). It is, however, also important
to highlight that while Derrick’s narrative com-
municated that the breakup did have a signifi-
cant effect on him, he did not possess the social
knowledge that other boys may also experience
similar emotions (as he attempted to explain his
bad mood to his mother, “I’m on my weekly
[sic] cycle.”).

INFLUENCE

Table 3 presents results of analyses examining
reports of influence attempts, actual influence,
and the perceived power balance within the cur-
rent or most recent romantic relationship, as
constructed by these adolescent respondents.
Although most of the arguments developed in
the existing literature focus specifically on
issues of power, it is useful to consider the
power results alongside the broader and per-
haps ultimately more useful dynamic of inter-
personal influence. Power assumes competing
interests and only one victor, while influence
focuses on whether the individual has taken the
partner into account and actually made some
adjustments. This need not involve a strong
contrary view that needs to be overcome by the
assertion of a power privilege. In line with this,
recall that the questions about influence do not
require the respondent to make a choice about
who has the most influence in the relationship,
but only to indicate whether and to what degree
respondents believe that they have been influ-
enced by their partner. The power items, in con-
trast, require a specific comparison of the
respondent’s own, relative to the partner’s abil-
ity to get his or her way in a disagreement.

ATTEMPTED AND ACTUAL INFLUENCE. Results
regarding influence attempts indicate a consis-
tent pattern of gender differences: in both the
zero-order and multivariate models, male
respondents score higher on partner influence
attempts. In the multivariate model, lower self-
esteem youth report higher levels of partner
influence attempts, and all of the relationship

controls are significant: youths involved in more
serious relationships (as measured by duration
and sexual intimacy) report higher levels of
partner influence attempts. Youths also describe
former partners as making more attempts to
influence, relative to reports about current part-
ners. These relationship covariates have similar
effects for boys and girls (results not shown).

More surprising than this pattern, however, is
the finding that boys also report higher levels
of “actual” influence from the romantic partner.
The second set of models in Table 3 show a sig-
nificant gender gap in reports of “actual” part-
ner influence. In addition to a significant effect
of gender, Hispanic youth scored lower on part-
ner influence relative to their white counter-
parts. Lower self-esteem is associated with
greater partner influence, and youths involved
in longer-duration relationships also scored
higher on “actual” influence. Sexual intercourse
was not related to perceptions of partner influ-
ence. The interactions of gender with other
sociodemographic variables as well as other
relationship measures were not significant in
this model. Thus, these results indicate that the
gender gap is consistent across youths who vary
in developmental stage, race/ethnicity, moth-
er’s education, and seriousness of the relation-
ship.

The scales measuring partner influence
(attempts and actual) are rather general (e.g., “X
influences what I do”), and thus do not provide
a full picture of (a) specific mechanisms of
influence, (b) the areas or domains in which
boys believe they have been influenced, or (c)
the nature of their reactions to various influence
attempts. Although a comprehensive examina-
tion of these issues is beyond the scope of this
analysis, the narrative data do provide a more
in-depth portrait of these processes. 10 The spe-
cific domains referenced within the narrative
accounts are of particular interest, because they
indicate influence on many potentially impor-
tant relationship dynamics and behavioral out-
comes—ranging from boys’ behavior within
the romantic context to academic performance
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and delinquency involvement. Given boys’ ini-
tial lack of familiarity and confidence with inti-
mate ways of relating, it is perhaps not
surprising to find that some boys indicate that
girlfriends had influenced their ability to relate
in a more intimate fashion:

Yeah, well it was a while .|.|. like about three
months. Her mom was having problems .|.|. and so
like she just kept talking to me a lot you know what
I’m saying, and I listened and I tried to help and I
had problems and you know we just, that was
somebody we could open up to each other, so it was
like I could talk to her and she could talk to me.
[Todd, 17]

Todd described a gradual process that began
with Caroline’s willingness to open up to him
about some of her own family problems.
Eventually Todd found that he could not only be
helpful to her, but that he also increasingly
began to talk with Caroline about some of his
own problems. Although he does not state this
directly, Caroline may have influenced not only
his willingness to engage in intimate self-dis-
closure, but the way in which he chose to han-
dle problems that the two had discussed in this
more intimate fashion.

In addition to modifications in their rela-
tionship-based selves, a number of the narratives
reference specific changes that the youths indi-
cate they had made in other important areas of
their lives, shifts in perspective and behavior that
respondents specifically connect to the influence
of their romantic partners. Consider the fol-
lowing narrative excerpts:

[Julie] makes me want to do better in school and
stuff. I want to do well because of her because she
is really smart and she’s got a real good grade
point average. Mine isn’t as high as hers so I try
to be up there and I don’t want to look stupid.
I don’t think she would want me to be dumb.
[Rob, 18]

For like um the past two years, you know that
I’ve been with her it has been, you know, about
school. We both are carrying 3.8 averages and
stuff. You know we’re both kind of you know, kind
of pushing each other along like, “you should real-
ly go do this.” So academically, we help each other
like a lot. [Dan, 17]

I don’t know it’s weird but certain things make
me want to go out and do better. I don’t know
why.|.|. You know Melanie, Melanie makes me

want to do a hell of a lot better you know .|.|.11

[Chad, 18]

As the first quote makes clear, Julie is not
simply one more friend who has been added to
Rob’s total mix of definitions favorable to aca-
demic achievement, and this hints at potential-
ly distinctive influence mechanisms across types
of reference others (notably peers versus roman-
tic partners). Reciprocal role-taking experiences
that elicit positive emotions provide an enriched
social terrain for further development, as cog-
nitive, emotional, and behavioral changes recip-
rocally influence self-views, including views
of self in relation to these valued others. Here
the positive emotions elicited within the roman-
tic context can be seen as providing energy and
valence to compatible or even new lines of
action (e.g., Collins 2004). The last quote from
Chad nicely evokes this notion of an energizing
component.

Theorists have often noted that similar oth-
ers (e.g., close same-gender friends) are very
important as a source of reference. This is a
sound assertion, based on basic principles of
identification. Nevertheless, relationships based
in elements of difference are also potentially
important, as contrasts offer more in the way of
a developmental challenge (see, e.g., Cooley
[1902] 1970:380), and at times a blueprint for
how to make specific changes and adjustments
(Giordano 1995;  Giordano et al. 2002). For
example, Todd learns about self-disclosure
through his partner’s own tendency to self-dis-
close, as well as her encouragement of his own
efforts to do so. Yet describing romantic rela-
tionships only in terms of contrasts provides
an incomplete portrait of these relationships. If
difference were the only dynamic involved, indi-
viduals might not be inclined to enter into the
type of sustained interaction that results in a
social influence process. In short, some level of
identification or social coordination necessar-
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11 These narratives provide a strong contrast with
Frost’s (2001) description of boys’ singular concern
with what peers think of them, citing Kimmel
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construction, reflects a profound need to be accept-
ed and approved by men: ‘There is no strong concern
for women’s approval as they are in too low a place
on the social ladder.’”
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ily precedes role-taking and in effect makes it
possible (see, e.g., Engdahl 2004; Miller
1973).12 This neo-Meadian view, along with
other sociology of emotions theorizing, tends to
position emotions at the center of change
processes, as individuals draw inspiration from
their points of connection and a new direction
via the element of contrast.13

PERCEIVED POWER BALANCE. The findings and
discussion focus on influence processes that
may be subtle and incremental. In the examples
relating to school performance, Rob wants Julie
to think well of him, and Dan and his romantic
partner are even more in tune, both having a
strong commitment to keeping up their high
grade point averages. Yet not all influence
attempts lead individuals in a direction they
wish to go. As stated at the outset, many of the
significant differences that male and female
adolescents bring to romantic relationships are
not entirely overcome by a developing mutual-
ity of perspectives that we described in the pre-
vious section. When interests clearly diverge,
considerations of power become especially
important.

Table 3 presents results of analyses focused
on the perceived power balance in the current
or most recent relationship (who has the most
say in a disagreement—overall and in relation
to specific domains). In the zero-order model,
the gender coefficient is statistically signifi-
cant; boys’ scores are lower, indicating on aver-
age a relatively less favorable (to self) view of

the power balance within their relationship. It
is important to point out that the modal response
to each question is egalitarian (having equal
say); thus these findings reflect a significant
gender difference where respondents have
diverged from this more common response
across the four items that make up this scale. We
note also, however, that gender differences are
significant for each of the items making up the
scale (regarding overall say in relation to deci-
sions about what the couple does and how much
time they spend together, as well as about how
far to go sexually) and for the total scale score.

Turning to the multivariate results, addition-
al statistical analyses reveal that the best fitting
model is a separate model for boys and girls
(results not shown).14 Most of the covariates
are similar in their effects on reports of power
(youths whose mothers have less than a high
school degree saw themselves as having a rel-
atively more favorable power position, and
African American youth are also likely to
describe a relatively more favorable level of
power in their relationships). Some gendered
effects of covariates, however, are masked when
a combined model is estimated. We find that
relationship duration does not influence girls’
reports, but longer duration of the relationship
is related to less perceived power in the case of
male respondents. In contrast, while sexual
intercourse experience was again not related to
girls’ reports about power, boys who reported
that the relationship had become sexually inti-
mate reported a more favorable (to self) power
balance, compared with the reports of male
adolescents whose relationships had not become
sexually intimate. It is important to highlight that
within models focused only on the subsample
of sexually active male and female youths, the
overall gender difference remains significant,
with boys reporting a less favorable power bal-
ance relative to similarly situated girls.
Nevertheless, these intriguing interaction results
warrant additional scrutiny and exploration, as
we did not have a theoretical basis for expect-
ing these patterns. In addition, it is of interest
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12 Our own interpretation of this dynamic differs
slightly from Engdahl (2004) and Miller’s (1973)
emphases, as we posit a level of recognition of these
points of connection on the part of the actors involved.

13 Research is needed on specific domains (e.g.,
achievement, delinquency, sexuality), where com-
plex portraits of partner influence and gender effects
will undoubtedly emerge. TARS data document
effects of romantic partners’ grades on respondents’
grades, net of peer and parent influences, but we
find a stronger effect for boys (Phelps et al. 2006).
Using Add Health data, we found an effect of part-
ners’ minor deviance on respondents’ deviance for
male and female respondents, but a stronger effect for
girls. Effects of the romantic partner’s involvement
in serious delinquency were comparable for boys
and girls (Haynie et al. 2005).

14 Based on statistical tests, we do not find support
for separate gender models for any of the other rela-
tionship qualities (communication awkwardness,
confidence navigating relationships, love, and influ-
ence attempts or ‘actual’ influence).
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that the two findings operate in an apparently
distinct fashion—the association between dura-
tion and lower perceived power on the part of
boys is somewhat unexpected from a tradition-
al inequality point of view, while the findings
regarding intercourse are more consistent with
the idea that sexual involvement is a more piv-
otal event or marker for male adolescents
(Holland et al. 1996).

The quantitative findings provide indications
that, in contrast to the direction of much theo-
rizing within the adolescence literature, when
male and female respondents departed from an
egalitarian description of the power dynamics
within their relationships, males were more
likely to describe a tilt favoring the partner’s
greater decision-making power. A number of
narratives also highlight distinct interests on
the part of partners, and a perceived power bal-
ance that corresponds with the statistical results:

I guess she was more mature than I was and I
guess I wasn’t on her level you know because she
wanted to do it [have sex] more than I did .|.|. she
said that I wasn’t mature enough and you know all
that stuff .|.|. I was too young, I was scared, I didn’t
know what I was doing I wasn’t ready for it. I
think I felt like I was too young .|.|. she was my girl-
friend and that’s what she wanted. [David, 18]

She’s like okay we’re going out now, and I tried
making plans with my friends, but Amy’s like “No
we’re going out here and we’re doing this.” I just
wasn’t going to live with that anymore .|.|. there was
something about her she always wanted to change
me. She wanted me to do this and wear this and
do that. I was like okay. Whatever. I’d do it but I
don’t see it [as] right. [Josh, 17]

David’s longer narrative confirms that this
adolescent did have sex with his girlfriend, even
though he felt that he was not “ready for it.” Josh
also admitted that he often went along with his
former girlfriend’s preferences, even though his
narrative clearly telegraphed that he experi-
enced this power balance in a negative way (“I
don’t see it as right,” “I just wasn’t going to live
with that anymore”). The latter quote, then, pro-
vides support for the direction of the quantita-
tive results, while reflecting the continuing
impact of traditional gender scripts.

VARIATIONS

Further support for characterizations empha-
sized in the peer-based literature can be found

when we confront the variability in boys’ ori-
entations and relationship styles evident with-
in the narrative histories. This heterogeneity is
necessarily somewhat obscured by our focus
here on aggregate trends. A symbolic interac-
tionist framework can accommodate explo-
rations of subtypes and variations, as theorists
have emphasized that while interactions influ-
ence identities, as identities begin to solidify,
they become a kind of cognitive filter for deci-
sion-making (Matsueda and Heimer 1997).
Over time, these differentiated identities increas-
ingly structure social interaction in line with
these self-conceptions. For example, Donny, a
17 year old, had apparently developed a strong
identity as a player within his high school.
Donny’s first sexual experience occurred at an
early age, and this respondent estimated about
35 sexual partners. Donny was also unable to
recall the names of all of the young women
with whom he had become sexually intimate (“I
don’t know I would have to go through some let-
ters”). While he considered some of these young
women girlfriends, he nevertheless often cheat-
ed on them, and indicated that he had control
within his relationships. Consistent with this
portrait, Donny admitted physically abusing at
least one young woman he had dated and react-
ed aversively to the idea of expressing his feel-
ings (“I really don’t like talking about my
feelings .|.|. I don’t know I just don’t like talk-
ing about it”).

Donny’s narrative thus departs significantly
from the aggregate portrait that emerges from
the quantitative analysis; yet these types of cases
and corresponding identities are important, as
they are vivid representations of traditional mas-
culinity that virtually demand attention. Thorne
(1993) noted the heavy societal and even
research focus on what she termed the “Big
Man” social type. It has been important to high-
light that the aggregate findings and many nar-
ratives do not accord with Donny’s perspective;
indeed a number of boys specifically position
away from this social type in discussions of
their own self-views. Yet the number of refer-
ences to players and other traditional gender
attitudes itself affirms the continuing impact
of such gender scripts:

I rather focus on one girl than a whole bunch
because I don’t think that I’m like some player or
something and I really don’t like those people that
go out and have a bunch of girlfriends and stuff and
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they think that they’re some big pimp or whatev-
er. [Michael, 16]

Additional research on masculine styles such
as the player are needed, because (a) a host of
negative social dynamics are directly and indi-
rectly associated with this orientation, and (b)
adolescents apparently believe that this is a
more prevalent and highly valued social role
than appears to be the case. Such shared mis-
understandings are consequential, and are
undoubtedly heavily influenced by the charac-
ter of peer interactions that have been so effec-
tively captured in prior research. For example,
Eric explained why he does not engage in inti-
mate self-disclosure with his male friends:
“most of them don’t, they don’t probably think
the way I think or have the feelings that I, feel-
ings that I have for girls.” We also saw evidence
of this in earlier quotes (e.g., Steve’s admission
that he is “like the little girl in the relationship,”
or Derrick’s reference to negative emotions after
his girlfriend broke up with him, “I’m on my
weekly cycle.”). Undoubtedly differences
between discussions within peer settings and the
more private experience of these relationships
serves to perpetuate boys’ beliefs about the
uniqueness of their feelings and emotional reac-
tions.

CONCLUSIONS

In this article, we developed a symbolic inter-
actionist perspective on adolescent romantic
relationships that draws on Mead’s basic
insights, as well as recent treatments of the role
of emotions in social interaction and self-devel-
opment processes. Relying on structured inter-
view data collected from a large stratified
random sample of adolescents, we found sup-
port for hypotheses that differ significantly from
traditional accounts of the role of gender as an
influence on the relationship dynamics within
these romantic liaisons. Results suggest a por-
trait of adolescent boys as relatively less confi-
dent and yet more emotionally engaged in
romantic relationships than previous charac-
terizations would lead us to expect. The findings
regarding power and influence are also unex-
pected from a straightforward gender inequal-
ity point of view. Although we did not
specifically predict systematic gender differ-
ences in reports of power and partner influence,
these results do follow logically from our con-

ceptual discussion and fit well with the findings
concerning communication and emotion.

As boys make the transition from peers to
romance, they lack experience with intimate
ways of relating (as evidenced by lower per-
ceived confidence in navigating relationships
and at the bivariate level, among white and
Hispanic respondents, by greater perceived com-
munication awkwardness), even as they are
beginning to develop a high interest and at times
strong emotional attachment to certain roman-
tic partners (as evidenced by the absence of
strong gender differences on reports of feel-
ings of love for the current/most recent partner).
In line with our symbolic interactionist frame-
work, we argued that these relationships set up
conditions favorable to new definitions, to the
emergence of new emotions, and, at least with-
in these relationship contexts, to glimpses of a
different and more connected view of self. The
argument that boys move in a straight line
toward autonomy, or the declaration that “het-
erosexuality is masculinity” (Holland et al.
1996) are global assertions that do not take into
account the adjustments that boys as well as
girls continually make as they begin to forge this
new type of intimate social relationship.

Although additional research is needed on
these and other relationship processes, we do not
believe that the results derive from unique pecu-
liarities of our measurement approach. First,
the findings across various indices are them-
selves quite consistent. For example, differ-
ences on the power and influence scales are all
significant and vary in the same direction. In
addition, findings fit well with observations
based on a range of methods employed during
preliminary phases of the TARS study (see,
e.g., Giordano et al. 2001), and are further val-
idated by the content of in-depth relationship-
history narratives that we also collected and
drew upon in the present analysis. We also esti-
mated a series of interactions that in most
instances support the idea that documented sim-
ilarities (feelings of love) and differences (boys’
lower confidence levels, perceptions of greater
partner power and influence) generalize across
respondents who vary significantly in race/eth-
nic backgrounds, socioeconomic status levels,
and age. We also estimated models that con-
tained gender by sexual intercourse and dura-
tion interactions, and the lack of significance of
these interactions in most models suggests that
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the observed gender patterns are not strongly
influenced by length of the relationship or
whether it had become sexually intimate.
Exceptions were associations between sexual
intercourse experience and duration of the rela-
tionship and boys’reports of power, findings that
warrant additional research scrutiny. Finally,
controls for variations in family and peer
dynamics, other basic features of the relation-
ship, and self-esteem, although sometimes sig-
nificant, did not strongly influence or attenuate
these results.

The symbolic interactionist theoretical per-
spective described at the outset provides a gen-
erally useful framework for interpreting our
results. As we have suggested throughout this
analysis, it is important to avoid an adult van-
tage point when focusing on early heterosexu-
al relationships. It is quite possible that as boys
gain in social maturity and confidence, and
links to traditional sources of inequality become
more salient, dynamic features within these
romantic relationships will more often and more
directly correspond to traditional gender scripts.
In line with this idea, prior research has shown
that certain transition events such as the move
from cohabitation to marriage more often
depend on male rather than female preferences
(see, e.g., Brown 2000). Another possibility is
that the nature of reports of relationship quali-
ties and dynamics we documented in this study
reflect cohort changes associated with broader
societal level transformations. This interpreta-
tion would be consistent with Risman and
Schwartz’s (2002) recent discussion of appar-
ent temporal shifts in adolescent sexual behav-
ior patterns.

More research is also needed on the hetero-
geneity within this and other sample groups, as
briefly described earlier. Our observations of
variation are similar to those described by
Moffatt (1989), who found that some universi-
ty men emphasized love and romance in their
personal narratives, while those whom he
labeled the “Neanderthals” and “Neocon-
servatives” held more traditionally gendered
views that appeared to influence their relation-
ship styles and sexual behaviors significantly.
Since few studies had directly assessed rela-
tionship processes during adolescence (and the
results provide a strong contrast with key asser-
tions about them contained within the existing
literature), our findings should provide a useful

background for exploring such variations in
more detail in subsequent analyses.

It would also be useful to examine factors
linked to within-individual shifts and variations
in the ascendance or movement away from more
traditionally gendered patterns and relationship
styles (Thorne 1993). This suggests a more sit-
uated (again resonant with the symbolic inter-
actionist framework) rather than a fixed or
overarching gender inequalities approach to
relationship processes. Aside from connections
to major life-course transitions, for example,
researchers could explore how certain relation-
ship experiences connect to such shifts in per-
spective. Even within a focal relationship or
time period, situations that link to boys’ enact-
ment of traditional/nontraditional repertoires
need to be further highlighted. As an example,
some of the same boys who expressed caring
sentiments about their girlfriends undoubtedly
make denigrating comments about girls when
in the company of their circle of friends. Some
boys also described tensions between their wish
to spend time with friends and also to be respon-
sive to their girlfriends. The fear of being seen
as controlled by their girlfriends and subse-
quently ridiculed by friends reflects well that
boys care very much what their friends think of
them (a primary emphasis of prior research), but
also what their girlfriends think of them (a con-
clusion of the present study). In line with this
notion, we found that male respondents scored
higher on a scale measuring perceived influence
from friends as well as on the index of influence
from romantic partners (results available on
request). The idea of crosscurrents of social
influence should in the long run prove more
useful than the theme of autonomy so often
highlighted as the central dynamic associated
with boys’ development.

The current analysis focused primarily on
boys’perspectives on romance, as this was a par-
ticularly noticeable gap in the existing adoles-
cence literature. Nevertheless, a comprehensive
understanding of these social relationships obvi-
ously awaits more systematic investigations of
girls’ experiences. Where research has delved
into the role of romantic involvement on girls’
development, the focus of sociological investi-
gations has, as suggested in the literature review,
remained almost exclusively on sexuality or
alternatively, negative outcomes—for example,
establishing links to depression (Joyner and
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Udry 2000) and to relationship violence (Hagan
and Foster 2001; Halpern et al. 2001), or point-
ing out how dating derails young women’s aca-
demic pursuits (Holland and Eisenhart 1990).
The conceptual framework and data presented
here provide a starting point for a more multi-
faceted approach to girls’ relationship experi-
ences. Future research linking dating and
particular outcomes needs not only to assess
whether adolescents have entered the dating
world, but also to capture variations in part-
ners’ attitude and behavioral profiles, as well as
the qualitative features of these romantic rela-
tionships. It is important to note that girls’ nar-
ratives provide support for the direction of the
results reported here, while also highlighting
significant variations. Some young women
described what they viewed as egalitarian rela-
tionships or a favorable power balance (e.g.,
“he wears what I want him to wear”), but oth-
ers stressed that boyfriends had engaged in a
range of controlling, intrusive behaviors. The
aggregate findings are an important backdrop
for further exploring the impact of these varia-
tions, as the subset of girls who describe them-
selves as having low power may experience this
power balance in an especially detrimental way
(for reasons highlighted in prior work, and
because such girls may compare their own sit-
uations to those of other teens whose relation-
ships are characterized by less traditionally
gendered dynamics). A full exploration from
girls’ points of view also requires moving
beyond the immediate confines of the dating
context to consider some of the indirect ways in
which involvement in the heterosexual world
influences girls’well-being, including concerns
about weight and appearance (Pipher 1994),
and connections to relationships with parents
(e.g., Joyner and Udry [2000] found that some
of the gender difference in the dating-depression
link was associated with increases in girls’ con-
flicts with their parents).

Finally, the symbolic interactionist perspec-
tive highlights the importance of adolescents’
own constructions of the nature and meanings
of their relationships. This framework recog-
nizes that many important relationship features
are inherently subjective (e.g., adolescents are
better positioned than others to comment upon
their own confidence levels or feelings of love).
It is, however, important to supplement the per-
ceptual accounts described here with findings

based on other methodological strategies. For
example, teens may report a relatively egalitar-
ian power balance, or even greater power on the
part of the female partner, but laboratory-based
studies or other methods may well uncover more
traditionally gendered communication and rela-
tionship dynamics that are not well appreciat-
ed by adolescents themselves. Yet we hope that
researchers will continue to explore the sub-
jectively experienced aspects of adolescent
romantic relationships, as these provide an
important supplement to peer-focused ethno-
graphies and the behavioral emphasis of large-
scale surveys such as the National Longitudinal
Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health).
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