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Abstract 

Understanding the role of digital media in adolescents’ romantic relationships is essential to the prevention of 

digital dating violence. This study focuses on adolescents’ perceptions of the impact of digital media on jealousy, 

conflict, and control within their romantic relationships. Twelve focus group interviews were conducted, among 55 

secondary school students (ngirls = 28; 51% girls) between the ages of 15 and 18 years (Mage = 16.60 years; SD age = 

1.21), in the Dutch-speaking community of Belgium. The respondents identified several sources of jealousy within 

their romantic relationships, such as online pictures of the romantic partner with others and online messaging 

with others. Adolescents identified several ways in which romantic partners would react when experiencing feelings 

of jealousy, such as contacting the person they saw as a threat or looking up the other person’s social media 

profiles. Along with feelings of jealousy, respondents described several monitoring behaviors, such as reading each 

other’s e-mails or accessing each other’s social media accounts. Adolescents also articulated several ways that they 

curated their social media to avoid conflict and jealousy within their romantic relationships. For instance, they 

adapted their social media behavior by avoiding the posting of certain pictures, or by ceasing to comment on 

certain content of others. The discussion section includes suggestions for future research and implications for 

practice, such as the need to incorporate information about e-safety into sexual and relational education and the 

need to have discussions with adolescents, about healthy boundaries for communication within their friendships 

and romantic relationships.  
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Introduction 

During adolescence, teenagers start to experiment with the formation of romantic relationships. Romance and 

romantic relationship experiences are important topics of conversation for adolescents, and they play a central 

role in the media content that teenagers consume, such as advertisements, television series, music and movies 

(Brown, Feiring, & Furman, 1999; Shulman & Seiffge-Krenke, 2001). Engaging in romantic relationships is a 

normative part of adolescence (Rogers, Ha, Updegraff, & Iida, 2018). Studies conducted in the United States have 

shown that most teenagers start dating by the end of high school (Carver, Joyner, & Udry, 2003). Adolescent 

romantic relationships are, however, often temporary, and studies have found that they usually do not last longer 

than a year (Karney, Beckett, Collins, & Shaw, 2007). Engagement in romantic relationships can help adolescents 

to reach important developmental goals and have a lasting influence on their later relationships, family situations, 

and marital outcomes during adulthood (Karney et al., 2007; Meier & Allen, 2009). It can also positively affect 

teenagers’ self-worth, their social competencies and provide them with social support (Kuttler & la Greca, 2004; 

Zimmer-Gembeck, Siebenbruner, & Collins, 2001).  
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The romantic relationships of adolescents differ from those of adults, as teenagers often live at home and are 

typically unable to cohabit with their romantic partners (Karney et al., 2007). Additionally, adolescents’ romantic 

relationship expectations differ from those of adults. In a retrospective study, Shulman and Kipnis (2001) found 

that adolescents place greater value on companionship within their romantic relationships, whereas young adults 

emphasize values such as trust, support, and stability. Connolly, Craig, Goldberg, and Pepler (1999) found that 

adolescents are rather more focused on passion and being together than adults are. Throughout adolescence, as 

youths gain more experience, the romantic relationship experiences and expectations of teenagers and adults 

start to gradually align (Connolly et al., 1999). 

Digital communication has changed the ways in which teenagers experience their romantic relationships (Robards 

& Lincoln, 2016; Van Ouytsel, Van Gool, Walrave, Ponnet, & Peeters, 2016). From a developmental perspective, 

social media can help adolescents to achieve important tasks such as identity formation, friendship maintenance, 

and social capital expansion (Van Gool, Van Ouytsel, Ponnet, & Walrave, 2015). The way in which social media can 

help to achieve these goals, is one of the reasons for the enthusiasm with which young people have adopted digital 

technologies. In Belgium, where this study was conducted, nearly 95% of teenagers between the ages of 12 and 

18 years have access to a smartphone (Apestaartjaren, 2018). According to the 2018 study, Facebook is the most 

popular social media website, with 82% reporting use. This social networking site allows users to share text, 

images, videos, and other content, such as interests, and their location. Seventy-nine percent of the surveyed 

teenagers have Instagram accounts. Instagram is a social media application and website that is predominantly 

used to share pictures and videos with friends. Profiles on Instagram can be either private or public: private 

profiles only allow those who have been accepted to the friends’ list to access the posts on the profile; public 

profiles allow all users of the application access to the content that someone posts. According to the study, 

Snapchat is as popular as Instagram, with 79% of Belgian teenagers reporting use. On this messaging application, 

text messages, pictures and videos are only available for a limited amount of time (Apestaartjaren, 2018). 

Social media have affected adolescents’ romantic relationships in several ways. For instance, previous research 

has found that social media facilitate the process of relational information seeking about potential romantic 

partners by allowing individuals to learn more about each other through their social media profiles, with pictures 

being regarded as the most important source of information (Van Ouytsel, Van Gool, et al., 2016). They also help 

users to express commitment within their romantic relationships by allowing them to share their relationship 

status, by posting joint pictures of the couple, or allowing couples to share online public displays of affection (e.g., 

posts about how much they love their romantic partners) (Fox, Warber, & Makstaller, 2013; Papp, Danielewicz, & 

Cayemberg, 2012; Robards & Lincoln, 2016). Social media and instant messaging also enable teenagers to stay 

connected, to communicate, and to maintain intimacy with their romantic partner during times of separation 

(Sánchez, Muñoz-Fernández, & Ortega-Ruíz, 2015; Vaterlaus, Tulane, Porter, & Beckert, 2018). According to a Pew 

Research Center study, 59% of teenagers with prior relationship experience say that social media makes them feel 

more connected to what’s happening in their significant other’s life,” and 44% perceive that it makes them feel 

emotionally closer to their romantic partners (Lenhart, Smith, & Anderson, 2015, p. 5). Although social media may 

increase feelings of connectedness, it has been noted that some adolescents may feel pressure to always be 

connected with their romantic partners and to quickly respond to their messages and phone calls (Reed, Tolman, 

Ward, & Safyer, 2016). 

While social media can have a positive influence on the formation and maintenance of romantic relationships, 

they can also affect them adversely (Fox & Anderegg, 2016; Fox, Osborn, & Warber, 2014). The negative impact of 

social networking sites is especially apparent in their potential to elicit jealousy and relational uncertainty (Fox & 

Anderegg, 2016; Lucero, Weisz, Smith-Darden, & Lucero, 2014; Rueda, Lindsay, & Williams, 2015; Van Ouytsel, Van 

Gool, et al., 2016). The reduced levels of privacy that social media engender may also lead to unhealthy relationship 

behaviors (Leadbeater, Connolly, & Temple, 2018). Indeed, social media can facilitate monitoring behaviors, by 

providing users with large amounts of information on their romantic partners (Reed et al., 2016; Tokunaga, 2011). 

This can pose significant challenges, especially for adolescents, who are relatively inexperienced at dealing with 

emotions such as jealousy and are relatively new to the dynamics of a romantic relationship (Rogers et al., 2018). 

The aim of this study is to further investigate these issues by exploring the different ways in which adolescents 

perceive social media to be capable of eliciting feelings of jealousy, and the ways that social media are associated 

with monitoring behaviors and conflict within teenage romantic relationships.  



 

Romantic Jealousy and Social Media Use 

Romantic jealousy is usually a reaction to a feeling that the romantic relationship is threatened by a third-party or 

may be lost (Dainton & Berkoski, 2013; Perles, San Martín, & Canto, 2019). A perceived threat to the relationship, 

whether real or imagined, usually consists of a fear that the romantic partner is being pursued by someone else 

or vice versa (Frampton & Fox, 2018). Jealousy can make a romantic partner unsure about the status or the future 

of the relationship (Dainton & Aylor, 2001). Jealousy has been found to be an important predictor of offline forms 

of dating and relationship violence (Cano, Avery-Leaf, Cascardi, & O'Leary, 1998; Giordano, Soto, Manning, & 

Longmore, 2010). 

Social networking sites may play an important role in causing feelings of relational uncertainty and jealousy 

(Bevan, 2017; Fox & Anderegg, 2016). A Pew Research Center study found that 27% of teenagers with prior 

relationship experience felt jealous or uncertain about their romantic relationship because of social media 

(Lenhart et al., 2015). Social networking sites allow their users to connect with multiple individuals, some of whom 

are unknown to the romantic partner. This can elicit uncertainty about the status of these relationships (Fox & 

Anderegg, 2016). They also enable the romantic partner to stay in touch with ex-partners and alternative love 

interests (e.g., so-called “back burners”) (Dibble, Punyanunt-Carter, & Drouin, 2018). Moreover, social media have 

the potential to widely disseminate and visualize information that was previously not easily accessible, such as 

photographs of the partner with unknown friends, pictures from events at which the partner was not present, or 

information about previous romantic relationships (Fox & Anderegg, 2016). Additionally, as Bevan (2017) noted, 

some of the information available on social media is decontextualized, rendering it more susceptible to 

misinterpretation. Examples of jealousy over social media posts include the following: becoming jealous of 

pictures of past romantic relationships (i.e., retroactive jealousy) (Frampton & Fox, 2018; Sánchez et al., 2015); 

becoming jealous over likes on comments that others made on the posts of the romantic partner (Baker & 

Carreño, 2016; Fox, 2016); becoming jealous when the romantic partner posts pictures with someone of the 

opposite gender (Baker & Carreño, 2016); or becoming jealous when the romantic partner adds a new connection 

to his or her profile (Baker & Carreño, 2016; Bevan, 2017).  

Although it has not yet been investigated among adolescents, studies among adult samples indicate that the 

nature of messages plays a role in the intensity of jealous feelings. Among adults, it has been found that Snapchat 

may cause more romantic jealousy than Facebook, as the messages on former app disappear once opened, after 

which they and can no longer be viewed (Utz, Muscanell, & Khalid, 2015). Similarly, Cohen, Bowman, and Borchert 

(2014) found, in an experiment among adults, that those who read an ambiguous message by their romantic 

partner (i.e., a message to their ex) that was sent as a private Facebook message, which has high exclusivity, 

reported more negative emotions and were likelier to imagine themselves getting into a confrontation over these 

messages than those who read a message posted on the Facebook wall, which has low exclusivity. Therefore, the 

exclusivity of the communication and its lower visibility for the romantic partner appears to be an important cause 

of romantic jealousy (Cohen et al., 2014). 

Online Monitoring and Social Media Use 

One way in which jealousy over social media can be expressed is through digital monitoring and surveillance 

behaviors (Baker & Carreño, 2016; Bevan, 2018; Bevan, 2017; Dainton & Berkoski, 2013), which can be regarded 

as a form of emotional or psychological digital dating violence (Borrajo, Gámez-Guadix, Pereda, & Calvete, 2015; 

Sánchez et al., 2015; Van Ouytsel, Ponnet, & Walrave, 2018; Zweig, Lachman, Yahner, & Dank, 2014). One study 

found that 32.8% of adolescents within their sample, between the ages of 16 and 22 years, had experienced having 

their romantic partners view their e-mails, social networking site messages, or their cell phone text messages 

without their permission. Similarly, 43.7% of the adolescents had experienced having their romantic partner send 

messages via the Internet or mobile phone to control whom they spent time with and what they were doing. 

Further, 22.2% of the adolescents had experienced having their partner call or send them messages multiple times 

in a row “to control where they were or with whom they were together” (Van Ouytsel, Ponnet, et al., 2018; p.2771).  

Tokunaga (2011) has identified four different characteristics of social media that facilitate interpersonal electronic 

surveillance. The first characteristic is the ease with which social media can be accessed and the amount of 

information that is publically available when a connection has been made (Fox & Moreland, 2015). The second 



 

characteristic comprises the multimodality of the information available on social media. Social media may include 

photographs, textual information, audio, or video, offering different types of content that may be subject to 

monitoring. The third characteristic of social media identified by Tokunaga (2011) is the extent to which social 

media can be recorded and archived. The persistence of information on the profile allows users to audit all 

interactions that have occurred on the profile and also permits repeated victimization (Peskin et al., 2017). A final 

characteristic is the distance between the perpetrators and the victims. The victims may neither be aware that 

they are under surveillance nor able to determine how often they are being observed. This makes it more difficult 

for someone to realize that he or she is being monitored (Bevan, 2017; Tokunaga, 2011).  

Digital monitoring behaviors may also be perceived as more socially acceptable, given its limitation to a virtual 

space and the absence of physical evidence or physical acts (e.g., opened letters or searched-through cabinets or 

old photo albums) (Utz & Beukeboom, 2011). Research has found that teenagers sometimes perceive controlling 

and monitoring behaviors as bothersome but harmless, or even as a sign of love and care (Lucero et al., 2014). 

Some teenagers frame their own monitoring behaviors in terms of “being worried” and “being concerned” about 

the well-being of their romantic partner (Baker & Carreño, 2016; Baker & Helm, 2010; Smith-Darden, Kernsmith, 

Victor, & Lathrop, 2017).  

Online monitoring behaviors are often facilitated by victims’ unsafe Internet practices, such as not using 

appropriate privacy measures. This enables young people to control and monitor their partners more easily and 

with fewer restrictions (Van Ouytsel, Ponnet, et al., 2018). Qualitative research has also found that it is common 

for teenagers to share passwords at the beginning of a romantic relationship, as a sign of trust and commitment 

(Baker & Carreño, 2016; Bevan, 2017; Lucero et al., 2014), or that romantic partners demand each other’s 

passwords (Stonard, Bowen, Walker, & Price, 2017). This can be an additional risk factor for online monitoring. A 

study by Reed et al. (2016), among 9th to 12th graders, found that 7.0% of the girls and 5.4% of the boys in their 

sample had pressured their partner to give password to access their phone or online account(s) (Reed et al., 2016).  

Among adolescents, it has been found that romantic-partner monitoring on Facebook is significantly related to 

lower self-esteem of the perpetrator (Langlais, Seidman, & Bruxvoort, 2018). Moreover, it has been found that 

attachment anxiety is significantly related to engagement in monitoring behaviors among high school youth (Reed 

et al., 2016). This is in line with prior research that has examined the associations between social media-related 

jealousy and digital monitoring and controlling behaviors among adults (Bevan, 2017). Although the direction of 

the relationship between both has, to date, been insufficiently quantitatively studied, it has been hypothesized 

that social media-related jealousy may lead to subsequent monitoring (Muise, Christofides, & Desmarais, 2013). 

Digital monitoring behaviors and jealousy may also mutually influence each other as jealousy may lead to 

monitoring, which can in turn lead to romantic partner to be exposed to more information that may then lead to 

additional monitoring behaviors (Baker & Carreño, 2016; Reed et al., 2016).  

The Present Study  

It is important to study romantic jealousy within teenage relationships, given that it is identified as one of the main 

causes for unhealthy relationships among adolescents (Helm, Baker, Berlin, & Kimura, 2015). Romantic jealousy 

has also been identified as an important predictor of offline forms of dating and relationship violence (Cano et al., 

1998; Giordano et al., 2010). Moreover, a recent study found that jealousy over the romantic partner’s Facebook 

use was significantly associated with offline dating violence perpetration among middle and late adolescents 

(Daspe, Vaillancourt-Morel, Lussier, & Sabourin, 2018). Separately, it has been found that broad measures of digital 

dating violence, which encompassed online monitoring and surveillance behaviors, are also associated with offline 

forms of abuse among adolescents (Stonard, 2018; Zweig, Dank, Yahner, & Lachman, 2013).  

Research on offline dating violence has showed that relationship patterns learned during adolescence are 

sometimes carried into adulthood, making the prevention of abusive behaviors among adolescents further 

important for the prevention of interpersonal violence among adults (Magdol, Moffitt, Caspi, & Silva, 1998). 

Therefore, the aim of this study is to address this need for additional research by exploring the different ways in 

which adolescents perceive social media as capable of eliciting feelings of jealousy, conflict and irritation, 

monitoring behaviors, as well as adolescents’ responses to these feelings. Some exploratory studies have 

examined these issues (Lucero et al., 2014; Rueda et al., 2015; Van Ouytsel, Van Gool, et al., 2016). However, more 



 

information on the ways that technology use is linked with abusive behaviors within adolescent romantic 

relationships is warranted, to better assist relationship development (Baker & Carreño, 2016). These findings may 

guide future research toward better investigations of the context of the different aspects of online monitoring 

behaviors.  

Methods 

Sample and Procedures 

In March 2016, 12 focus groups were conducted among 55 individuals (ngirls = 28; 51% girls) between 15 and 18 

years old (M = 16.60 years; SD = 1.21) in two secondary schools in the Dutch-speaking area of Belgium. The focus 

group conversations lasted between 43 and 58 minutes. As recommended by Krueger and Casey (2009), we 

conducted same-sex focus groups because of the sensitive nature of our study (6 male focus groups and 6 female 

focus groups). The amount of participants in the focus groups ranged from 4 to 5 individuals per focus group. The 

focus groups were held during lunch breaks and the students received snacks and soda during the focus group 

as a compensation for their participation. The respondents were recruited in the schools through a pamphlet and 

through messages on online learning platforms. The students were told in advance that they would participate in 

a focus group conversation about romantic relationships and social media.  

Interview Structure 

A semi-structured questionnaire was used during the interviews. The questions and question route were 

constructed according to the recommendations by Krueger and Casey (2009). The questions were inspired by both 

quantitative (Borrajo et al., 2015; Dick et al., 2014; Zweig et al., 2014) and qualitative studies (Baker & Carreño , 

2016; Fox & Moreland, 2015; Fox & Warber, 2013; Fox et al., 2013; Stonard et al., 2017) on cyber dating abuse and 

the role of digital media within romantic relationships. A list of the key questions that were asked, is included in 

the appendix of this article. The focus group conversations started with introductory questions about which social 

media the participants used in order to communicate with friends and romantic partners. These introductory 

questions were meant to familiarize the respondents with the themes of the study, and to make them more 

comfortable to talk about the topics. They were not included in the analyses. The focus group moderators then 

asked the respondents about sources of conflict, jealousy and monitoring behaviors within their romantic 

relationships. Based on the answers of the respondents the focus group moderators asked additional questions 

to delve deeper into the topics that were brought up by the respondents, rephrased certain questions, or they 

chose a related set of key questions to make sure that the conversation kept a ‘natural’ flow.  

Data Analytic Strategy 

The data were analyzed using NVivo 10. The focus group conversations were recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

During the transcription process, the focus group moderators were assigned the letter M. The student names 

were removed from the transcripts and replaced by a code in order to preserve their anonymity. Names of friends 

and romantic partners were redacted for reasons of privacy. Every respondent is assigned a number (e.g., R2 for 

the second respondent in a focus group). The analytical procedure followed several steps. First, the transcripts 

were carefully read by the first author to become familiar with the themes and topics of the focus group 

conversations. In the next step, each answer was identified and coded, using an open coding procedure. This was 

done for 4 of the 12 focus group conversations. After this step, the codes were reviewed, and identified and the 

researchers connected those with thematic similarities. Codes with overlapping themes were merged into one 

overarching code and the codes were also structured according to the thematic categories that were relevant to 

the research questions. The remaining focus group conversations were coded using the tree-structure that was 

created in the previous steps (cf. Van Ouytsel, Van Gool, et al., 2016). In the final step, the transcripts of all focus 

groups were reviewed again to assess whether all answers had been accurately coded. The quotations were 

translated from Dutch into English by the researchers. The researchers have intentionally tried to stay as close as 

possible to the original language used by the respondents.  



 

Ethical Procedures  

Before the focus groups conversations were started, the respondents received a fact sheet in which the purpose 

and the procedures of the focus group conversations were explained. The researcher provided an oral summary 

of the fact sheet and answered any remaining questions that the respondents might have. The participants were 

assured that their responses would be treated confidentially by the researcher (e.g., that nothing they said would 

be published in an identifiable manner), that their participation was voluntary and that they were free to withdraw 

their participation at any time. The information sheet also included the contact information of two non-profit 

organizations that provide toll-free information and advice on safer Internet use, in case that the respondents felt 

the need to talk about the topics that came up during our focus group conversations. The information letter also 

included the contact information of the researchers in case that the respondents had questions or if they would 

wish to receive the study’s results. The participants provided written consent and a passive parental consent 

procedure was used. In both schools, the consent of the school principal was obtained prior to the study. The 

procedures of this study were approved by the ethical committee of the University of Antwerp.  

Results 

The results of the analysis are structured according to the several themes that were identified. First, we discuss 

the different ways in which jealousy and conflict can be influenced by social media use. Then, we discuss coping 

strategies and the ways in which the respondents perceived that adolescents deal with feelings of jealousy within 

their romantic relationships. Following this, monitoring behaviors and the ways in which the adolescents adapted 

their social media use after they had entered into a romantic relationship are discussed. The themes are ranked 

from most often discussed to least prevalent across focus groups. Table 1 provides a summary of all themes 

discussed in our focus groups.  

 

Table 1. Summary of the Topics Discussed in the Focus Groups 

Sources of jealousy 

Images of the romantic partner with friends of the opposite sex 

Images of activities to which the romantic partner was not invited 

Online chatting or messaging with friends (of the opposite sex) 

Top friends and messages in Snapchat  

Likes and comments on pictures of the opposite sex 

Sources of conflict and irritation  

Messages without emoticons 

Read receipt feature of messaging apps 

Reading the romantic partner’s messages 

Reactions to feelings of jealousy 

Talking to the romantic partner 

Sending ‘dry messages’ 

Directly contacting the perceived rival 

Looking up the perceived rival 

Not discussing the feelings of jealousy  

Monitoring behaviors 

Reading each other’s messages  

Accessing each other’s social media profile pages 

Monitoring each other’s social media profile pages  

Knowing the password or pin code  

Adapting social media behavior 

Pictures with the opposite sex are no longer appropriate 

Liking and posting comments on pictures of the opposite sex is no longer appropriate 

No longer appropriate to post sexy pictures  

 



 

Sources of Jealousy  

Our respondents described several ways in which social media could elicit jealousy within their romantic 

relationships. More specifically, they perceived pictures, online messages, the application Snapchat, and likes or 

comments to pictures of the opposite sex as important causes of jealousy.  

Across focus groups, adolescents identified online pictures with other people as an important cause for jealousy 

within teenage romantic relationships. Two types of photographs emerged from the data. The first type consisted 

of images of the romantic partner with friends of the opposite sex, which could cause feelings of jealousy and 

distrust. Sometimes these pictures could lead to an argument between the romantic partners, as one male 

respondent (R7, focus group 8, male) noted: “When you see her [Instagram] story and you see her with another 

boy… even if it’s your friend, it doesn’t matter… If she met up with a boy and you get to see that. It’s not that she 

hasn’t told you, but you think: ‘oh, she met up with him and not me’… You know what I mean?”. Another female 

respondent mentioned:  

R2: “Well, I wouldn’t like it if my boyfriend would [have a picture] with another girl… it depends… 

with… If it is with an entire group… But if it is really with just one girl, no, I really wouldn’t…” 

R4: “Yeah, I really feel the same… I am a really jealous person, I am honest about that, and… He did 

that actually, and he usually doesn’t post a lot of pictures. And then he posts such a picture [with 

another girl], and I think like ‘come on’.“ 

R2: “I mean… There are no pictures, and this is one of the pictures that is on his profile. And I found 

it… We really had a discussion about it… So yeah, I really didn’t like that.”  

(Focus group 11, females) 

The second type of images that could cause jealousy or conflict, consisted of photographs of activities in which 

the romantic partner participated but to which the other partner had not been invited, such as going out or going 

to a party. The participants perceived that these types of images had the potential to elicit jealousy, as one of the 

partners could feel left out, or because they did not know ahead that the romantic partner had planned or 

participated in this activity:  

R3: “Or if they say something like ‘can we meet-up tomorrow’. ‘Oh no, I am sorry, I can’t. I have an 

appointment’. And then you see on Snapchat or somewhere else a picture posted. ‘You didn’t say 

that you would be going to that place’. Well yes, the boy didn’t lie either, he just doesn’t say 

everything that he is going to do.”  

(Focus group 1, females) 

R1: “[…] When you notice that a picture has been posted in which you are not depicted and you 

knew that they were planning on doing an activity together. It might lead you to think: ‘It is stupid 

that I am not invited’. Well of course, it is not that I encounter this problem often (laughter).” 

R2: “No, but you are right.”  

R1: “I think that this is also a cause. I mean, you get to see it all.”  

R3: “Yeah, that is especially the case with Snapchat because it is just a snapshot from the same day.”  

R5: “And then you feel miserable all day, like: ‘ooh okay, they are doing something without me’.”  

R4: “Or they didn’t tell you about it, for example.”  

R1: “Yes.”  

(Focus group 3; females)  

Another perceived source of jealousy that was mentioned in 5 of the 12 focus groups, emerged from online 

chatting or messaging with friends, especially with friends of the opposite sex. It would make the respondents 

wonder with whom their romantic partner was in touch and what the quality of the relationship between the 

partner and these contacts was, as one female respondent noted: 

R5: “Messaging. Well yeah, if you are with him and he suddenly gets a message notification or 

something from another girl, well yeah from a friend or something, you could start asking questions. 



 

But most of the time, it is nothing.” 

(Focus group 1; females) 

As evidenced in the prior quotations, the application Snapchat was repeatedly mentioned as a source of jealousy. 

In 9 of the 12 focus groups, respondents mentioned the now discontinued feature which allowed others to see 

the top three friends with whom a Snapchat user communicated most often: “You could see on Snapchat who 

your three best friends were. I think it can cause jealousy if you are together with someone and you see that 

someone else is in the top 3. I don’t know of course, but I can imagine…” (R3, male, focus group 12). Another 

respondent confirmed: “I also heard from other people that they had been in an argument because ‘he 

Snapchatted with other girls’” (R2, female; focus group 3). Respondents indicated that they would ask their 

romantic partner who the top three friends on Snapchat were. The respondents were asked in a follow-up 

question, whether they perceived differences between the various social media in their potential to elicit jealousy. 

They identified Snapchat as having a high potential to cause feelings of jealousy, as it is a more private and intimate 

medium to communicate with others than other social media platforms, such as Facebook or Instagram. One of 

the main causes was its signature feature to permanently remove the images after they had been opened by the 

receiver. The respondents described the fact that they could not access the original message and its content as 

an important reason for why they believed that Snapchat had the potential to cause more jealousy than other 

media. As one respondent noted (R4, male; focus group 6): “Yeah, you don’t know what’s in it. With [Facebook] 

Messenger, you can go back and see what has been sent. With Snapchat you can’t see what has been sent. And 

that makes it difficult”. In one focus group, the respondents did not perceive a clear distinction between different 

social media to elicit jealousy: “Oh I don’t think so. I believe that it is the same” (R2, female; focus group 1).  

Another potential source of jealousy, that was perceived by the respondents in 4 of the 12 focus groups was that 

their romantic partner would like or comment on pictures of friends of the opposite sex. One female respondent 

noted (R1; focus group 1): “[…] When he likes a picture of a girl, then I will get somewhat jealous. You will also start 

getting in an argument over stupid things”. In 2 of the 12 focus groups, the respondents also observed that 

comments and likes of others on their romantic partner’s pictures or posts had the potential to cause jealousy 

and suspicion, as one female respondent noted:  

R3: “That’s true. If I get comments on my picture from my ex (boyfriend) or from boys of which he 

knows that they had romantic interest in me, he also reacts like: ‘what did they say’. He doesn’t like 

it, but it’s not that he is really jealous because he trusts me. But he can get… It’s not always nice and I 

do understand that. If he gets reactions from people of whom I know that they are interested in him, 

it is also like “oh”. But I am not really angry or jealous, because he can’t help it either of course.“ 

(Focus group 2) 

Sources of Conflict and Irritation  

The respondents further mentioned two major sources of conflict and irritation within teenagers’ romantic 

relationships: messages without emoticons and the read receipt feature of popular messaging applications, such 

as WhatsApp or Facebook Messenger.  

An important perceived source of conflict within romantic relationships, which was mentioned in 6 out of 12 focus 

groups, was that written messages between romantic partners could be misinterpreted and misunderstood. So-

called “dry” messages in which emoticons are absent or in which the message was shorter than usual, would often 

lead one of the partners to believe that the other was unhappy with the relationship or that they were angry at 

them, as one female respondent (R1; focus group 9) noted: “Yeah, we always send a smiley and a heart after 

messages. And if I suddenly leave out a smiley, he will immediately send to me: ‘what’s wrong?’ – ‘why?’ – ‘you 

forgot your smiley’ – ‘okay, I will add a smiley’ – ‘okay, that’s better, that way I know how you feel’. 

A particular source of conflict and irritation was perceived to be the read receipt feature of messaging apps, such 

as WhatsApp or Facebook Messenger, which allows users to see whether a message has been read by the 

recipient. Our respondents described that they felt that these read receipts were a source of annoyance both 

within their romantic relationships as well as within their friendships. They perceived it to be annoying, when the 

recipient of their messages would not reply, although the read receipt indicated that they had received and read 



 

the messages. They felt a similar pressure to reply promptly themselves to the messages, as one male respondent 

explained (R2; focus group 4): “Yeah it is true. If you have read it, you need to reply. Or else she will not feel good 

about it”. Others described it as a matter of “politeness” and “respect” to answer promptly to messages that they 

had received through these applications, as one female respondent (focus group 2) noted:  

R5: “Ooh, that’s irritating. Ooh… I am really annoyed by that. People read something and you think 

‘oh, he is straight-up ignoring me’. Then he says ‘no, I just was not able to answer.’ And then you don’t 

know whether he lied or whether it is true. Well you notice, it is sometimes very unrespectful, when 

you see that someone has read something and he doesn’t reply.”  

In 4 out of 12 focus groups, the respondents described the ‘read receipt feature’ as a disadvantage, because they 

felt that they did not have the time to think about an appropriate answer, as they felt that it was expected by the 

partner that they would respond right away. For some respondents, not being able to reply to a message instantly, 

was associated with feelings of stress and guilt, both within their romantic relationships as well as their friendships, 

as one female respondent (focus group 3) shared:  

R3: “I have experienced it lately because a friend had sent me something. And I thought, I am not 

going to open that yet and I am also not going to reply yet, because I am going to first discuss it with 

my mother. And I then opened it the next day and I replied and I felt really bad about it, because I 

thought that she would see that I had been active the entire time but that I did not open that message. 

So I felt guilty the entire time. But it is also a feeling of stress like ‘ooh I have to really ask that’ […]“ 

In 3 of the 12 focus groups, the respondents indicated that they would avoid to activate the read receipt feature 

by not opening the message in the smartphone application, but by just reading the text that was displayed in the 

notification section on their smartphone: “You can just scroll down on [the lock screen of] your smartphone and 

read what they have sent before you [open the message]...” (R3, male, focus group 4). In 3 of the 12 focus groups, 

the respondents indicated, that if they would not get a reply, that they would ask mutual friends to send a message 

to this person, to check whether they were able to get in touch and receive a response. This way they would be 

able to check whether the friend was ignoring them or actually unavailable, as one female respondent noted (R3, 

focus group 9): “I also do this. I always use [name of male friend], because I know that those two have a bromance. 

They send ‘hearts’ [emoticons] to each other … ‘sweetie’, ‘honey’, and the like (laughs). And if he [the boyfriend] 

does not respond, or if I am worried, I will be like ‘gosh, [name of male friend] talk to [name of boyfriend]”.  

A final perceived source of conflict consisted of reading the romantic partner’s messages. This behavior was 

discussed along with online monitoring behaviors and will be examined more extensively below. Other potential 

sources of jealousy or conflict that were mentioned but not repeated across the focus groups, included: having 

contact with an ex-partner, the unauthorized distribution of self-made sexually explicit pictures of the romantic 

partner, the forwarding of screenshots of private messages, and being jealous because one of the partners is 

perceived to be more popular on social media than the other (i.e., one of the partners gets more ‘likes’ on Facebook 

messages than the others).  

Reactions to Feelings of Jealousy  

The respondents perceived several ways in which others would react when experiencing feelings of jealousy. A 

first way, that was mentioned in 6 of the 12 focus groups, consisted of discussing these feelings with the romantic 

partner and asking with whom he or she is communicating if the jealousy was caused by interactions with others. 

Another strategy consisted of expressing anger and jealousy through so-called ‘dry’ communication to the 

romantic partner (i.e., by sending shorter messages or messages without emoticons). In 3 of the 12 focus groups 

the respondents described that some adolescents would contact the person they were jealous at (e.g., the girl or 

boy that was in a picture with their romantic partner) to ask them how they got to know their romantic partner 

and what the status of their relationship was, as one female respondent (focus group 2) explained in a personal 

anecdote:  

R3: “And also, I have experienced this myself, when I commented on a picture of a friend. Really 

nothing special just ‘handsome’ or something, I forgot. His girlfriend really ‘liked’ that [Facebook 



 

comment]. So it really was to say ‘he is still mine’. And yeah, I found it a bit odd. And she also send 

me a message in the name of her boyfriend. But nothing was going on between him and me, so it is 

solved. Because I just told her ‘nothing is going on’. But there are people like that. I think so.”  

M: “What did she send you? A message to ask you about the relationship between you and the boy?”  

R3: “Yes, first she just sent it under his name. So I was chatting with him, like I would be 

communicating with him. And then she said ‘yes, but you are actually talking to his girlfriend’. Euhm, 

yes, and then she asked how our relationship was, but nothing was going on. (laughs). Yeah. And I, 

actually don’t even know her boyfriend that well. It is not that I really meet-up with him or anything. I 

have never had a meet-up with him but I know him from some summer camp with the [Christian 

Youth Organization]. So I talk with him very rarely but really, nothing is going on between us 

(laughs).”  

In 3 of the 12 focus groups, the respondents also noted that they would look up who the other person was by 

visiting their social media profiles. Other strategies that the respondents perceived that were used to signal to 

others that their boy- or girlfriend was in a romantic relationship with them, but that were not repeated in multiple 

focus groups included: publishing additional pictures on social media in which the couple is depicted, and ‘liking’ 

the message of the partner in order to show that he/she does not feel ‘threatened’. In focus group 3, two of the 

female participants mentioned that they would not discuss their feelings with their boyfriends and would probably 

keep it to themselves: “[...] I am not good at saying those things. If something… When I am jealous, I don’t 

immediately say it and mostly…, I don’t necessarily suppress it, but I am just not going to say anything about it. 

[…]” (R3).  

Monitoring Behaviors  

Along with feelings of jealousy and the potential responses to jealousy, several monitoring behaviors were 

discussed by the respondents, such as accessing each other’s profile pages and messages, exchanging passwords 

and pin codes, and monitoring the romantic partner’s social media pages.  

 One of the main digital monitoring behaviors consisted of reading each other’s messages or accessing each 

other’s social media profiles. Across focus groups, respondents had observed this behavior among their friends 

and some within their own romantic relationships. Messages could be read when the romantic partner forgot to 

log out from their social media accounts on shared devices or when parts of the messages were visible on the 

‘notifications’ screen of the smartphone, or by gaining access with a password. The respondents deemed reading 

and accessing each other’s profiles in general as unacceptable behavior. Although they had heard several stories 

about this among their peers and some had even experienced it themselves within their own romantic 

relationships: “I think it’s ridiculous. It’s private. If she wants to know your password to control you… It shouldn’t 

be like that” (R4, male, focus group 11) 

Accessing and reading the partner’s private messages was, however, found acceptable in cases when there was 

suspicion that the romantic partner would be unfaithful or if the individual had the suspicion that the romantic 

partner was cheating, as one female respondent noted: “[…] But if you, yeah… It’s actually wrong but… if you have 

a suspicion that something is really not okay. I sometimes have this, well… Sometimes you can experience this 

feeling. That you feel like… That you… That’s something is not right, euhm… In this case I would do it [accessing 

the romantic partner’s social media accounts]” (R2, focus group 11).  

Reading and accessing each other’s profile pages was discussed along with knowing each other’s passwords and 

mobile phone pin codes. In most of the focus groups, the respondents indicated that they were aware that some 

couples would exchange passwords, but the respondents indicated across focus groups that they disagreed with 

this practice and considered it to be a ‘violation of their privacy’ or a ‘sign of an unhealthy relationship’. Some 

respondents were concerned that by doing so, personal information might be misused after a romantic break-up:  

R4: “Yeah, it’s not wise” 

R2: “Yeah, I don’t think that that’s wise (laughs)” 

M: “Why?”  

R2: “If you happen to break up… (unintelligible)… you can ruin the other person’s life…”  



 

R3: “It’s just… Yeah, euhm… I find it even… Even if you are married, you shouldn’t [share] e-mail 

addresses, and… You need to always have privacy…”  

R3: “For example, my girlfriend has access to my cell phone, so she could technically access my 

Facebook […]” 

(Focus group 8, males) 

As evidenced in the conversation above, some respondents indicated that they knew the romantic partner’s 

password or pin code for their smartphone or had shared their own codes and passwords with their romantic 

partner. In these instances, they had not explicitly asked their romantic partner for their passwords or they hadn’t 

shared it with them, but they learned them through various ways. Two ways to learn the partner’s password that 

emerged from the data were observing the romantic partner entering the pin code in their smartphone, or having 

shared the password with the romantic partner so that they could answer text messages or look up information 

on their cell phone for them (e.g., when one of them was busy doing something else and asked their partner to 

check their phone for them). One female respondent noted: “I don’t know, for me it is not necessary to exchange 

passwords. It is not like you enter a relationship and you have to know each other’s passwords and stuff. But for 

example, when you need something from Facebook, if I ever need something, I would give my password to him” 

(R2, focus group 1). 

In 4 out of 12 focus groups monitoring behaviors, such as checking the romantic partner’s Facebook page or 

accessing the partner’s e-mail account were also often described by the participants as being ‘curious’ or 

‘interested’ rather than ‘controlling’. The respondents discussed that they just wanted to know what their romantic 

partner was doing, and they were just ‘curious’ about what he or she was up to rather than being intentionally 

controlling. This was evidenced by an account of one focus group:  

M: “Because you told earlier that you were looking through each other’s cell phones… But that… 

That’s not to control each other but rather to have a look…”  

R1: “That’s just because I am curious… But yeah, I don’t have all his apps… Than I am just scrolling 

through his Facebook, and looking at what he comments on…”  

R1: “The things he posts… Just because… I like to know that, but… not really to control him…”  

R3: “That way you see something different… [name of boyfriend] and I also give each other our cell 

phones, like ‘oh, another home page’.”  

R3: “I have [looked at] the messages of his friends… I just wanted to see, what he sends to his 

friends… All short video clips… (laughs). But it is not that I am searching like ‘what! He messaged with 

a girl?’. It’s not like that but… (unintelligible)…. Also because I know them all personally. It’s just funny 

when someone is drunk or something like that, with a video. (laughs)” 

(Focus group 9, females) 

In 2 out of 12 focus groups, the respondents mentioned that their romantic partner had marked them as a 

‘favorite’ on their Facebook lists, so that they would get a notification when the respondent would post something 

online, and so that their posts would appear first in their news feed: “I have a ‘star’ with [name of his girlfriend]. It 

is crazy but when I post something on Facebook it will appear, and she will get a notification” (R2, male, focus 

group 4).  

Three other ways of monitoring the romantic partner that were mentioned by the respondents but that were not 

repeated across the focus groups or that were not highly prevalent according to our respondents included: 

tracking the romantic partner via the smartphone, monitoring and controlling the romantic partner’s friends’ list, 

and asking the romantic partner to break off contact with others.  

The Need to Adapt Social Media Behavior Within a Romantic Relationship  

After entering into a romantic relationship, it is not uncommon for adolescents to change the way in which they 

present themselves on social media. Our respondents perceived three ways in which this process could occur. 

First, across focus group conversations, the respondents mentioned that it was no longer appropriate to post 

pictures with opposite-sex friends, especially in the case that the romantic partner had not yet met the other 

person or if the pictures were taken at parties. The respondents noted that sometimes, pictures would be taken 



 

at bars or clubs and that it should be avoided to be tagged in those photographs in order to avoid jealous reactions 

of the romantic partner. For example, one male respondent said (R1, focus group 6): “[…] When you go to a party. 

Often pictures will be taken and if someone is accidentally in the picture. She will ask ‘who is that?’ and so, ‘why is 

she in the picture?’”.  

Second, the respondents perceived it as being less appropriate to like and to post comments on pictures and 

profile from someone of the opposite sex. Although some respondents felt that they could still like and comment 

on pictures from other boys and girls respectively, others indicated that they made efforts to avoid liking and 

commenting on pictures of others:  

R2: “Yeah but even with just beautiful girls. When I am scrolling through Facebook… before, when I 

saw this, I would click on it. But now, if I see a pretty girl, I think: ‘It is a nice looking girl, but is 

probably better to not like that picture’, because if she sees this then euhm… (laughs).”  

(Focus group 4, male respondent) 

Third, in 3 out of 12 focus groups, the female respondents also perceived that it was no longer appropriate to post 

pictures of themselves in a bikini or photographs that could be considered ‘sexy’ or sexual in nature, when they 

were in a romantic relationship. 

Discussion 

Teenage relationships are sometimes affected by experiences of relational insecurity and jealousy, as adolescents 

have not yet reached the same level of attachment within their romantic relationships as adults (Collins, Welsh, & 

Furman, 2009; Reed et al., 2016). As Baker and Carreño (2016) observed, technology use seems to have made it 

more difficult for teenagers to achieve stability within their romantic relationships. The goal of this study was to 

explore, by means of focus group discussions, how adolescents perceive digital media as contributing to feelings 

of jealousy, conflict and irritation, monitoring behaviors, and self-censoring behaviors within their romantic 

relationships.  

Jealousy  

Our study identified several ways in which social media may cause jealousy within teenage romantic relationships. 

First, respondents regarded both images with others and photographs in which the partner was engaged in an 

activity without them, as having the potential to contribute to feelings of jealousy. That pictures are considered an 

important source of information extends previous research on the role of images in other stages of romantic 

relationship development (Fox et al., 2013; Van Ouytsel, Van Gool, et al., 2016). Especially during the stage of 

relational information seeking, prior studies have identified images as important sources of information for 

evaluating crushes and potential romantic partners among both adult and adolescent samples (Fox et al., 2013; 

Van Ouytsel, Van Gool, et al., 2016). Our study expands on these results, finding that photographs also play a 

powerful role in other stages of a romantic relationship. In particular, the ability of social networking sites to render 

visible certain photographs which would otherwise not have been easily accessible (e.g., pictures of parties and 

activities to which the romantic partner was not invited), may create jealousy and uncertainty about the romantic 

relationship (Fox & Anderegg, 2016). This finding is also in line with experimental research, which found that 

photographs are considered to be stronger cues than textual information on Facebook profiles during the process 

of impression formation (Van Der Heide, D’Angelo, & Schumaker, 2012). The recurring importance of images 

across studies warrants further research into the role that images play within adolescents’ relationship 

development, across all the stages of relationship formation.  

The respondents identified Snapchat as a medium that may often cause jealousy, because the messages are 

deleted upon being opened. As communication through Snapchat cannot be stored, it may cause some 

respondents to feel uncertain about what was said and communicated via such a private channel. This is in line 

with prior research among adults, which found that messages that score high on exclusivity (and are less publically 

accessible) have the potential to cause higher feelings of jealousy (Cohen et al., 2014; Utz et al., 2015).  



 

When confronted with feelings of uncertainty or jealousy, our respondents mentioned several ways in which they 

deal with these emotions. Although some respondents engage in conversations with their romantic partners to 

talk about their emotions, others resort to unproductive coping mechanisms, such as passive-aggressive 

communication styles (e.g., intentionally replying through short messages), contacting the person with whom the 

partner was communicating, or feeling angry at the romantic partner without openly discussing or acknowledging 

these feelings. From a developmental perspective, adolescents often perceive challenges in navigating and 

responding to these types of emotions, as they are inexperienced at handling them within the context of what are 

often their first romantic relationships (Rogers et al., 2018). This underscores the need for relationship education 

programs to focus on how to communicate about feelings of doubt and how to attain effective conflict resolution 

skills. It is remarkable that none of the participants mentioned an inclination to seek support or advice from others 

on how to deal with feelings of jealousy and relational uncertainty. Therefore, in addition to these conflict 

resolution strategies, adolescents may be taught to seek support from trusted others, such as parents, counselors 

or youth helplines and youth organizations.  

Conflict and Irritation  

Our study identified some sources of conflict within adolescent romantic relationships. One source of conflict 

identified by the adolescents was the potential for misinterpretation by the recipient of written messages. This 

can be explained by the fact that written communication often lacks context and cues to facilitate interpretation 

of the emotional tone of messages (Heirman & Walrave, 2008; Suler, 2004). The respondents mentioned that brief 

messages, or messages from which emoticons were absent, could lead them to believe that the sender was mad 

at them. This in turn sometimes caused uncertainty over the status of the romantic relationship. Emoticons are 

often used as a substitute for emotional expressions in face-to-face communication. Teenagers have been found 

to use more emoticons in communication with friends than with strangers (Derks, Bos, & von Grumbkow, 2007; 

Vandekerckhove, 2007). In the context of romantic relationships, previous studies have found that the use of 

emoticons also plays an important role during the initiating stages of a romantic relationship (Van Ouytsel, Van 

Gool, et al., 2016) and often function as a digital substitute for flirtatious gestures (Whitty, 2003). Future studies 

may explore whether individuals with certain relational attachment styles benefit more from the use of emoticons 

in their computer-mediated communication than others, as it can be hypothesized that the absence of emoticons 

may be particularly stressful for those teenagers who are already anxious or insecure about their romantic 

relationships.  

Another source of irritation was the read receipt feature of popular messaging applications such as Facebook 

Messenger or WhatsApp. The respondents identified disparities in the speed of replies as a source of conflict, both 

within their romantic relationships and in their friendships. Some teenagers in our sample perceived a need to 

immediately respond to messages upon reading them, some described it as a matter of “politeness” to reply in a 

timely fashion, and others reported experiencing feelings of guilt if they failed to send a prompt reply. This is in 

line with quantitative research conducted among adults, by Vorderer, Krömer, and Schneider (2016), which found 

that 85% of adult social networking site users within their sample responded faster when the read receipt feature 

was activated, because they felt it impolite to not respond promptly. A majority of these participants felt an 

urgency to respond to these messages quickly because they felt that a prompt reply was expected by the sender. 

Our respondents described coping strategies, such as only reading the messages on the notifications screen of 

the smartphone so that the read receipt feature would not be activated, that were also found in the study by 

Vorderer et al. (2016).  

Along with feeling annoyed by a lack of response, the teenagers in our study further indicated that some 

individuals used a variation of a “triangle test” by asking common friends to reach out to their romantic partners 

to check whether they received a reply more quickly. A triangle test usually involves the use of a third person to 

test the partner’s feelings or fidelity, such as using a friend to make the partner jealous or to check whether the 

romantic partner would cheat. The use of friends to determine whether a partner responds faster to a friend’s 

message, relative to a message from a boyfriend or girlfriend may be considered an alternative variation on this 

test (Bell & Buerkel‐Rothfuss, 1990). Our findings are also in line with a previous qualitative study, by Stonard et 

al. (2017), which showed that the read receipt feature of certain applications may lead to emotional distress among 

adolescents, as well as to further monitoring and controlling behaviors toward romantic partners if they failed to 

respond.  



 

Future research may investigate whether individual differences, such as attachment styles within interpersonal 

relationships, are related to feelings of anxiety and irritation over the ‘read receipt’ feature of messaging 

applications. It may be hypothesized that differences in attachment style could lead to different expectations 

about the speed of a reply to an instant message and to different emotional responses when a message sent 

through these applications is not immediately acknowledged and responded to. Future research may also 

undertake a more thorough investigation of how the demands and expectations of online messaging impose 

stress and strain on romantic relationships. Moreover, future studies may also focus on whether and to what 

extent demands and expectations about the speed of communication are negotiated and discussed within 

teenage romantic relationships. Prevention efforts may focus on strategies to help adolescents cope with the 

demands of being online constantly and to discuss healthy boundaries for communication within their friendships 

and romantic relationships.  

Monitoring 

Whereas Baker and Carreño (2016) found that most of their respondents did not have any objections to 

monitoring their romantic partners, a majority of our respondents voiced negative opinions and espoused 

negative attitudes toward monitoring and controlling a romantic partner by means of digital technology. However, 

despite the fact that the teenagers condemned controlling and monitoring behaviors as a breach of a partner’s 

privacy, they appeared to be aware of the various ways in which their peers may engage in them. Some of our 

respondents even admitted that they themselves had engaged in monitoring and controlling behaviors, such as 

reading a romantic partner’s private messages or actively monitoring their social media pages. These findings are 

in line with quantitative research, which found that teenagers reported higher rates of perpetration of digital forms 

of harassment and cyberstalking than offline forms of dating violence (Smith-Darden et al., 2017).  

As Smith-Darden et al. (2017) suggested, adolescents may perceive surveillance behaviors as normative within 

their romantic relationships and not necessarily as abusive or problematic. Some respondents described their 

engagement in controlling and monitoring behaviors out of “curiosity” and “interest in their romantic partner” 

rather than with the intent to control or monitor. This squares with prior research, which found that adolescents 

often do not perceive acts of (online) dating violence within their relationships as problematic (Helm et al., 2015; 

Lucero et al., 2014). Baker and Helm (2010) found, for instance, that teenagers who are victims of controlling and 

monitoring behaviors mostly regard them as annoying or irritating and do not necessarily describe them as dating 

violence. This may cause them to remain within abusive and unhealthy romantic relationships rather than leaving 

them (Helm et al., 2015). Our finding further highlights the need for relationship education to focus on healthy 

relationship skills and to discuss examples of healthy and unhealthy behaviors within romantic relationships. 

Future research may, for example, use vignettes or narratives with different relationship scenarios to investigate, 

in greater detail, which relationship behaviors youths considered to be abusive and which they do not.  

Similarly, most respondents condemned the fact some teenage couples exchange or know each other’s 

passwords. Although most respondents in our focus groups spoke out against the sharing of passwords and pin 

codes, they also acknowledged that it was not uncommon, within romantic relationships, to know each other’s 

passwords. As opposed to studies by Baker and Carreño (2016) and by Lucero et al. (2014), who found that sharing 

each other’s passwords was regarded as a sign of commitment and trust within romantic relationship, the youth 

in our sample observed that, when passwords and pin codes are not explicitly demanded by romantic partners, 

they are often exchanged when romantic partners observe each other entering the password or pin code and 

when they provide them to a romantic partner to look information up on each other’s profile page. As previous 

research has found a link between sharing passwords and a heightened chance for online risk victimization, such 

as cyberbullying, this finding underscores the need for prevention initiatives to advise teenagers not to share their 

passwords and to discuss boundaries and ethics in using romantic partners’ passwords without their permission 

(Van Ouytsel, Van Gool, et al., 2016; Van Ouytsel, Walrave, Ponnet, & Temple, 2016; Walrave & Heirman, 2011).  

Adapting Social Media Behavior  

In the final part of our focus group conversations, our adolescent participants identified several ways by which 

they tried to avoid a romantic partner’s romantic jealousy. Our respondents perceived that their social media 

behavior changed once they entered a romantic relationship. This led to self-censoring behaviors, such the 



 

avoidance of taking pictures with individuals other than the romantic partner and omitting to like and comment 

on pictures or posts with others. This is especially true, as comments and likes on the pictures of others may lead 

to jealousy and conflict within the romantic relationship. Finally, girls described censoring “sexy” images or not 

posting photographs that could be considered sexually explicit in nature. Future research may further investigate 

different forms of self-censoring behaviors within romantic relationships and how they affect adolescents’ 

emotions. Relationship education efforts may focus on discussing whether self-censoring behaviors are needed 

and how adolescents can maintain self-presentation and self-expression within their romantic relationships.  

Limitations 

Although our study provides new insights into the role of digital media within romantic relationships, the results 

should be interpreted in light of some limitations. First, we used a convenience sample of adolescents, who self-

selected for their participation in our study. During the recruitment process, respondents were told that our study 

would focus on the role of digital media within romantic relationships. It is possible that adolescents who have a 

higher interest in these topics or are more willing to talk openly about these themes, were likelier to sign up than 

others. Second, although the researchers took several measures to enhance the respondents’ feeling of privacy, 

by stressing that their responses would not be published in an identifiable manner, some participants may have 

provided socially desirable answers. Future research may rely on interviews or written questionnaires as a means 

to minimize bias in the respondents’ answers. Third, we collected only limited demographic information on our 

focus group participants (i.e., age and gender). We did not obtain other background variables, which could have 

impacted their responses, such as the frequency of their digital media use, the amount of time spent online per 

day, or how much experience the respondents had with romantic relationships. Fourth, we were not able to ask 

the respondents about their sexual orientation and account for this in the analyses. Future research may focus on 

the experiences of LGBTQ youth and how they experience the use of digital media within their romantic 

relationships.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this study undertook an in-depth exploration of adolescents’ perceptions of the ways that digital 

media can contribute to feelings of jealousy, conflict and control within their romantic relationships. The 

respondents identified several sources of jealousy and conflict within their romantic relationships, such as pictures 

with others, online messaging and online chatting with others. Along with feelings of jealousy, the respondents 

discussed several monitoring behaviors, such as reading each other’s e-mails. These results highlight the need to 

disseminate information about e-safety in the context of dating violence prevention education and the need to 

teach adolescents how to cope with forms of control and pressure within their romantic relationships and to deal 

with jealousy and relational uncertainty, caused by digital media, within their romantic relationships. 
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Appendix 

Key Questions 

Can social media, such as Facebook, Snapchat and Instagram, cause jealousy? In which ways can this happen?  

Are there certain things that you cannot do online anymore once you have a romantic partner? If so, why? Do you 

have an example?  

In which ways could someone control/monitor their romantic partner via social media and the mobile phone?  

Some young people ask their romantic partner’s password for Facebook or other social media. What is your 

opinion on this?  

Did you ever hear that someone looked at their romantic partner’s e-mail messages, cell phone messages, or 

messages on social networking sites without their permission? 

Facebook Messenger and WhatsApp allow you to see whether a ‘message’ has been ‘read’ do you ever look at that?  

When you think about romantic relationships, the Internet, and the mobile phone, do you think of moments that 

conflict can occur between partners for something that they have done online?  

Can you provide an example of something that happened between a couple of which you thought: this is 

unacceptable/unhealthy?  
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