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Abstract The present study identifies and describes

romantic relationship patterns from adolescence to adult-

hood and examines their associations with family and peer

experiences in early adolescence. In a 13-year longitudinal

study, 281 youth (58 % girls) identified all their romantic

partners each year from the ages of 16–24. Dimensions of

family relationships (family cohesion, parent–child con-

flict) and peer relationships (peer likeability, social with-

drawal, close friendships, other-sex friendships) were

assessed at age 12. Latent class analyses brought out five

distinct romantic relationship patterns and significant

associations were found with family and peer relationships

in early adolescence. These five romantic relationship

patterns appeared to follow a continuum of romantic

involvement, with romantic relationship patterns situated a

both ends of this continuum (later involvement pattern and

intense involvement pattern) being associated with more

interpersonal experiences in early adolescence.

Keywords Longitudinal study � Adolescence � Emerging

adulthood � Romantic relationships � Social relationships

Introduction

Romantic relationships emerge during adolescence and

become increasingly important in subsequent years (Carver

et al. 2003). These relationships are often short-lived and

allow adolescents to explore different facets of the

romantic experience (Brown 1999). Such exploration car-

ries on into emerging adulthood, a period characterized by

a great diversity of life-course trajectories (Arnett 2000).

These different life-course trajectories could have reper-

cussions on individuals’ romantic relationship progression.

A variety of romantic relationship patterns might thus be

observed (Shulman and Connolly 2013).

While several studies have examined the development

of romantic relationships from adolescence to adulthood

(e.g., Cui et al. 2012), few have considered the possible

existence of diverse romantic relationship patterns (an

exception being Rauer et al. 2013). Moreover, in accor-

dance with the social development perspective (Bryant and

Conger 2002; Sullivan 1953), it is possible that different

romantic relationship patterns show associations with some

of the youth’s earlier interpersonal experiences in the

family and peer group contexts. The current study aimed to

identify romantic relationship patterns based on data col-

lected yearly from ages 16–24 and to examine associations

with aspects of family and peer relationships assessed in

early adolescence.

Romantic Relationship Patterns

Two recent longitudinal studies covering the period of

adolescence identified romantic relationship patterns using

person-centred analyses. Orpinas et al. (2013) surveyed

620 youth regarding their dating activities from ages

12–18. A group-based semiparametric procedure revealed
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1 Département de psychologie, Université du Québec à
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four trajectories (low dating, increasing dating, high middle

school dating, and frequent dating). Connolly et al. (2013)

surveyed 698 youth regarding a variety of romantic beha-

viours from ages 11–18. They examined the sequence in

which these behaviours emerged and found three trajectory

groups (on-time, early-starters and late-bloomers). These

two studies suggest that, in addition to a pattern in which

romantic activities emerge toward mid-adolescence, there

also appear to be at least two other romantic relationship

patterns, characterized by early or late entry into romantic

relationships.

Given that adolescents’ exploration in romantic rela-

tionships extends to emerging adulthood (Shulman and

Connolly 2013), one might also expect to find a variety of

romantic relationship patterns during this period. In addi-

tion to the degree of involvement in romantic relationships

(i.e. being involved in romantic relationships or not being

involved, and if yes, from what age), the identification of

these patterns should also take into account the length of

these relationships (i.e. keeping the same partner for a long

time versus frequently changing partners). Considering

these two dimensions simultaneously should result in a

richer portrait of romantic relationship patterns. For

instance, these two dimensions vary from one individual to

another, showing continuity with the quality of interper-

sonal skills for some individuals (Cui et al. 2008), while

being associated with risk indicators for others (e.g., Cui

et al. 2012).

Rauer et al. (2013) identified distinct romantic rela-

tionship patterns using the two dimensions described

above. Every year between ages 18 and 25, 511 American

emerging adults were asked whether they were in a couple

relationship and if yes, the name of their romantic partner.

It was thus possible to calculate the number of years these

young people had been in a romantic relationship and the

number of different romantic partners they had had during

this period. A cluster analysis was applied to these two

variables and brought out five different romantic relation-

ship patterns. Two of these patterns were characterized by

steady involvement and the tendency to keep the same

partner (steady involvement and long-term committed).

Another pattern was characterized by alternating periods of

involvement and non-involvement (sporadic involvement).

A fourth pattern was characterized by later entry into

romantic relationships (later involvement). The fifth and

last pattern was characterized by almost continuous

involvement, but with frequent partner changes (frequent

involvement).

Rauer et al. (2013) results illustrated the existence of

different romantic relationship patterns during emerging

adulthood. This longitudinal investigation of romantic

relationship patterns should be further pursued for at least

four reasons. First, it is possible that a methodological

constraint slightly confounded the results reported by

Rauer et al. (2013). The participants in their study were

asked to name the partner with whom they were currently

in relationship at the time of data collection each year.

However, it is possible that the participants had been in

relationships, perhaps lasting several months, between the

waves of data collection and that these partners were not

named. By failing to include them, the total number of

different partners was undoubtedly under-estimated. Sec-

ond, it is advisable to include the period of adolescence in

the study of romantic relationship patterns because the

heterogeneity in these patterns appears to emerge during

this period (e.g., Orpinas et al. 2013). Including the period

of adolescence would thus provide a more complete picture

of the development of different romantic relationship pat-

terns. Third, it would be advantageous to examine romantic

relationship patterns in other cultures or countries where

the commitment behaviours of young couples may vary.

For example, in 2011, in Quebec (Canada, where the cur-

rent study took place), 2.9 % of young people aged 20–24

and 13.1 % of young people aged 25–29 were married

[Institut de la statistique du Québec (ISQ), 2012], com-

pared to rates of 9.3 and 36.7 %, respectively, in the US

during the same period [United States Census Bureau

(USCB), 2012]. Moreover, in 2013, on average, women in

Quebec had their first child at age 28.7 (ISQ 2014) com-

pared to age 26 for American women (Martin et al. 2015).

Fourth, the social development perspective (e.g., Bryant

and Conger 2002; Sullivan 1953) suggests that romantic

relationship patterns may be associated with dimensions of

interpersonal experiences in the family and the peer group

during early adolescence. This latter point will be discussed

in further detail below.

Interpersonal Experiences in the Family and Peer

Group During Early Adolescence

In order to clarify the contribution of family and peer group

experiences to the development of romantic relationship

patterns, it is preferable to measure these experiences

before (but close to) the emergence of romantic relation-

ships. Indeed, once romantic relationships are established

during adolescence and emerging adulthood, they are likely

to impact family and peer experiences in turn (Furman and

Shaffer 2003). Given that the first signs of romantic interest

among youth are generally observed around the age of 13

(Carver et al. 2003), we directed our attention to aspects of

family and peer relationships that are salient in early

adolescence (age 12) and could potentially be related to

later romantic relationship patterns.

As for experiences within the family, Bryant and Conger

(2002) suggest that family interactions in early adolescence

could either promote or inhibit development of the
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interpersonal skills needed to negotiate successful romantic

relationships in adulthood. Two aspects appear important

to consider in early adolescence, namely, the family as a

system and the parent–child relationship. A family system

that functions well is characterized, in particular, by a high

level of cohesion (Olson 2000). Youth from families in

which there is little cohesion are disengaged from their

families and do not find support within them (de Graaf

et al. 2012). They in turn tend to avoid seeking support in

their intimate relationships, which could compromise their

romantic relationship development. A positive association

between family cohesion in early adolescence and the

quality of romantic relationships in emerging adulthood

has, moreover, been documented (Feldman et al. 1998;

Parade et al. 2012). Thus, better family cohesion in early

adolescence could promote a certain confidence in estab-

lishing intimate relationships during adolescence and early

adulthood, which in return could contribute to romantic

relationships of a longer duration.

Furthermore, early adolescence is marked by the search

for autonomy and an affirmation of independence from

parents (Steinberg 2001). This realignment in the parent–

child relationship can be accompanied by a temporary

increase in conflict (Laursen and Collins 2009). However,

overly frequent or intense conflict with parents during this

developmental period could, through a learning mecha-

nism, lead to a pattern of conflictual interaction with the

romantic partner (e.g., Bryant and Conger 2002), even up

to emerging adulthood (Crockett and Randall 2006). Since

conflictual romantic relationships are less stable (e.g.,

Shulman et al. 2006), this could lead to frequent changes in

partners.

From early adolescence, peer relationships begin to play

an increasingly important role in youth’ social lives. Four

elements prove to be particularly salient during this tran-

sition period and likely to impact subsequent involvement

in romantic relationships: (1) peer likeability, (2) the ten-

dency for some youth to withdraw socially, (3) an increase

in closeness in friendships, and (4) the emergence of

mixed-gender friendships.

Peer likeability corresponds to the degree to which

youth are liked by other youth (Cillessen and Marks 2011)

and can be considered to be a reflection of social compe-

tence (Rubin et al. 2006a), which can subsequently foster

the ability to form and maintain romantic relationships

(Houser et al. 2014). Indeed, young adolescents who are

less liked by their peers are less involved in romantic

relationships (Miller et al. 2009).

Moreover, some shy and inhibited youth tend to be more

withdrawn from the peer group (Rubin and Coplan 2010)

and to remain so during subsequent years (Gazelle and

Ladd 2003). Individuals who are socially withdrawn during

childhood date less during adolescence and engage in

couple relationships at a later age (Caspi et al. 1988; Kerr

et al. 1996).

The need to experience closeness outside the family

with a friend of the same gender emerges in early adoles-

cence and increases in subsequent years (Sullivan 1953).

The social development perspective argues that the skills

acquired in these friendships and the ability to share inti-

macy are subsequently extended to romantic relationships

(e.g., Buhrmester and Furman 1987; Seiffge-Krenke 2003).

Thus, early adolescents who manage to meet this need for

intimacy by developing the skills and competencies needed

to form close friendships are thought to be more likely to

have better quality and thus more stable romantic rela-

tionships later on.

Lastly, early adolescence is marked by the end of gender

segregation (Maccoby 1998). Peers from the other gender

are gradually included in the friendship network (Poulin

and Pedersen 2007). Youth who develop other-sex friend-

ships at an earlier age are thus at an advantage in terms of

developing romantic relationships, in particular because of

the opportunities that a more mixed group of friends pro-

vides (Connolly et al. 2000) and because some of these

friendships may develop into romantic relationships

(Kreager et al. 2015). Therefore, having many other-sex

friends in early adolescence might set the stage for

romantic relationship patterns characterized by relation-

ships with several partners over time.

The Current Study

The first goal of this study was to identify and describe

romantic relationship patterns from adolescence to

emerging adulthood. A sample of French Canadian youth

was surveyed regarding their romantic relationships every

year from ages 16–24. Our intention was to examine

romantic relationship patterns at an age when most youth

have begun to experience romantic relationships and when

these relationships are more focused on quality and inti-

macy (Brown 1999). Person-centred analyses based on two

variables, i.e. the number of years in a romantic relation-

ship during the period investigated and the number of

different partners, were used to identify romantic rela-

tionship patterns. It was hypothetized that the patterns

observed would be similar to those found by Rauer et al.

(2013), although the emergence of a pattern characterized

by a significantly high number of romantic partners was

anticipated given the measurement effort made in this

study to identify all the partners.

The second goal was to examine whether the romantic

relationship patterns identified were associated with the

youth’s interpersonal experiences in the family context

(e.g., family cohesion and parent–child conflict) and peer
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group context (e.g., peer likeability, social withdrawal,

closeness in friendships and mixed-gender friendships) in

early adolescence. The hypothesis was that family and peer

experiences in early adolescence would differentiate the

various romantic relationship patterns. Specifically, higher

family cohesion and lower parent–child conflict were

expected to be associated with romantic relationship pat-

terns characterized by greater stability (e.g., higher number

of years with the same partners). Moreover, higher peer

likeability, other-sex friendships, close friendships and

lower social withdrawal were expected to be associated

with romantic relationship patterns characterized by greater

stability.

Methodology

Participants

This longitudinal study began in 2001 with 390 Grade 6

pupils (mean age = 12.38 years; 58 % girls). The sample

was drawn from a dozen French-language schools in

Quebec (Canada). In all, 75 % of the parents contacted

agreed to have their child participate in the study. Most of

the participants were Canadian-born (90 %), lived with

both biological parents (72 %) and came from middle class

families (mean family income = $45,000–$55,000).

Mothers and fathers had the same average number of years

of schooling (13.10 and 13.20 years, respectively).

Like any longitudinal study, this study had missing data.

Between the ages of 16 and 24, the annual rates of par-

ticipant retention varied between 77 and 82 % of the initial

sample. Given that one of the key pieces of information on

which this study was based was nominal in nature (i.e. the

name of the romantic partners), the usual methods of

estimating missing data could not be applied. A sub-sample

was thus formed based on the following criterion: having

participated in at least seven out of nine annual waves of

data collection between the ages of 16 and 24. In all, 281

participants (63 % girls, p\ .05) met this criterion. Com-

pared to the group of non-retained participants (N = 109),

the retained participants (N = 281) were more likely to

have come from intact families (p\ .001). At age 24,

2.3 % of this sample was married.

Research Design and Procedures

The participants were followed over a period of 13 years

(ages 12–24). Antecedents were assessed at age 12 and

romantic relationships were assessed yearly between the

ages of 16 and 24. At age 12 (Grade 6), questionnaires

were completed by the pupils in the classroom under the

supervision of undergraduate and Master’s student research

assistants. In high school (ages 13–17), similar procedures

were followed. Again, questionnaires were completed in

the school setting under the supervision of research assis-

tants. However, as participants were spread throughout

more than 30 schools, some assessments had to be con-

ducted individually at the participant’s home (approxi-

mately 10 cases per year) or the questionnaires had to be

sent out by mail (approximately 5 per year). After high

school, assessments were conducted individually. In most

cases, these assessments took place at the participant’s

home. In some cases, questionnaires were sent out by mail.

At ages 23 and 24, the data were collected through a

structured telephone interview conducted by trained and

supervised undergraduate and Master’s student research

assistants. Parents provided written consent for their child’s

participation at each year of the study until the youth were

18. From ages 18–24, written consent was provided by the

participants. From age 16 onwards, the youth received a

gift certificate (to a movie theater, music store, or sports

store) for their participation at each time point.

Measures

Romantic Relationships

Every year from ages 16–22, participants were asked to

complete a questionnaire, indicating the first and last

names of all the romantic partners (maximum 5) they had

had over the previous 12 months. They were then asked to

specify, for each of the partners named, how long the

relationship had lasted. At ages 23 and 24, this information

was collected through a telephone interview. In line with

previous studies, only romantic relationships lasting at least

1 month were retained in the current study (Zimmer-

Gembeck et al. 2001). Several variables were then calcu-

lated based on this information.

Number of Different Romantic Partners The number of

different romantic partners named between the ages of 16

and 24 was compiled. The value of this variable ranged

from 0 to X.

Number of Years in a Romantic Relationship This vari-

able was calculated by adding up the number of years in

which the participant reported having had at least one

romantic partner in the previous year. The value of this

variable ranged from 0 to 9, with a value of 9 indicating

that the participant reported being in a couple relationship

(i.e. named at least one romantic partner) every year

between the ages of 16 and 24. These two variables were

used to identify the romantic relationship patterns.
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Length of the Longest Romantic Relationship The length

of the longest romantic relationships was determined for

each participant by retaining the partner who was named

the most often between the ages of 16 and 24 (ranged from

0 to 9).

Age at First Romantic Relationship This variable corre-

sponded to the age at which the participant first reported

having had a romantic partner (ranged from 16 to 24). A

score of 25 was assigned to the participants who reported

no romantic relationships between the ages of 16 and 24

(n = 6) to allow them to be included in the analyses.

Antecedents at Age 12

Family Cohesion The measure of family cohesion

assessed the level of emotional bonding between partici-

pants and their family members. We used the positive

family relations subscale drawn from the questionnaire

developed by Metzler et al. (1998). Participants assessed

six items on a five-point scale ranging from ‘‘not at all

true’’ to ‘‘completely true’’ (sample item: ‘‘The members of

my family help each other’’). A family cohesion score was

calculated by averaging the scores for these six items

(a = .88).

Parent–Child Conflict The measure of parent–child con-

flict examined the extent to which there was conflict

between the participants and their parents, using items

derived from the Oregon Youth Study (e.g., Dishion et al.

2012). The opening question was: In the last week, how

many times did the following things happen between you

and at least one of your parents? The items were: ‘‘We got

angry at each other,’’ ‘‘We argued at the dinner table,’’

‘‘We had a big argument about a little thing’’ and ‘‘One of

us became so angry that he hit someone.’’ Each item was

scored on a scale ranging from 1 (never) to 6 (more than six

times), and the items were averaged. The internal consis-

tency for this scale was adequate (a = .77).

Peer Likeability Sociometric nominations were con-

ducted in each Grade 6 classroom. Over 70 % of the

students in each classroom participated in this assess-

ment. Participants were provided with a list of their

classmates who were part of the study. They were asked

to nominate ‘‘Those you would invite to your birthday

party or that you like to play with the most’’ (liked-most

nominations; LM) and ‘‘Those you would not invite to

your birthday party or that you like to play with the

least’’ (liked-least nominations; LL). No restrictions were

imposed regarding the gender or number of classmates

that could be nominated. The number of LM or LL

nominations received from classmates was computed for

each participant. These scores were then transformed into

Z scores within each classroom. A social preference

score (LM - LL) was also calculated for each partici-

pant, based on Coie and Dodge’s (1983) procedure. This

social preference score was used as an indicator of the

participants’ peer likeability.

Social Withdrawal Peer nominations were collected in

the Grade 6 classroom using the French version of the

items from the Revised Class Play scale (Masten et al.

1985). Students whose parents provided permission to

participate in the study appeared on an alphabetical roster

handed out to the participants. Using this roster, youth were

asked to select up to three peers in their classroom who best

fit each of the descriptors. A score for each participant was

created by summing up the number of nominations

received from classmates. These scores were then trans-

formed into Z scores for each classroom. Social withdrawal

was measured by averaging two items (‘‘Prefers playing

alone than with others’’ and ‘‘Is always alone’’; r = .89).

Close Friendships We used the close friendship subscale

from the Self-Perception Profile for Adolescents (Harter

1988). This subscale is comprised of five items, scored

from 1 to 4, with higher scores reflecting a more positive

self-image (e.g., ‘‘Some youth find it hard to make friends

they can really trust BUT Other youth are able to make

close friends they can really trust’’). For each participant, a

close friendship score was calculated by computing the

mean of the five items. The internal consistency of this

scale was satisfactory (a = .79).

Other-Sex Friendships To examine the proportion of

other-sex friendships in the friendship network, partici-

pants were asked to write down the full name (first and last

names) of up to 10 friends. No constraints were imposed

regarding the context in which these friendships took place.

The friends could be from school, the neighbourhood, an

after-school activity, or any other context. In a second step,

participants were asked to answer a series of questions for

each of the friends named, including the friend’s gender

and the nature of their relationship. The friends who were

designated by the participants as cousins, brothers/sisters or

romantic partners were removed from the network and

were not considered in the current analyses. These

friendships represented fewer than 5 % of the total nomi-

nations. The proportion of the friendship network com-

prised of other-sex friends was computed. The proportion

measure was the number of other-sex friends divided by

the number of other-sex friends plus the number of same-

sex friends (Poulin and Pedersen 2007).
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Data Analysis Plan

The analyses were conducted in three steps: (1) identifying

the romantic relationship patterns; (2) validating the pat-

terns based on external variables, and (3) examining the

interpersonal experiences in early adolescence.

Two variables were used to identify the romantic rela-

tionship patterns: (1) the number of different romantic

partners between the ages of 16 and 24, and (2) the number

of years in a romantic relationship between the ages of 16

and 24. These two variables were subjected to a latent class

analysis (PROC LCA, SAS). This person-centred analysis

brought out homogeneous sub-groups of participants

within a heterogeneous sample (Lanza et al. 2007). As

stated by Lanza et al. (2007), latent class analysis has many

advantages compared to cluster analysis. First, this type of

analysis considers the possibility of error and the proba-

bility of belonging to a group. Moreover, the optimal

model with regard to the number of classes in the sample is

determined by using fit statistics. In our study, the good-

ness of fit of the optimal model was measured using the

Log-Likelihood, Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC),

sample-size adjusted BIC (SSA-BIC) and Aikaike Infor-

mation Criterion (AIC) (Lanza et al. 2007). The entropy

was used to determine the degree of uncertainty of the

classification (Celeux and Soromenho 1996). In order to

compare the romantic relationship patterns identified by the

latent class analysis, a MANOVA with Tukey’s post hoc

analysis was performed on the two variables used to

identify these patterns. This analysis made it possible to

examine where the differences between the patterns lay

with regard to the number of different romantic partners

between the ages of 16 and 24 and the number of years in a

romantic relationship between the ages of 16 and 24.

The romantic relationship patterns were then compared

to one another and validated based on external variables

other than those that had been used to identify them. These

variables were: length of the longest romantic relationship,

age at first romantic relationship, and gender. For the

comparisons involving the first two variables, a MANOVA

with Tukey’s post hoc analysis was used. Gender was

analyzed using a Chi square analysis.

Lastly, interpersonal experiences in early adolescence

were examined using a MANOVA with Tukey’s post hoc

analysis. This analysis made it possible to determine

whether the patterns differed from one another with regard

to these interpersonal experiences and, if so, where these

differences lay.

Results

Identifying Romantic Relationship Patterns

Models ranging from two to six classes were tested using

latent class analyses. Table 1 presents the results for each

model. An examination of the fit statistics for all these

models revealed that the Log-Likelihood decreased pro-

gressively and then showed a less pronounced decrease

between the five- and six-class models. The BIC, SSA-BIC

and AIC were lowest for the five-class model compared to

all the other solutions. These fit statistics suggested that the

five-class model was the model that best fit the data. Fur-

thermore, the entropy of the five-class model was adequate,

which confirmed our decision to choose this model. The

means and standard deviations of the two grouping vari-

ables for each of the five classes are presented in Table 2.

A MANOVA comparing the five classes with regard to

these two variables revealed significant differences

between them (Wilks’ k = .04, F (4, 276) = 288.03,

p\ .001). These differences concerned the number of

different romantic partners (F (4, 276) = 219.30,

p\ .001) and the number of years in a romantic relation-

ship (F (4, 276) = 468.67, p\ .001). The post hoc anal-

yses revealed that the number of romantic partners

increased significantly from the first to the fifth pattern

(p\ .001), with the exception of the second and third

patterns, which did not differ from one another (p = .78).

The post hoc analyses also revealed that the first pattern

differed from the other patterns insofar as it showed a low

Table 1 Fit statistics for latent

class analysis
Number of classes LL AIC BIC SSA-BIC Entropy

2 -1229.79 2473.58 2499.05 2476.85 .91

3 -1190.77 2401.53 2437.91 2406.20 .89

4 -1177.23 2380.46 2427.76 2386.54 .83

5 21161.17 2354.33 2412.55 2361.81 .80

6 -1158.67 2355.35 2424.47 2364.23 .78

LL Log-Likelihood, AIC Aikaike Information Criterion, BIC Bayesian Information Criterion, SSA-BIC

sample-size adjusted BIC

Boldface type indicates the selected model
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number of years in a romantic relationship (p\ .001) and

that the second pattern was characterized by a moderate

number of years in a romantic relationship (p\ .001),

whereas the other three patterns were characterized by a

high number of years in a romantic relationship and did not

differ among themselves.

The five classes were then compared to one another with

regard to the two external variables using a MANOVA and

post hoc analysis. Means and standard deviations are

reported in Table 3. This analysis revealed that the five

romantic relationship patterns differed significantly from

one another (Wilks’ k = .36, F (4, 276) = 45.85,

p\ .001). An examination of the univariate tests indicated

that these differences concerned both the length of the

longest romantic relationship (F (4, 276) = 64.26,

p\ .001) and age at first romantic relationship (F (4,

276) = 43.90, p\ .001). The post hoc analyses revealed

that the participants in the first pattern were characterized

by shorter romantic relationships than those in the other

patterns (p\ .001), while the participants in the third

pattern were characterized by longer romantic relationships

(p\ .001). Moreover, the participants in the first pattern

differed from those in the other four patterns insofar as they

were characterized by late entry into romantic relationships

(p\ .001). Lastly, the romantic relationship patterns also

differed with regard to gender (v2 (4) = 26.49, p\ .001).

The participants in the first two patterns were mostly boys

whereas those in the other three patterns were mostly girls.

To sum up, the participants in the first pattern (n = 33;

11.7 %) were characterized by a low number of romantic

partners and a low number of years in a romantic relation-

ship between the ages of 16 and 24. The term ‘‘later

involvement’’ was used to refer to this pattern because these

youth were also characterized by late entry into romantic

relationships. The participants in the second pattern

(n = 59; 21 %) were characterized by a moderate number

of romantic partners and a moderate number of years in a

romantic relationship. Since these participants’ romantic

relationships were spread out over time, this pattern was

called ‘‘sporadic involvement.’’ The participants in the third

pattern (n = 136; 48.4 %) were characterized by a moder-

ate number of romantic partners and a high number of years

in a romantic relationship. These participants had longer-

lasting romantic relationships. Thus, this pattern was

referred to as ‘‘long-term involvement.’’ The participants in

the fourth pattern (n = 41; 14.6 %) were characterized by a

high number of romantic partners and a high number of

years in a romantic relationship. This pattern was called

‘‘frequent involvement’’ because of these participants’

tendency to frequently change romantic partners while

being involved in a romantic relationship in every year of

the study. The fifth pattern (n = 12; 4.3 %) was made up of

participants who presented a very high number of different

romantic partners and a high number of years in a romantic

relationship. The term ‘‘intense involvement’’ was used to

refer to this pattern.

Table 2 Identification of romantic relationship patterns

Variables Romantic relationship patterns

Later (n = 33) Sporadic (n = 59) Long-term (n = 136) Frequent (n = 41) Intense (n = 12)

Latent class analysis

Number of partners 1.30 (0.95)a 2.90 (1.54)b 3.21 (1.30)b 7.08 (0.96)c 11.58 (1.56)d

Number of years in a RR 1.88 (1.05)a 5.31 (0.77)b 8.17 (0.81)c 8.29 (0.84)c 8.42 (0.67)c

Means with different subscripts within a row are significantly different from one another (p\ .05)

Table 3 Descriptives statistics for external and demographic variables for each romantic relationship pattern

Variables Romantic relationship patterns

Later Sporadic Long-term Frequent Intense

External

Longest relationship 1.27 (0.91)a 3.05 (1.20)b 5.24 (1.65)c 3.83 (1.26)b 3.25 (1.06)b

Age at first relationship 19.88 (3.54)a 16.98 (1.38)b 16.33 (0.66)b 16.17 (0.44)b 16.00 (0.00)b

Demographic

Gender (% girls) 36.36 44.07 69.85 70.73 91.67

Family structure (% intact) 81.81 75.86 74.81 73.17 100.00

Means with different subscripts within a row are significantly different from one another (p\ .05)
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Associations Between Family and Peer Experiences

in Early Adolescence and Romantic Relationship

Patterns

Means and standard deviations for each of the antecedents

for each romantic relationship pattern are presented in

Table 4. A MANOVA including all these variables as a

function of the patterns proved to be significant (Wilks’

k = .751, p\ .001). An examination of the univariate tests

revealed significant effects for all of the variables, except

family cohesion (p = .355). A first significant finding

concerned parent–child conflict (p\ .01). The post hoc

analyses revealed that the youth in the intense involvement

pattern reported more conflict in their relationship with

their parents at age 12 compared to the youth in all the

other patterns. With regard to peer relationships, a signif-

icant effect was found for peer likeability (p\ .01). The

post hoc analyses showed that the participants in the long-

term and intense involvement patterns were the most well-

liked by their classmates at age 12, whereas the participants

in the later involvement pattern were the least well-liked. A

third significant finding was noted for social withdrawal

(p\ .01). The post hoc analyses showed that the partici-

pants in the later involvement pattern were the most

socially withdrawn, while those in the long-term, frequent

and intense involvement patterns were the least withdrawn.

A significant effect was also found for close friendships

(p\ .01). The post hoc analyses revealed that the partici-

pants in the later involvement pattern perceived less

closeness in their friendships at age 12 while the partici-

pants in the frequent involvement pattern perceived more

closeness in their friendships. Lastly, a significant effect

was found for the proportion of other-sex friends in the

friendship network (p\ .05). The post hoc analyses indi-

cated that the participants in the later involvement pattern

had fewer other-sex friends at age 12, while the partici-

pants in the frequent and intense involvement patterns had

the most other-sex friends.

Discussion

Recent longitudinal studies using person-centred analyses

reported the existence of different romantic relationship

patterns from adolescence to young adulthood, including

some that were characterized by early or late entry into

romantic relationships and others that were characterized

by frequent changes in partners (e.g., Connolly et al. 2013;

Orpinas et al. 2013; Rauer et al. 2013). The current study

followed up on this work and aimed to identify and

describe the romantic relationship patterns among a sample

of French Canadian youth interviewed from ages 16–24. It

also aimed to determine whether these patterns were

associated with the youth’s interpersonal experiences in the

family and peer group at age 12. The latent class analysis

brought out five romantic relationship patterns that differed

from one another with regard to external variables as well

as several interpersonal experiences. Below, we describe

the study’s findings in detail and discuss their develop-

mental significance.

Romantic Relationship Patterns

The five romantic relationship patterns can be described as

being along a continuum. At the center was the long-term

involvement pattern which included almost half of the

participants and was characterized by longer romantic

relationships. Two romantic relationship patterns including

a smaller number of participants were markedly different

from this normative pattern. At one end of the spectrum,

the later involvement pattern included individuals who

were characterized by late entry into romantic relation-

ships. At the other end, the individuals in the intense

involvement pattern were characterized by continuous

involvement in romantic relationships but with very fre-

quent partner changes. Two other patterns were found

between these opposite poles. The participants in the fre-

quent involvement pattern were also characterized by

Table 4 Means (and standard deviations) of family and peer experiences for each romantic relationship pattern

Variables Romantic relationship patterns

Later Sporadic Long-term Frequent Intense F (4, 276)

Family cohesion 3.71 (0.98) 4.01 (0.81) 3.93 (0.88) 3.97 (0.76) 3.57 (0.87) 1.10

Parent–child conflict 1.46 (0.53)a 1.63 (0.74)a 1.79 (0.79)a 1.78 (0.87)a 2.56 (1.47)b 5.99**

Peer likeability -0.72 (1.73)a 0.00 (1.34)a,b 0.39 (1.47)b 0.11 (1.55)a,b 0.77 (1.12)b 4.52**

Social withdrawal 0.50 (1.40)a -0.07 (0.70)a,b -0.11 (0.80)b -0.25 (0.44)b -0.17 (0.55)b 4.41**

Close friendships 3.03 (0.64)a 3.12 (0.69)a,b 3.38 (0.62)a,b 3.50 (0.51)b 3.35 (0.67)a,b 4.43**

Other-sex friendships 0.09 (0.16)a 0.15 (0.14)a,b 0.15 (0.16)a,b 0.21 (0.18)b 0.24 (0.20)b 3.36**

Means with different subscripts within a row are significantly different from one another (p B .05)

** p\ .05
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numerous partner changes but to a lesser extent than those

in the intense involvement pattern. Lastly, youth in the

sporadic involvement pattern were a little more involved in

romantic relationships than those in the later involvement

pattern but not as involved as those in the other three

patterns.

Males and females were not equally represented in each

of these romantic relationship patterns. When patterns were

characterized by higher levels of romantic involvement

(long-term, frequent and intense involvement patterns),

females were in the majority. When they were charac-

terised by lower levels of involvement (late and sporadic

involvement patterns), males were overrepresented. These

results corroborate the literature on gender differences in

romantic relationships. Indeed, beginning in adolescence,

males are less comfortable than females in navigating

themselves in the romantic sphere (Giordano et al. 2012),

which could contribute to their lower level of involvement.

Additionally, females seek more support within their

romantic relationship than males (Perrin et al. 2011) as

well as investing themselves more in these relationships in

order to maintain them (Shulman et al. 2013). This can

explain why females are overrepresented in patterns char-

acterized by more involvement.

Given the significant similarities between the current

study and that by Rauer et al. (2013) (e.g., 10-year longi-

tudinal design with yearly identification of romantic part-

ners, person-centred analyses), a comparison of the results

is in order. The findings are similar in several respects.

Indeed, both studies brought out five patterns. In most

cases, given their striking similarities, we used similar

names for these patterns as those proposed by Rauer et al.

Moreover, the gender representation in each pattern was

similar in both studies. This replication of Rauer et al.’s

results in a different cultural context (French Canadian

versus American) and covering a slightly different age

range (16–24 vs. 18–25) thus lends support to the validity

of these romantic relationship patterns.

However, some differences in the findings should be

highlighted. First, the proportion of individuals in each

pattern was somewhat different. For example, in Rauer

et al.’s study, the later involvement pattern included the

greatest number of individuals (28.38 vs. 11.74 % in our

study) whereas, in our study, the long-term involvement

pattern was the most prevalent (48.40 vs. 20.74 % for the

long-term committed pattern in Rauer et al.’s study). It is

possible that these differences can be attributed to the fact

that the procedures used to identify the romantic partners

were not the same. More specifically, in Rauer et al.’s

study, participants were asked to name their current

romantic partner, with the result that partners with whom

the participant had been involved in a relationship, even for

several months, between the yearly waves of data

collection, would not have been identified. This procedure

might have led to an over-estimation of the real number of

individuals in the later involvement pattern. It is plausible

that the proportion of individuals in this pattern reported in

the current study is closer to reality, since all of the

romantic partners with whom the participants were

involved in a relationship for at least 1 month were taken

into consideration here. Lastly, this methodological dif-

ference might also explain the absence in our study of a

pattern characterized by a single romantic relationship

throughout the entire period under investigation, as was

found in Rauer et al.’s study (long-term committed). It is

likely that the steady involvement and long-term commit-

ted patterns found in Rauer et al.’s study were combined in

the long-term involvement pattern found in our study.

Second, while both studies identified a pattern charac-

terized by continuous involvement in a romantic relation-

ship with a frequent change in partners, referred to in both

studies as ‘‘frequent involvement’’ (16.44 % of Rauer

et al.’s sample), ours was the only of the two studies to

identify a pattern characterized by very frequent changes in

romantic partners (intense involvement). This difference

was likely due to the greater precision with which all

romantic partners were identified in our study, bringing out

a ‘‘more extreme’’ pattern characterized by even more

frequent partner changes than those reported by Rauer et al.

The small number of participants in this pattern (4.27 % of

our sample) is not surprising given that it is an atypical

trajectory. A similar pattern has also been found in research

on sexuality. Specifically, one study showed that at

26 years of age, 4 % of individuals reported having had 20

or more different sexual partners over the course of their

lives (Zimmer-Gembeck and Collins 2008). It should be

noted here that while individuals in atypical trajectories

represent only a small part of the population, these indi-

viduals often show the highest levels of psychosocial

problems (Madsen and Collins 2011).

Cultural differences may also have explained some of

the divergent findings between the two studies. On average,

French Canadians marry and have children at a later age,

and stay in school longer (ISQ 2012; USCB 2012), which

could allow them more time for romantic exploration. This

might explain why the long-term involvement pattern was

clearly less prevalent in our study. This difference is also

reflected in the rate of married couples in the two studies;

Rauer et al. (2013) reported that 27.6 % of their partici-

pants were married at age 25, compared to 2.3 % in our

sample at age 24.

Interpersonal Experiences in Early Adolescence

The interpersonal experiences examined in this study

helped us to better understand the possible origin of some
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of these romantic relationship patterns. The most extreme

patterns in the spectrum (later involvement and intense

involvement) were marked by the greatest differences in

interpersonal experiences compared to the other patterns.

The individuals in the later involvement pattern clearly

showed problems integrating into the peer group in early

adolescence. In fact, at age 12, they were the most socially

withdrawn, were not well liked by their peers, had few

other-sex friends and perceived less closeness in their

friendships than participants in the other patterns. Two

points merit discussion here. First, these results are con-

sistent with previous studies. More specifically, taken one

by one, these dimensions of peer relationships in early

adolescence have already been shown to be associated with

subsequent problems in romantic relationships (Asendorpf

and Wilpers 1998; Feiring 1999; Houser et al. 2014;

Seiffge-Krenke 2003). The current study showed that each

of these dimensions was associated with later romantic

involvement, even when they were examined simultane-

ously (i.e. multivariate analysis). Second, it is possible that

social withdrawal is the common thread linking all of these

interpersonal experiences. Thus, socially withdrawn youth

are particularly prone to being disliked by their peers

(Newcomb et al. 1993), have lower quality friendships

(Rubin et al. 2006b) and have greater difficulty forming

relationships with other-sex peers, first on a friendship

basis and later in romantic relationships (Connolly et al.

2000). Although, in the current study, the participants’

interpersonal experiences were all measured concomitantly

at age 12, it is also possible to imagine a cascading model,

extending from early to late adolescence, in which social

withdrawal leads to exclusion from the peer group, which

in turn: (1) makes it difficult to form friendships with same-

sex peers that are conducive to closeness, and (2) limits the

opportunities to form friendships with other-sex peers.

Failure in these two relational contexts during adolescence

then compromises these individuals’ capacity to form

romantic relationships at the same age as their peers. Sul-

livan’s interpersonal theory (1953) highlights the devel-

opmental importance of friendship. Friendship constitutes a

social context that favours several forms of learning which

are then extended to romantic relationships. Thus, diffi-

culty forming friendships hinders this learning, which can

then lead to difficulty in forming romantic relationships.

Although the current findings showed that these individuals

tend to form romantic relationships later than their peers,

this does not necessarily suggest that the quality of their

couple relationships in adulthood differs from that of their

peers. More studies are needed to clarify this issue.

The youth in the intense involvement pattern presented a

combination of positive experiences in the peer group

context and negative experiences in the family context

which, at first sight, is intriguing. More specifically, our

results showed that these youth were particularly well liked

by their classmates in Grade 6, were not socially with-

drawn, and had friendship networks that included the

highest proportion of other-sex peers. The transition to a

mixed-gender peer network is a normative phenomenon

during adolescence (Poulin and Pedersen 2007). However,

the individuals in the intense involvement pattern appeared

to experience this process earlier than the other youth.

These results suggest that these youth were highly involved

in their peer group in early adolescence, which may have

facilitated greater access to potential romantic partners.

Moreover, the youth in the intense involvement pattern

reported experiencing more frequent conflict with their

parents at age 12 than the youth in the other patterns. Two

implications emerge from this finding. First, difficulties in

the parent–child relationship in early adolescence have

been associated with a higher level of involvement in the

peer group (Fuligni and Eccles 1993). Second, learning to

deal with interpersonal conflict in a healthy way is an

important challenge during adolescence and a conflictual

family environment is likely to compromise this learning.

According to the social development perspective, this

learned conflictual approach may later be extended to the

individual’s other significant interpersonal relationships

(Bryant and Conger 2002). Indeed, one of the main factors

that can compromise the quality of romantic relationships

during adolescence and lead to the break-up of these

relationships is poor conflict resolution between the part-

ners (e.g., Madsen and Collins 2011). To sum up, the youth

in this pattern were highly involved in their peer group,

were well liked by others and easily formed relationships

with other-sex peers but had difficulty maintaining these

relationships because of an overly conflictual interactional

style. However, although our results appear to suggest such

a scenario, further studies are needed to confirm this

finding.

Compared to the individuals in the intense involvement

pattern, those in the frequent involvement pattern reported

more closeness in their friendships at age 12 and did not

have a conflictual relationship with their parents. The fre-

quent changes in romantic partners reported by the youth in

this pattern could simply have been a manifestation of a

normal tendency to explore during this developmental

period rather than an extension of difficulties experienced

in the family or peer group contexts (Arnett 2000).

The participants in the long-term involvement pattern

were only characterized by the fact that they were well

liked by their peers at age 12. These results are consistent

with those found by Rauer et al. (2013), who reported that

the participants in the long-term committed pattern were

characterized by positive peer-related experiences. Never-

theless, one would have expected these participants to also

be characterized by greater friendship closeness. Indeed,
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friendship intimacy, which is stronger in close friendships,

could be extended to romantic relationships (Seiffge-

Krenke 2000), and is related to the longevity of these

relationships (Hill and Peplau 1998).

The participants in the sporadic involvement pattern did

not stand out from the participants in the other patterns with

regard to the interpersonal experiences measured in our

study. However, Rauer et al. (2013) found this pattern to be

the most strikingly characterized by negative interpersonal

experiences. These differences in the findings could be

attributed to the methodological differences outlined above.

Thus, the participants in Rauer et al.’s sporadic involvement

pattern may have had similar characteristics to the partici-

pants in the intense involvement or later involvement pat-

terns that emerged in our study. Moreover, this spacing

between romantic relationships could simply be a normal

form of exploration in romantic relationships (Arnett 2000),

which could explain why these participants were not char-

acterized in any particular way with regard to the interper-

sonal experiences in early adolescence.

Strengths, Limitations and Future Research

The methodological strengths of this study include the use

of a longitudinal design extending over 13 years (from

ages 12–24), yearly measures of romantic relationships

over 9 years, the detailed identification of all the romantic

partners with whom participants were in a relationship

(lasting at least 1 month) and the use of person-centred

analyses which brought out the developmental hetero-

geneity marking this period.

Some limitations should nevertheless be mentioned.

First, participants were asked to name their romantic

partners but these partners were not contacted to confirm

the existence of a romantic relationship. However, the

criterion stipulating that each relationship had to have

lasted at least 1 month and the fact that the participants

were asked to specify the full name of their partners may

have helped lessen the impact of this limitation. Second,

self-report questionnaires were used to assess several

interpersonal experiences in early adolescence (4 out of 6).

This may have resulted in some shared method bias,

especially given that the romantic relationships were also

self-reported. However, the two interpersonal experiences

measured using a different procedure (peer nominations)

also brought out the different romantic relationship pat-

terns. Third, the ‘‘longest relationship’’ variable was based

on the number of times a partner was named over the

course of the study, which limited our ability to distinguish

between relationships that lasted only a few months and

those that were maintained for over a year. Finally, the

current study used a fairly homogeneous sample of youth

from a single geographical area. These findings should be

replicated with more ethnically and economically diverse

samples and with members of the LGBT community.

Research on romantic relationship patterns could be

extended in several ways in future studies. First, the current

study identified romantic relationship patterns from age 16

onward, an age when the majority of youth have already

experienced a romantic relationship (Carver et al. 2003).

Starting a study at a younger age might help bring out an

early starter pattern. Second, future studies should also

carefully track the psychosocial development of individu-

als over time (e.g., depression, substance use or sexuality)

throughout their romantic relationship development to

better understand how romance and psychosocial health

might evolve together. Finally, although romantic rela-

tionships are dyadic in nature, no information on the

partners’ characteristics or the quality of the relationships

was taken into account in this study. For example, did the

individuals in the different romantic relationship patterns

tend to form relationships with partners who presented

particular characteristics or were in the same romantic

relationship pattern as they were? Do different romantic

relationship patterns all lead to the same quality of couple

relationships in adulthood? Does the fact of being in a non-

normative pattern (e.g., later involvement or intense

involvement) from early adolescence to emerging adult-

hood necessarily result in difficulties that persist into adult

romantic relationships? Although the present study pro-

vided some important insight into romantic relationship

patterns, longitudinal studies with multiple respondents are

needed to address these questions.

Conclusion

Research on developmental romantic relationship patterns

is very recent. This study aimed to contribute to this field,

bringing many innovative aspects to the literature. First, the

romantic relationship patterns were identified more pre-

cisely, with all the participants’ romantic partners being

considered. Moreover, the examination of these romantic

relationship patterns began during middle adolescence, a

period when romantic relationships begin to be oriented

towards intimacy. These elements brought out, for the first

time, a romantic relationship pattern characterized by

intense involvement in romantic relationships, as well as

four other patterns, including one normative pattern that

included almost half of the participants. Finally, this study

contributes to the literature on romantic relationship pat-

terns by demonstrating that the five patterns identified

differed from one another with regard to family and peer

interpersonal experiences assessed in early adolescence,

especially for the patterns situated at the poles of the

romantic involvement continuum.
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