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This study tested associations between adolescent perceptions of interparental conflict, adolescent
attachment security with parents, and adolescent marital expectations and romantic experiences.
Participants were 96 early adolescent females from 2 parent families. Insecurity was examined as a
mediator of the association between negative perceptions of parental conflict and romantic outcomes.
Results supported the mediation model in which adolescents’ negative perceptions of parental conflict
was associated with insecure attachment with parents, which was in turn associated with negative
marital expectations and romantic experiences. Implications for understanding how parent–adolescent
and interparental variables influence adolescent marital expectations and romantic experiences are
discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

The ability to develop intimate relationships is a piv-
otal developmental task in adolescence that has implica-
tions for successful functioning (Berscheid, 1999). Close
social connections enhance psychological well-being, and
the inability to develop or maintain successful romantic
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relationships is associated with emotional and physical
distress (e.g., Simon and Marcussen, 1999). As these links
between romantic functioning and well-being have be-
come clear, researchers have begun to explore how the
capacity for romantic competence develops. It has been
hypothesized that a child’s earliest experiences in rela-
tionships, whether as an observer or a participant, may
serve as a template for later romantic relationships (e.g.,
Gray and Steinberg, 1999). For instance, a family environ-
ment marked by parental warmth, structure, and emotional
availability may promote in the adolescent a healthy, en-
during ability for intimacy and relatedness (Collins and
Sroufe, 1999; Furman and Wehner, 1994). Research is
now beginning to support such claims. For example, one
longitudinal study, which included observational ratings
of family interactions, and followed adolescents from 7th
grade to adulthood, found that nurturant-involved parent-
ing in early adolescence predicted romantic behaviors in
late adolescence that were warm, supportive, and low in
hostility (Conger et al., 2000).

If early experiences with parents predict later ro-
mantic relationship behavior, it is important to inves-
tigate the specific types of family experiences that
may do so. This study was designed to examine how
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marital and parent–adolescent relations contribute to
the development of adolescent marital expectations and
romantic experiences. Specifically, we investigated how
adolescent perceptions of interparental conflict and how
the attachment relationship between adolescents and their
parents affect adolescent romantic activity and marital
expectations.

The importance of adolescent’s attachment security
with parents for understanding marital expectations and
romantic experiences is emphasized by Bowlby’s (1969)
theory. According to Bowlby, individuals develop inter-
nal working models based on early caregiving experiences
that then guide their expectations and attitudes in other,
later relationships. From this perspective experiences in
the parent–child relationship therefore have implications
for how the adolescent thinks, feels, and behaves in other
relationships, including romantic relationships. Although
little research exists with regard to romantic relationships
specifically, in the peer domain there is evidence that late
adolescents who reported secure relationships with their
parents had lower levels of emotional distress and higher
levels of social support, and were rated by their peers as
more ego-resilient, less anxious, and less hostile (Kobak
and Sceery, 1988). Current theorists suggest that parent–
child experiences also have implications for how the ado-
lescent interacts with romantic partners and how the ado-
lescent interprets behaviors and attitudes of the romantic
partner (e.g., Welsh et al., 2003).

To examine parent–child attachment security, we
drew on recent conceptualizations of attachment working
models (e.g., Bartholomew and Horowitz, 1991; Collins
and Read, 1990). Many attachment scholars postulate that
two dimensions underlie attachment patterns. One dimen-
sion, anxiety about abandonment, reflects people’s model
of the self, such that people who view the self as worthy
experience little fear that others will abandon them (in-
dicative of security), whereas people who view the self as
unworthy experience great fear that they will be aban-
doned (indicative of insecurity). The other dimension,
avoidance of intimacy, reflects people’s model of others,
such that people with a more positive model of others are
comfortable being intimate with others and tend to seek
out closeness (indicative of security), whereas people with
a more negative models of other are uncomfortable with
intimacy and tend to avoid close relationships (indicative
of insecurity). We examined the extent to which adoles-
cents’ anxiety about abandonment and avoidance of inti-
macy in the context of the parent–child relationship were
associated with their marital expectations and romantic
experiences.

In addition to parent–child attachment security, per-
ceived interparental relations may also play a role in

adolescent romantic development. Specifically, adoles-
cent perceptions of interparental conflict may be important
for understanding adolescent romantic activity because
the observation of the parental relationship is one way
that adolescents may learn about romantic relationships.
If adolescents observe that their parents are emotionally
unavailable with one another, or unable to resolve con-
flicts, then they may be more likely to exhibit similar
characteristics both in the home and in other social arenas
(Emery, 1982). A number of studies support this idea. For
example, parental marital satisfaction, which may reflect
poor conflict resolution and affect regulation, is related
to adolescent females’ self-esteem, frequency of dating,
and degree of seriousness with present boyfriend (Long,
1986; 1987). In addition, perceived interparental conflict
is associated with adolescents’ poor conflict resolution
strategies with romantic partners (e.g., Reese-Weber and
Bertle-Haring, 1998), although this association appears to
be mediated by parent–adolescent factors.

The goal of the study was, therefore, to examine
whether perceptions of interparental conflict and adoles-
cent attachment security with parents were associated with
adolescent romantic functioning. It is possible that inter-
parental conflict and attachment security with parents are
each unique predictors of adolescent romantic functioning
because each may be a model of intimate relationships for
a developing adolescent. Therefore, attachment models
indicative of insecurity (i.e., high levels of anxiety about
abandonment and low levels of comfort with intimacy)
and perceptions of interparental conflict should each be
associated with more maladaptive marital expectations
and romantic experiences. In addition, there is reason to
believe that that these factors may work together in influ-
encing adolescent romantic development because inter-
parental factors and parent–adolescent factors are related.
For example, there is a great deal of evidence supporting
the link between marital conflict and parent–child attach-
ment insecurity (e.g., Howes and Markman, 1989; Owen
and Cox, 1997). Therefore, it is likely that perceptions
of interparental conflict would be associated with insecu-
rity in the adolescent–parent relationship. Given this, we
examined whether insecurity mediated the relationship
between interparental conflict and romantic outcomes.

Mediation is commonly defined as a situation in
which 1 variable influences another through an inter-
vening variable (Baron and Kenny, 1986). We hypoth-
esized that interparental conflict influenced romantic out-
comes through attachment insecurity. Specifically, we pre-
dicted that negative perceptions about parental conflict
set the stage for insecurity in adolescent–parent relations,
which in turn results in more maladaptive adolescent mar-
ital expectations and romantic experiences (see Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. Proposed mediation model of adolescent attachment security as a mediator between perceived parental conflict and romantic expectations and
experiences.

According to this model, interparental conflict may influ-
ence adolescent romantic activity indirectly through the
parent–adolescent relationship. It has been suggested that
the ways in which children perceive, interpret, and in-
ternalize marital relations (i.e., marital conflict) may in-
fluence children’s psychological (or emotional) security,
which would then have implications for their current
and long-term functioning (Cummings and Davies, 1995;
Davies and Cummings, 1994). According to the emo-
tional security hypothesis, marital conflict may increase
the negativity of parent–child interactions (i.e., parental
rejection), or it may decrease parental involvement and
emotional availability because the parent is emotionally
occupied by the conflict (Davies and Cummings, 1994).
The resulting emotional insecurity may shape adoles-
cents’ representations about romantic relationships, and
influence their expectations about their own relationships.
So according to this model, adolescents who hold nega-
tive perceptions about parental conflict are more likely to
feel insecure in the adolescent–parent relationship. This
insecurity will then guide their thoughts, feelings, and
experiences in other relationships.

Methodological Challenges

In this study, we addressed 3 important methodolog-
ical issues. There is disagreement about whether it is
best to assess attachment security via self-report or inter-
view, and evidence is beginning to emerge suggesting that

security can have different correlates, depending on how
it is assessed (Furman and Shaffer, 2002; Waters et al.,
2002). Therefore, we included both self-report and in-
terview measures in our study. Second, concerns have
been raised about the use of a single reporter of family-
related events. Although we have argued that it is ado-
lescents’ perceptions of interparental conflict that affect
their romantic relationships because these perceptions are
indicative of adolescents’ cognitive-affective processing
of events, it may also be the case that the events (i.e.,
the conflict) themselves may have an effect. To examine
this possibility, parental report of conflict was also ex-
amined. Finally, we addressed the third variable problem,
namely, that other individual or personality characteristics
may account for the proposed relations between attach-
ment security, perceptions of parental conflict, and the
romantic outcomes. To address this possibility, we in-
cluded a measure of neuroticism in our models (Watson
and Clark, 1984). We selected neuroticism because, as
an indicator of generalized negative affectivity, it may ac-
count for both the tendency to perceive high levels of inter-
parental conflict and the tendency to feel insecure in close
relationships.

Overview of Study

This study investigated adolescent girls’ marital ex-
pectations and romantic experiences. In terms of ex-
pectations, we studied how unhappy, or dissatisfied, the
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adolescents predicted they will be in their future mar-
riages and the likelihood that they think they will get
divorced. These may be important variables because ado-
lescent marital expectations may shape the outcome and
satisfaction of their future romantic relationships. It can be
argued that early adolescents may be too young to have
realistic expectations about their romantic future. How-
ever, research on the self-fulfilling prophecy suggests that
people’s expectations influence the reality of their rela-
tionships (Downey et al., 1998; Murray et al., 1996). Fur-
thermore, evidence suggests that women with rejection
expectations act in romantic relationships in ways that
elicit rejecting responses from their partners. Although
this research involves adults, it has been suggested that a
similar model can be applied to adolescents, particularly
girls, in which expectations for rejection influence how
adolescents think, feel, and behave in romantic relation-
ships (Downey et al., 1999). This research suggests that
early adolescents’ expectations regarding future romantic
happiness may in fact influence their behavior in future
romantic relationships.

We examined a number of romantic experiences
ranging from potentially normative experiences to po-
tentially risk-taking or maladaptive experiences. Items
were chosen to include a representation of approach-
oriented experiences, potentially rejecting experiences,
and risk-taking experiences for early adolescent girls.
During early adolescence, romantic relationships are less
common. Therefore, romantic/sexual experiences and at-
titudes may be the best indicators of romantic functioning
for early adolescents. Early adolescents who engage in
maladaptive romantic behaviors, or who become sexually
or romantically involved prior to their peers may be more
at risk for future romantic difficulties. Thus, examining a
range of romantic/sexual experiences in early adolescence
is crucial.

We expected that adolescent–parent attachment se-
curity and perceptions of interparental conflict would be
associated with adolescent marital expectations and ro-
mantic experiences. In addition, we predicted that nega-
tive perceptions about parental conflict set the stage for
insecurity in adolescent–parent relations, which in turn
predict negative adolescent marital expectations and ro-
mantic experiences.

The mediation model was tested using structural
equation modeling (SEM), which provides a parsimonious
way to test regression-based path models and mediation.
Constructs in the model were specified as measured vari-
ables because of sample size and hence our data analy-
ses do not benefit from the advantages of latent variable
modeling. However, to confirm that our measured vari-
ables were psychometrically sound, we subjected them

to confirmatory factor analyses before including them in
the models. This will be described in detail in the results
section.

METHOD

Participants

Participants were 96 early adolescent girls from the
greater Buffalo, New York area who were participating
with their parents in an ongoing study of family and ado-
lescent relationships. All girls came from intact 2-parent
families. We studied girls because they tend to be more in-
terested in and attuned to romantic relationships than are
boys (e.g., Shulman and Scharf, 2000). In addition, girls
are at increased risk for psychological problems (e.g., de-
pression) that were being investigated in the larger study
from which this data set is derived. The families were
recruited through advertisements and from a local middle
school. Four hundred letters were mailed to families of
8th grade daughters in a local middle school. Families
were instructed to return a postage paid postcard if they
were interested in participating. Seventy-seven postcards
were returned (19%). Of them, 31 families who were eligi-
ble participated. Advertisements were also placed in local
newspapers, on cable television, and in the community.
Interested families were asked to call the project. Two
hundred forty-eight families were interested and, of them,
65 who were eligible participated. Eligibility criteria in-
cluded being an intact family with an 8th grade daughter
with the ability to read and comprehend questionnaires
and participate in computer tasks. Families with daugh-
ters with severe learning disabilities that would impair
their performance were excluded. The girls’ average age
was 13.24 years (SD = 0.5). Ninety-one percent were in
the 8th grade and 91% described themselves as White.
Their fathers were 43.1 years old on average (SD = 4.46)
and predominantly White (97%). Forty-five percent re-
ported graduating high school and 51% reported a college
or postgraduate education. Mothers were 41.12 years old
on average (SD = 4.74) and predominantly White (98%).
Forty-two percent reported graduating high school and
57% reported a college or postgraduate education. Median
family income was in the range of $51,000 to $60,000.

Procedure

This study was part of a larger ongoing project ex-
amining family and adolescent relationships. The fami-
lies participated in a lab session that took place at the



Adolescent Romantic Activity 337

University of Buffalo, the State University of New York.
During the sessions, the parents completed questionnaires
concerning their self-report of marital conflict while the
girls privately completed questionnaires assessing attach-
ment security, perceived interparental conflict, marital ex-
pectations and romantic experiences, and neuroticism.
In addition, the girls were privately interviewed about
their attachment security. The families were paid $75 for
participation.

Measures

Attachment Security

Attachment security was assessed with both self-
report and interview measures. Self-reported security
was assessed using the Relationship Questionnaire (RQ;
Bartholomew and Horowitz, 1991), which contains mul-
tisentence descriptions of attachment patterns (secure,
preoccupied, fearful, and dismissing). The descriptions
are each rated on a 7-point continuous scale assessing
how well each resembles the participants’ relationship
styles with their parents. Participants were asked to rate
their attachment style with their mother and father sep-
arately. Following Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991),
2 scales were computed that represent the underlying
dimensions of security discussed earlier. The 1st scale,
which Bartholomew called model of self, was computed
by summing the ratings of the secure and dismissing at-
tachment patterns (which reflect positive self models) and
subtracting from that sum the ratings of preoccupied and
fearful attachment patterns (which reflect negative self
models). This scale reflects anxiety about abandonment,
such that people with a more positive model of self are less
anxious than people with a more negative model of self.
The 2nd scale, which Bartholomew called model of other,
was computed by summing the ratings of the secure and
preoccupied attachment patterns (which reflect positive
other models) and subtracting from that sum the ratings
of the dismissing and fearful attachment patterns (which
reflect negative other models). This scale reflects avoid-
ance of intimacy, such that people with a more positive
model of others are more comfortable with intimacy than
are people with a more negative model of others. Although
the RQ is only a 4-item measure, adequate psychometric
properties have been reported, including good construct
validity (e.g., Bartholomew and Horowitz, 1991; Shaver
and Mikulincer, in press). Although the bulk of this evi-
dence comes from studies of adults, Collins et al. (2002)
successfully used a similar measure (the Hazan and Shaver
three-paragraph measure; Hazan and Shaver, 1987) with

a large sample of adolescents. Furthermore, our own
data set demonstrates preliminary psychometric proper-
ties for the RQ in an adolescent sample (Davila et al.,
2004).

The interview measure of security was the Fam-
ily Attachment Interview (FAI; Bartholomew, 1998;
Bartholomew and Horowitz, 1991). The FAI is a semi-
structured interview designed to assess adolescent attach-
ment styles based on information about the adolescents’
parents. The procedures and scoring of the FAI are similar
to that of the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI; George
et al., 1985), except that the FAI codes people on 4 attach-
ment patterns (secure, fearful, preoccupied, and dismiss-
ing), rather than the 3 categories used in the AAI (secure,
preoccupied, and dismissing). The FAI attachment ratings
are similar to the AAI in that they are based on content of
reports as well as reporting style (e.g., coherency of the
report). Interviews were coded for each attachment style
on a 9-point scale ranging from 1 (no evidence of char-
acteristics of the prototype) to 9 (near perfect fit with the
prototype). The interview asks about relationships with
both parents and coders are instructed to take all infor-
mation into consideration when making ratings. Coders
included the 1st and 2nd authors, and another graduate
student. The coders were blind to the participants’ sta-
tus on all other variables and were trained to reliability
by the 2nd author. The reliability coefficients (α) for 18
randomly selected participants coded by 2 raters were:
0.70 for secure, 0.85 for fearful, 0.75 for preoccupied,
and 0.86 for dismissing. As with the RQ, 2 dimension
of security were computed: model of self and model of
other.

Children’s Perception of Interparental Conflict
Scale (CPIC)

The CPIC (Grych et al., 1992) is a 51-item self-
report measure that assesses perceived dimensions of in-
terparental conflict (frequency, intensity, resolution, con-
tent, and stability of the causes of conflicts) and children’s
reaction to the conflict (self-blame, threat, coping effi-
cacy, and triangulation, or a feeling of being drawn into
the conflict). Subscales have demonstrated acceptable in-
ternal consistency on 2 separate samples of 4th and 5th
grade children (coefficient α averaged 0.73; range 0.61–
0.83) and yielded 3 stable, higher order subscales: con-
flict properties, threat, and self-blame with corresponding
αs of 0.89, 0.83, and 0.84, and 2-week test–retest re-
liabilities of 0.70, 0.68, and 0.76, respectively (Grych
et al., 1992). Bickam and Fiese (1997) have reported
similar reliability and validity data using the CPIC with
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adolescents. In our sample, the subscales of conflict prop-
erties, threat, and self-blame yielded corresponding αs of
0.91, 0.85, and 0.80. The total scale (a composite mea-
sure of these 3 subscales) yielded an α of 0.93. Due to
the strong inter-item reliability of the composite mea-
sure of the 3 subscales and because specific predictions
were not made about the subscales, the total scale was
used in the analyses. This is in line with recommenda-
tions made by the scale’s developers (see Harold et al.,
1997). Higher scores on this measure indicate perceptions
of parental conflict as frequent, intense, without resolu-
tion, and also that the adolescents react to the conflict
negatively (e.g., blame themselves, feel drawn into the
conflict).

Parental Perception of Marital Conflict Scale

This is a 12-item measure that assesses spousal report
of interparental conflict. The questions are adapted from
the CPIC (Grych et al., 1992) and reworded for married
couples. The items ask about similar topics as the CPIC
including questions pertaining to conflict intensity (“we
tend to get really angry when we argue or disagree”), res-
olution (“when we argue, we often make up right away”),
and frequency (“we hardly ever argue or disagree”). In
our sample of parents, the scale yielded an α of 0.81 for
mothers, and 0.86 for fathers.

Marital Expectations

The marital expectations measure was designed for
this study and assesses the adolescents’ expectations for
future happiness and success in marriage. This measure
consisted of 5 items (α = 0.76). Two questions assessed
the adolescents’ predictions for happiness/satisfaction in
their future marriage (“Overall, how happy do you think
you will be in your marriage?” and “Overall, how sat-
isfied do you think you will be in your marriage?”). A
separate question asked, “How likely is it that you think
you will be unhappy at any point in your marriage?” Each
of these questions had likert scales ranging from 1 (very
unlikely) to 7 (very likely). In addition, 2 questions as-
sessing the adolescents’ predictions for likelihood of di-
vorce were included. The 1st question, “What do you
think the chances are that you will get divorced some
day?” had a response scale of 0–100%. The 2nd ques-
tion, “How likely is it that your 1st marriage will end in
divorce?” had a Likert scale of 1–7. As described in the
CFA section, we initially tested this measure as 1 latent
construct.

Romantic Experiences

The romantic experiences measure, also designed
for this study, consisted of 6 items reflecting experi-
ences ranging from potentially normative to potentially
risky/maladaptive (α = 0.74). Three items (asking some-
one out on a date, having gone on a bad date, and having
been turned down for a date) could represent experiences
that are potentially normative or, in the case of the latter
2, potentially rejecting. The response scales for asking
someone out on a date and having been turned down for a
date ranged from 1 (never) to 4 (many times), whereas the
response scale for having gone on a bad date ranged from
1 (never) to 3 (frequently). Three items (dating a married
person or someone involved in another relationship, hav-
ing been coerced into sexual relations, and engaging in
sexual relations that are more than kissing, but not inter-
course) could represent potentially risky or maladaptive
experiences. The response scale for the 1st 2 questions
ranged from 1 (never) to 4 (many times), whereas the re-
sponse scale for engaging in sexual relations that are more
than kissing but not intercourse ranged from 1 (never) to 3
(frequently). It should be noted that an item regarding sex-
ual intercourse was included in the study, but omitted from
the analyses because only 1 participant in our sample re-
ported having had sexual intercourse. As described in the
CFA section, we 1st tested all of the romantic experience
variables as representative of 1 latent construct. However,
we conceptualized the 3 risky variables as being related
and expected that they would specifically correlate with
one another. Indeed, they yielded an α of 0.85. We are not
suggesting that these specific items are the only items that
would be uniquely related to interparental and parent–
adolescent factors. But rather, the particular items used
in this study were chosen because they are representative
of important aspects of early adolescent romantic/sexual
functioning, and because they had high base rates in this
sample.

Neuroticism

Adolescents completed the Mini-Markers (Saucier,
1994), a set of 40 adjectives based on Goldberg’s (1992)
set of 100 adjective markers for the Big Five factor struc-
ture. The response scale for the items was a 9-point contin-
uous scale ranging from extremely inaccurate to extremely
accurate. Reliability coefficients for the scales have been
reported at about 0.80 (see Saucier, 2000). The current
study used the 8 items representative of the neuroticism
factor (α = 0.67).
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RESULTS

Overview of Data Analyses

First, we conducted confirmatory factor analyses
(CFAs) in order to examine whether the latent structures
of our composite variables were supported. This was done
using the structural equations modeling program AMOS
(Arbuckle, 1997). Second, we conducted zero-order cor-
relations between the composite variables derived from
the CFAs to examine whether perceptions of interparental
conflict and parent–adolescent attachment security were
associated with each other and with the romantic vari-
ables. Then, we tested the 2 predicted mediation models
for both the marital expectations and the romantic ex-
periences, resulting in 4 models, using maximum likeli-
hood estimation in AMOS. Model testing proceeded in
the following steps. First, we examined the mediated as-
sociations without the direct effects. Second, where nec-
essary, we re-estimated the model with non-significant
paths deleted. Third, when appropriate, we included the
direct effects and tested whether the models with and
without the direct effects were significantly different. If
not, this would suggest that the direct effects did not ac-
count for variance earlier that accounted for by the indi-
rect effects, thereby supporting mediation. In the last step,
we included neuroticism in the final mediation model to
examine whether associations held when controlling for
neuroticism.

Confirmatory factor analyses

As noted earlier, because our sample size could not
accommodate full latent variable models, we included
measured composite variables in the models, but sub-
jected those composites to confirmatory factor analysis
to examine their latent structure.

Attachment Security

Because we had multiple measures of security, we
computed composite variables for model of self and model
of other, which were composed of the self-report and in-
terview scores for each dimension. To confirm the la-
tent structure of this composite, 1 model was specified,
which included a latent variable for model of self (indi-
cated by the self-report model of self score for mothers,
the self-report model of self score for fathers, and the
interview model of self score) and a latent variable for
model of other (indicated by the self-report model of other
score for mothers, the self-report model of other score for

Table I. Factor Loadings for the Confirmatory Factor Analyses

CFAs with paths β p value

Security
Model of self

Model of self -> self-report model of self with
mother

0.66 –a

Model of self -> self-report model of self with
father

0.97 0.00

Model of self -> interview model of self 0.35 0.00
Model of other

Model of other -> self-report model of other
with mother

0.60 –a

Model of other -> self-report model of other
with father

0.88 0.00

Model of other -> interview model of other 0.30 0.01
Perceived parental conflict (CPIC)

CPIC -> frequency 0.67 –a

CPIC -> intensity 0.81 0.00
CPIC -> resolution 0.72 0.00
CPIC -> content 0.42 0.00
CPIC -> threat 0.67 0.00
CPIC -> coping 0.72 0.00
CPIC -> self-blame 0.55 0.00

Marital expectations
Predictions for divorce

Marital expectations -> chances of getting
divorced

0.61 0.00

Marital expectations -> prediction for divorce 0.70 0.00
Predictions for marital satisfaction

Marital expectations -> predictions for marital
happiness

− 0.51 0.00

Marital expectations -> predictions for marital
satisfaction

− 0.68 0.00

Prediction for marital unhappiness
Marital expectations -> predictions for marital

unhappiness
0.68 –a

Romantic experiences
Marital experiences -> asked someone out on a

date
0.74 –a

Marital experiences -> went on a bad date 0.48 0.00
Marital experiences -> was turned down for a

date
0.72 0.00

Risk-taking experiences
Marital experiences -> dated someone involved

in another relationship
0.41 0.00

Marital experiences -> engaged in sexual
relations

0.54 0.00

Marital experiences -> was coerced into sexual
relations

0.35 0.01

aAs required by AMOS, these paths were fixed.

fathers, and the interview model of other score). The fac-
tors were allowed to correlate. This model provided an ad-
equate fit to the data, X2(8) = 12.70, p = 0.12, CFI = 0.99,
RMSEA = 0.08. The factor loadings are presented in Ta-
ble I. As can be seen, all factor loadings were significant,
although the interview scores did not load as strongly
as the self-report scores. The 2 factors were correlated
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(r = 0.46, p = 0.02). These findings supported the use of
the composites in further analyses.

CPIC

In order to confirm that the 7 subscales of the CPIC
reflect the overarching construct, we conducted a CFA
with 1 latent variable specified. It included scores on the
7 primary subscales of the CPIC (frequency, intensity,
resolution, content, threat, coping, and self blame). Error
terms were allowed to correlate to reflect the proposed
3 higher order subscales (Grych et al., 1992). Specifi-
cally, the error terms for frequency, intensity, and reso-
lution were allowed to correlate; content and self-blame
were allowed to correlate; and threat and coping were al-
lowed to correlate. This model provided an adequate fit
to the data, X2(9) = 16.35, p = 0.06, CFI = 0.997, RM-
SEA = 0.09. The factor loadings are presented in Table I.
As can be seen, all factor loadings were significant. There-
fore, in the mediation analyses, we used a composite score
consisting of the 7 subscales.

Marital Expectations

We initially tested whether the marital expectation
variables loaded on to one latent construct. This model
was not a good fit, X2(5) = 41.85, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.969,
RMSEA = 0.28. Post hoc examination of the correlations
between the error terms suggested that the 2 items as-
sessing future happiness or satisfaction were uniquely
correlated. In addition, the 2 items assessing predic-
tions for divorce were also uniquely correlated. There-
fore, the model was re-conducted with 1 latent variable
of marital expectations, comprised of the 2 satisfaction
variables (with the error terms correlated), the unhappi-
ness variable, and the 2 divorce variables (with the error
terms correlated). This model fit the data, X2(3) = 4.86,
p = 0.18, CFI = 0.998, RMSEA = 0.08 (see factor load-
ings in Table I). This model resulted in a significant im-
provement in model fit as compared to the 1st model
with 1 latent factor without any correlated error terms,
X2

diff(2) = 37.69. Therefore, for the mediation analyses,
we included 1 composite variable composed of the 2 di-
vorce items (α = 0.82), 1 composite variable composed
of the 2 satisfaction variables (α = 0.69), and the variable
assessing predictions for future unhappiness in marriage
on its own.

Romantic Experiences

We examined whether romantic experiences loaded
onto 1 factor, indicated by the 6 items (asking someone

out on a date, having gone on a bad date, having been
turned down for a date, dated someone involved in an-
other relationship, engaged in sexual relations with a date
or romantic partner, and having had a date or romantic
partner succeed in coercing sexual relations). This model
did not fit the data, X2(9) = 45.50, p = 0.00, CFI = 0.975,
RMSEA = 0.21. Post hoc examination of the correla-
tions between the error terms suggested that the 3 items
representing potentially risk-taking or maladaptive be-
havior (having dated someone involved in another rela-
tionship, having engaged in sexual relations, and having
been coerced into sexual relations) were uniquely cor-
related. The model was re-conducted with these error
terms correlated. This model provided an adequate fit
to the data, X2(6) = 10.04, p = 0.12, CFI = 0.997, RM-
SEA = 0.08 (factor loadings presented in Table I) and
it resulted in a significant improvement in model fit,
X2

diff(3) = 35.46 as compared to the 1st model without the
error terms correlated. Because the potentially risk-taking
variables were uniquely correlated with one another, for
the mediation analyses we included one composite vari-
able of risk-taking experiences (including having dated
someone involved in another relationship, having engaged
in sexual relations, and having been coerced into sexual
relations) and the remaining 3 items separately.

Correlations

Table II presents zero-order correlations (with means
and standard deviations) between all of the composite
variables. As can be seen, virtually all of the variables
were significantly associated with one another, although
some of the marital expectations and romantic experiences
were differentially correlated with perceptions of parental
conflict, model of self, model of other, and neuroticism.
This indicates that tests of mediation were appropriate in
virtually all cases.

To examine whether parental perceptions of inter-
parental conflict were associated with the outcome vari-
ables, we examined the correlations between both moth-
ers’ and fathers’ perceptions of marital conflict and each
of the three outcome measures. Neither fathers’ percep-
tions nor mothers’ perceptions of marital conflict were
significantly associated with any of the outcome vari-
ables (r’s ranging from − 0.18 to 0.05 ns). Therefore,
it is not parental perceptions of conflict that are important
for marital expectations, but rather the adolescents’ per-
ceptions about interparental conflict. It should be noted
that there was a significant correlation between mothers’
perceptions of marital conflict and adolescents’ percep-
tions of parental conflict (r = 0.23, p = 0.03), although



Adolescent Romantic Activity 341

Ta
bl

e
II

.
In

te
rc

or
re

la
tio

ns
B

et
w

ee
n

A
do

le
sc

en
tA

tta
ch

m
en

tS
ec

ur
ity

,I
nt

er
pa

re
nt

al
C

on
fli

ct
,a

nd
R

om
an

tic
O

ut
co

m
es

1
2

3
4

5
6

7
8

9
10

M
SD

1.
M

od
el

of
se

lf
–

–
–

–
–

–
–

–
–

–
−

0.
02

a
0.

78
2.

M
od

el
of

ot
he

r
0.

41
∗∗

–
–

–
–

–
–

–
–

–
0.

00
a

0.
74

3.
Pe

rc
ei

ve
d

pa
re

nt
al

co
nfl

ic
t

−
0.

44
∗∗

−
0.

48
∗∗

–
–

–
–

−
−

−
−

58
.4

4
11

.6
7

4.
Pr

ed
ic

tio
ns

fo
r

m
ar

ita
lh

ap
pi

ne
ss

0.
15

ns
0.

29
∗∗

−
0.

27
∗∗

–
–

–
–

–
–

–
6.

37
0.

82
5.

Pr
ed

ic
tio

ns
fo

r
m

ar
ita

lu
nh

ap
pi

ne
ss

−
0.

21
∗∗

−
0.

34
∗∗

0.
30

∗∗
−

0.
41

∗∗
–

–
–

–
–

–
2.

83
2.

1
6.

Pr
ed

ic
tio

ns
fo

r
di

vo
rc

e
−

0.
31

∗∗
−

0.
47

∗∗
0.

39
∗∗

−
0.

50
∗∗

0.
48

∗∗
–

–
–

–
–

0.
00

a
0.

92
7.

R
is

k-
ta

ki
ng

ex
pe

ri
en

ce
s

−
0.

10
ns

−
0.

32
∗∗

0.
25

∗
−

0.
49

∗∗
0.

16
ns

0.
29

∗∗
–

–
–

–
0.

00
a

2.
64

8.
A

sk
ed

so
m

eo
ne

ou
to

n
a

da
te

−
0.

24
∗

−
0.

34
∗∗

0.
36

∗∗
−

0.
18

ns
0.

06
ns

0.
29

∗∗
0.

41
∗∗

–
–

–
1.

75
0.

84
9.

W
en

to
n

a
ba

d
da

te
−

0.
34

∗∗
−

0.
28

∗∗
0.

20
∗

0.
04

ns
0.

05
ns

0.
25

∗
0.

14
ns

0.
39

∗∗
–

–
1.

31
0.

47
10

.W
as

tu
rn

ed
do

w
n

fo
r

a
da

te
−

0.
30

∗∗
−

0.
16

ns
0.

24
∗

−
0.

13
ns

0.
02

ns
0.

34
∗∗

0.
34

∗∗
0.

52
∗∗

0.
35

∗∗
–

1.
41

0.
61

11
.N

eu
ro

tic
is

m
−

0.
35

∗∗
−

0.
30

∗∗
0.

28
∗∗

−
0.

33
∗∗

0.
37

∗∗
0.

25
∗

0.
36

∗∗
0.

33
∗∗

0.
02

ns
0.

25
∗∗

36
.4

2
9.

30

N
ot

es
.N

=
93

.
a
V

ar
ia

bl
es

w
er

e
st

an
da

rd
iz

ed
.

∗ p
<

0.
05

;∗
∗ p

<
0.

01
.



342 Steinberg, Davila, and Fincham

Table III. SEM Model with Attachment Security Variables as a Mediator Between Perceived Parental Conflict
and Marital Expectations

Paths Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Fit indices
X2(df) 4.40(3) 6.22(6) 0.75(3) 1.07(3)
p value 0.22 0.40 0.86 0.79
CFI 0.99 1.00 1.00 1.00
RMSEA 0.07 0.02 0.00 0.00

Perceived parental conflict-> model of self − 0.44∗∗ − 0.44∗∗ − 0.44∗∗ − 0.38∗∗
Perceived parental conflict-> model of other − 0.48∗∗ − 0.48∗∗ − 0.48∗∗ − 0.43∗∗
Model of self-> marital satisfaction 0.03ns

Model of self-> marital unhappiness − 0.08ns

Model of self-> divorce − 0.13ns

Model of other-> marital satisfaction 0.28∗∗ 0.29∗∗ 0.21+ 0.15ns

Model of other-> marital unhappiness − 0.30∗∗ − 0.34∗∗ − 0.25∗ − 0.19+
Model of other-> divorce − 0.42∗∗ − 0.47∗∗ − 0.37∗∗ − 0.35∗∗
Perceived parental conflict-> marital satisfaction − 0.17ns − 0.13ns

Perceived parental conflict-> marital unhappiness 0.18ns 0.13ns

Perceived parental conflict-> divorce 0.21∗ 0.20+
Model of self<-> model of other 0.25∗ 0.25∗ 0.25∗ 0.21∗
Neuroticism-> model of self − 0.24∗∗
Neuroticism-> model of other − 0.18∗
Neuroticism-> perceived parental conflict 0.28∗∗
Neuroticism-> marital satisfaction − 0.25∗
Neuroticism-> marital unhappiness 0.27∗
Neuroticism-> divorce 0.08ns

Notes. CFI = comparative fit index; RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation.
∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01.
+Marginally significant.

fathers’ perceptions of marital conflict was not signifi-
cantly correlated with children’s perceptions of parental
conflict (r = 0.19 ns). This suggests that despite the asso-
ciation between what adolescents perceived and what the
mothers perceived, only the adolescents’ perceptions are
relevant for these outcome variables.

Mediation analyses

Does parent–adolescent attachment security medi-
ate the association between perceptions of interparental
conflict and adolescent romantic outcomes?

Marital Expectations

To examine whether attachment security mediated
the association between parental conflict and marital ex-
pectations, we specified a model in which interparental
conflict predicted model of self and model of other, which
then predicted each of the 3 expectation variables: pre-
dictions for divorce, satisfaction, and unhappiness. The
error terms for model of self and model of other were
correlated, as were the error terms for the 3 marital expec-

tations, reflecting the significant correlations in the CFA.
This model fit the data (see Table III, Model 1). However,
the paths from model of self to each of the 3 outcome
variables were not significant, although the paths from
model of other to the 3 outcome variables were signifi-
cant. Therefore, we re-conducted the model eliminating
the paths between model of self and the 3 outcome vari-
ables. This model fit the data (see Table III, Model 2).

We next included the direct paths from interparental
conflict to each of the expectation variables to determine
whether their inclusion improved the fit of this model.
This model fit the data well (see Table III, Model 3).
However, the difference in fit between this model with
the direct paths included and the model without the direct
paths was not significant (X2

diff(3) = 5.47), indicating that
the inclusion of the direct paths did not significantly im-
prove model fit. As noted in Table III, the paths from
model of other to predictions for divorce and predictions
for unhappiness remained significant, and the path from
model of other to predictions for satisfaction remained
marginally significant. In sum, these results suggest that
model of other at least partially mediated the associa-
tion between perceptions of parental conflict and marital
expectations.
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Table IV. SEM Model with Attachment Security Variables as a Mediator Between Perceived Parental Conflict
and Romantic Experiences

Paths Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Fit indices
X2(df) 5.20(4) 9.78(8) 3.01(4) 4.54(4)
p- value 0.27 0.28 0.56 0.34
CFI 0.99 0.99 1.0 1.0
RMSEA 0.06 0.05 0.00 0.04

Perceived parental conflict-> model of self − 0.44∗∗ − 0.44∗∗ − 0.44∗∗ − 0.37∗∗
Perceived parental conflict-> model of other − 0.48∗∗ − 0.48∗∗ − 0.48∗∗ − 0.43∗∗
Model of self-> asked someone on a date- − 0.12ns

Model of self-> went on a bad date- − 0.28∗∗ − 0.31∗∗ − 0.30∗∗ − 0.34∗∗
Model of self-> been turned down for a date − 0.28∗∗ − 0.26∗∗ − 0.24∗∗ − 0.22∗
Model of self-> risk-taking behaviors 0.04ns

Model of other-> asked someone out on a date − 0.29∗∗ − 0.29∗∗ − 0.18∗∗ − 0.13ns

Model of other-> went on a bad date − 0.16ns

Model of other-> been turned down for a date − 0.05ns

Model of other-> risk-taking behaviors − 0.34∗∗ − 0.30∗∗ − 0.27∗ − 0.20∗
Perceived parental conflict-> asked someone out 0.28∗∗ 0.23∗
Perceived parental conflict-> went on a bad date 0.08ns 0.08ns

Perceived parental conflict-> been turned down 0.13ns 0.09ns

Perceived parental conflict-> risk-taking behaviors 0.10ns 0.05ns

Model of self <-> model of other 0.25∗ 0.25∗ 0.25∗ 0.21∗
Neuroticism-> model of self − 0.24∗∗
Neuroticism-> model of other − 0.18∗
Neuroticism <-> perceived parental conflict 0.28∗∗
Neuroticism-> asked someone out on a date 0.23∗
Neuroticism-> been turned down for a date − 0.10ns

Neuroticism-> went on a bad date 0.17ns

Neuroticism-> risk-taking behaviors 0.29∗∗

Notes. CFI = comparative fit index; RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation.
∗p ≤ .05; ∗∗p ≤ .01.
+Marginally significant.

We then added the neuroticism variable to this last
model by including a path from neuroticism to percep-
tions of parental conflict, model of self, model of other,
and the 3 outcome variables. This model was a good fit
(see Table III, Model 4). As noted in Table III, of the 2
paths that were significant (model of other to divorce and
model of other to unhappiness), 1 remained significant
(model of other to divorce) while 1 became marginally
significant (model of other to unhappiness). The path that
was marginally significant (model of other to satisfaction)
became non-significant. These findings suggest that while
neuroticism did account for some of the associations, it
was not significantly associated with predictions for di-
vorce, the path that remained significant with model of
other. Thus, neuroticism and model of other are relatively
distinct variables with different effects on the marital ex-
pectation variables. In sum, after including neuroticism
in the analyses, model of other still partially mediated
the association between perceived parental conflict and
predictions for divorce and predictions for marital unhap-
piness (marginally significant).

Romantic Experiences

To examine whether attachment security mediated
the association between parental conflict and romantic
experiences, we specified a model in which interparental
conflict predicted model of self and model of other, which
then predicted each of the 4 experience variables: asked
someone out on a date, gone on a bad date, had someone
turn you down for a date, and the risky experiences com-
posite. The error terms for model of self and model of
other were correlated, as were the error terms for the 4 ro-
mantic experience variables, reflecting the fact that they all
loaded on 1 factor. This model fit the data, (see Table IV,
Model 1), suggesting that a mediated model represents the
data well. However, the paths between model of self and
asking someone out on a date and the risky experience
composite were not significant; and the paths between
model of other and having gone on a bad date and having
been turned down for a date were non-significant. There-
fore, these paths were eliminated from the new model.
The new model was a good fit (see Table IV, Model 2).
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We next included the direct paths from interparental
conflict to each of the experience variables to determine
whether their inclusion improved the fit of this model. This
model fit the data well (see Table IV, Model 3). However,
the difference in fit between this model with the direct
paths included and the model without the direct paths
was not significant (X2

diff(4) = 6.77), indicating that the
inclusion of the direct paths did not significantly improve
the model fit. The paths from model of self to having
gone on a bad date and having been turned down for a
date remained significant; as did the paths from model of
other to having asked someone out on a date and the risky
experience composite variable.

Finally, we added the neuroticism variable to this
model by including paths between neuroticism and all of
the other variables. This model was a good fit (see Table
IV, Model 4). As noted in Table IV, of the 4 paths that
were significant (model of self to having been turned down
for a date and having gone on a bad date, and model of
other to asking someone out on a date and the risk-taking
experiences composite), 3 remained significant. The path
from model of other to asking someone out on a date be-
came non-significant. While neuroticism accounted for 1
association, it was not significantly associated with hav-
ing gone on a bad date or having been turned down for
a date, both of which remained significant in their asso-
ciation with model of self. Thus, neuroticism, model of
other, and model of self are distinct variables with differ-
ent effects on the romantic experience variables.

In sum, these analyses suggest that model of self
and model of other partially mediated the association be-
tween perceptions of parental conflict and romantic ex-
periences. In particular, a more negative model of self
partially mediated the association between higher levels
of perceived parental conflict and a higher frequency of
having been turned down for a date and having gone on a
bad date; whereas a negative model of other partially me-
diated the association between higher levels of perceived
parental conflict and a higher frequency of risk-taking
experiences.5,6

5 We also tested an alternative mediation model with interparental con-
flict mediating the association between attachment security with par-
ents and adolescent romantic outcomes, using SEM in the manner
described in the results section. Results suggested that interparental
conflict did not mediate the association between adolescent security
and marital expectations and romantic experiences, but rather model of
self and model of other retained direct associations with the romantic
variables. This is not surprising given the cross-sectional nature of the
data and the fact that this renders the 2 mediation models virtually
identical from a statistical point of view.

6 It is also possible that adolescent–parent attachment security and per-
ceptions of parental conflict interact with one another such that, whether
or not they are directly related to each other, 1 of them moderates the

DISCUSSION

This study was designed to examine associations be-
tween adolescent perceptions of interparental conflict,
parent–adolescent attachment security, and adolescent
marital expectations and romantic experiences. Previ-
ous research has suggested that interparental and parent–
adolescent factors influence adolescent functioning (e.g.,
Burman et al. 1987; Turner and Barrett, 1998). We pro-
posed a mediation model in which attachment insecurity
in parent–adolescent relations mediated the association
between interparental conflict and marital expectations
and romantic experiences. Overall, our results supported
this prediction.

Specifically, we found that avoidance of intimacy
mediated the association between perceived parental con-
flict and many of the romantic variables. Girls who re-
ported more negative perceptions of parental conflict were
less comfortable with closeness with their parents, which
in turn was associated with expecting unhappiness and
divorce in their own future marriages. The same was true
for a number of the romantic experience variables, in-
cluding asking someone out on a date and risk-taking ex-
periences. The perception of high levels of interparental
conflict manifests in the inability to feel close to parents
which, in turn, is associated with adolescents’ feeling pes-
simistic about their own future relationships, and engag-
ing in approach-oriented and risky romantic experiences.
These findings are consistent with the view that perceiving
conflict in the parents’ marriage might lead adolescents
to view the parents negatively or to experience them as
unavailable (if their energies are tied up in the conflict
rather than the adolescent), which then manifests in low
levels of closeness with the parents. The lack of closeness
in the parent–child relationship may result in adolescents
looking elsewhere for closeness, yet not believing that re-
lationships will ultimately work out. Unfortunately, this
process may set-up a self-fulfilling prophecy: adolescents
seek out closeness in maladaptive ways, only to have their
pessimistic beliefs confirmed. Of course this speculation

association between the other one and the romantic outcome variables.
In order to address this possibility, we tested moderation as an alter-
native model. Specifically, we examined whether perceived parental
conflict and adolescent–parent attachment security interacted to pre-
dict the romantic outcomes. In order to examine if any of the variables
served as a moderator, we first conducted individual regression analy-
ses as suggested by Aiken and West (1991). If we had conducted these
analyses in SEM, the model would be saturated, which would not allow
us to test model fit. Because there were a total of 14 separate regression
analyses, we conducted a Bonferroni correction and used a stricter p
value of 0.004. None of the interactions were significant, indicating
that neither model of self, model of other, nor perceptions of parental
conflict served as a moderator (Table I).
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would need to be confirmed empirically. However, it is
consistent with the rejection-sensitivity model presented
earlier in which adolescents who are rejection-sensitive
expect rejection from others and then actually experience
rejection in their romantic experiences (Downey et al.,
1999).

The other attachment dimension, anxiety about aban-
donment, also played a mediating role. Specifically, girls
with more negative perceptions about interparental con-
flict were more afraid of being rejected and unloved by
their parents, which in turn was associated with reporting
having been turned down for a date and having gone on a
bad date. This suggests 1st that perceiving parental marital
conflict might instill a fear of rejection in the adolescent,
possibly because it might signal to the adolescent the po-
tential loss of a parent’s attention. Second, this potential
loss of the parent may manifest in anxiety about rejection
in the parent–child relationship, which results in experi-
ences reflective of rejection in adolescents’ romantic re-
lationships. Unfortunately, we were unable to determine
whether girls actually had these rejecting experiences or
simply perceived them as such. Either way, however, these
early experiences/perceptions may get built into develop-
ing schemas about the self and relationships, which could
have a negative effect on functioning in the future.

The present findings are consistent with prior re-
search suggesting that parent–adolescent relations me-
diate the association between interparental conflict and
adolescent adjustment (e.g., Davies et al., 2002). In par-
ticular, the emotional security hypothesis posits that mar-
ital conflict may increase the negativity of parent–child
interactions (i.e., lead to parental rejection), or it may
decrease parental involvement and emotional availability
because the parent is emotionally occupied by the conflict
(Davies and Cummings, 1994). These negative parent–
child relations then have implications for children’s short-
term and long-term functioning (Cummings and Davies,
1995; Davies et al., 2002). In fact, data consistent with
the emotional security hypothesis have yielded similar
findings for adolescent romantic outcomes. For example,
perceived interparental conflict is associated with ado-
lescents’ poor conflict resolution strategies with romantic
partners, (Reese-Weber and Bertle-Haring, 1998), and this
association is mediated by parent–adolescent conflict res-
olution strategies. Thus, the results of the current study
provide further support for the theory that interparental
relations may influence adolescent outcomes, specifi-
cally romantic functioning, through the parent–adolescent
relationship.

While the results indicated that the attachment inse-
curity dimensions played a mediating role in many of the
analyses, there are other notable findings. First, in the final

mediation models with neuroticism included, higher lev-
els of perceived parental conflict maintained a marginally
significant association with predictions for divorce and
a significant association with asking someone out on a
date. These findings are important because they suggest
that perceived parental conflict did have a direct effect
on some of the outcome variables, which is consistent
with prior research. For example, evidence suggests that
adolescents who perceive a lot of interparental conflict
or who have divorced parents, are more likely to exhibit
maladaptive conflict resolution strategies or get divorced
themselves (e.g., Reese et al., 1995). This is consistent
with the marginally significant association in our sample
between perceived parental conflict and adolescent pre-
dictions for divorce. In terms of asking someone out on
a date, it appears that perceiving higher levels of parental
conflict leads to adolescents seeking attention from a po-
tential romantic partner, and that parental conflict is more
important for this item than is parent–adolescent attach-
ment insecurity. Research suggests that females from di-
vorced families often marry at younger ages (Hetherington
et al., 1978). Similarly, our data suggested that perceiving
conflict between parents may have influenced adolescent
females’ approach-oriented behavior in terms of seeking
out a romantic partner.

Second, the final models with neuroticism included
yielded results suggesting that higher levels of neuroticism
were associated with lower levels of predicted marital sat-
isfaction, higher levels of predicted marital unhappiness,
a higher frequency of asking someone out on a date, and a
higher frequency of risk-taking behaviors. While there is
little research examining neuroticism and adolescent ro-
mantic functioning, findings from the adult literature sug-
gest that higher levels of neuroticism are associated with
marital dissatisfaction (e.g., Leonard and Roberts, 1998)
and that neuroticism is a strong predictor of negative mar-
ital outcome (Kelly and Conley, 1987). In addition, neu-
roticism has been linked with higher frequency of sexual
risk-taking behaviors among adults (Hoyle et al., 2000).
Our findings suggest that neuroticism may be linked with
similar aspects of maladaptive romantic and sexual func-
tioning in adolescence, a possibility that future research
should explore.

The present findings add to the current literature
in several important ways. First, as noted earlier, this
study adds support to the existing literature suggesting
that quality of the marital relationship (e.g., conflict, sat-
isfaction, communication) influences adolescent roman-
tic outcomes through the parent–adolescent relationship
(e.g., Scharf and Mayseless, 2001, Martin, 1990). The
majority of the other studies in this research area exam-
ine romantic outcome variables of adolescents who are
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currently involved in a romantic relationship. Interest-
ingly, our findings suggested that the same mechanism of
influence, attachment security, held true for adolescents’
predictions about future marital happiness and current ro-
mantic experiences, which are variables that do not require
involvement in a romantic relationship. Thus, the quality
of the parental relationship and the parent–adolescent re-
lationship appeared to affect adolescent romantic beliefs
and experiences regardless of adolescent romantic rela-
tionship status. This is particularly important because it
highlights the influence of these family variables for both
cognitive (i.e., predictions about future marital happiness)
and behavioral aspects of adolescent romantic function-
ing, and suggests that before adolescents are even involved
in serious romantic relationships, the quality of their par-
ents’ relationship and their own relationship with their
parents may influence their romantic lives and their ex-
pectations for their future romantic lives.

Second, the differential influence of the 2 attachment
security dimensions on the romantic outcome variables
allows us to draw more specific conclusions about the
mechanism of influence of attachment security. Although
previous research has suggested that adolescents’ attach-
ment security with parents may guide their expectations
for romantic relationships over time (e.g., Roisman et al.,
2001), this research does not speak to the mechanisms
by which insecurity may be related to particular maladap-
tive romantic schemas or behaviors. Furthermore, findings
from attachment research often fall prey to the criticism
that “all good things go together,” because they do not
identify the conditions under which specific aspects of at-
tachment security are associated with different outcomes
(Waters and Dean, 1985). Our study actually identifies
different dimensions of security as being particularly im-
portant for different romantic outcome variables. This is
important because it enhances our understanding of the
specific attachment mechanisms through which parental
factors influence adolescent romantic functioning.

Two additional strengths of this study are noteworthy.
First, we utilized both self-report and interview measures
of attachment security, decreasing the likelihood that our
findings are due to method variance. Second, we were able
to rule out an important alternative hypothesis. Specifi-
cally, after a measure of neuroticism was included in our
analyses, our results largely remained, which ruled out the
possibility that this variable explains all the findings.

Despite these strengths, the present findings should
be interpreted with the following in mind. First, because
the data are cross-sectional, statements about causation
or temporal ordering cannot be made. Longitudinal re-
search is necessary to determine the extent to which family
factors actually lead to maladaptive romantic outcomes.

Second, the present study used single-item measures as
the romantic outcome variables. It would be useful to have
multi-item standardized measures to assess marital expec-
tations and romantic experiences, but such measures do
not yet exist. Third, there was a limited range of responses
for the romantic experience measures. It is possible that
this restricted range limited our ability to detect associa-
tions. Fourth, it is also important to note that we used a
somewhat limited range of marital expectations and ro-
mantic experiences. Future research would benefit from
examining additional maladaptive romantic experiences
in order to assess whether these findings are specific to
the particular items in this study.

Finally, our sample size consisted of 7th and 8th
grade girls from a few schools in the greater Buffalo
area. This limits our ability to generalize our findings
to all girls in this age range because demographic factors
may influence the results. In addition, we do not know
if these results can be generalized to boys, older adoles-
cents, adolescents from divorced parents, or adolescents
from a different socioeconomic bracket. Future research
would benefit from studying a broader sample of ado-
lescents under different demographic conditions. In ad-
dition, while our sample size was relatively low, Bentler
and Chou (1987) noted that structural equations model-
ing requires 5–10 participants per variable. We met this
suggestion with both the marital expectations model (ne-
cessitating 80 participants) and the romantic experiences
model (necessitating 90 participants).

Related to the previous points, some may argue that
the romantic outcome variables that we used may not
be indicative of what will actually happen in the future.
Although the direct link between adolescent and adult ro-
mantic functioning will need to be documented, we sug-
gest that adolescents’ marital expectations and roman-
tic experiences have the potential to contribute to the
relational schemas that adolescents’ develop and, con-
sequently, to their adult romantic functioning. As such,
studying the predictors of adolescent romantic function-
ing is important (see also Scharf and Mayseless, 2001;
Collins, 2003).

In addition, although the particular romantic experi-
ences examined in this study do not necessarily represent
aspects of a close, intimate relationship with a romantic
partner (e.g., an attachment relationship), they are experi-
ences that are considered to be maladaptive, risk-taking,
or rejecting and, as such, are important targets of focus.
Furthermore, these experiences may be good indicators
of romantic activity in early adolescence, since long-term
romantic relationships are not typical during this time
period. Related to this, at the outset we were uncertain
about whether the non-risk taking experiences would be
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maladaptive. Based on the findings, and on the correla-
tions between the romantic experiences, it appears that
these experiences might be maladaptive. This may be
because these items represent either approach oriented
experiences or potentially rejecting experiences. Specif-
ically, asking someone out on a date, having gone on a
bad date, and having been turned down for a date may
be maladaptive because 13 years old girls may not have
the emotional capacities to deal with these experiences.
This is consistent with data examining the developmental
stages of adolescent romantic functioning which posits
that the romantic encounters of early and middle adoles-
cents tend to revolve around the peer group, rather than a
dyadic setting (Connolly et al., 1996).

In conclusion, this study is one of the first in a de-
veloping field of family influences on adolescent roman-
tic views and experience. Our findings fill an important
gap in the literature examining interparental factors and
parent–child factors on child or adolescent outcomes (e.g.,
Fauber et al., 1990; Davies et al., 2002), as they speak
directly to adolescent marital expectations and roman-
tic experiences, rather than overall adjustment. Moreover,
the current study adds to the existing literature examin-
ing family influences on adolescent romantic functioning
(e.g., Scharf and Mayseless, 2001; Furman et al., 2002)
by identifying particular aspects of family relationships
and a specific path of influence. We have provided initial
support that the association between perceived parental
conflict and marital expectations and romantic experi-
ences is mediated through an insecure adolescent–parent
relationship, primarily avoidance of intimacy. This may
have implications for future romantic functioning in late
adolescence and adulthood. We hope that these findings
encourage other researchers to continue to examine the
specific mechanisms by which interparental factors and
parent–adolescent factors influence adolescent marital ex-
pectations and romantic experiences.
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