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Abstract 

 

The purpose of this study was to examine the effects of online communication on feelings 

of closeness and relationship satisfaction using an experimental design, and to test whether these 

effects varied based on participants’ attitudes about online communication. Individuals in dating 

relationships were randomly assigned to two 48-hour conditions: communication as usual or 

refraining from online communication. Participants who reported that online communication was 

important for their dating relationships reported lower satisfaction and closeness after decreasing 

their online communication; there were no between-group differences among participants who 

reported relatively low importance. Thus, it appears that online communication has a positive 

effect on relationship satisfaction and feelings of closeness, but only for those who consider 

online communication to be important.  

 

 

 

Keywords: intimate relationships, online communication, online attitudes, relational closeness, 

relationship satisfaction 
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Online Communication and Dating Relationships: Effects of Decreasing Online Communication 

on Feelings of Closeness and Relationship Satisfaction 

Advancements in technology over the past two decades have led to significant and far-

reaching changes in how people communicate with intimate partners (Hall & Baym, 2012). 

Given the importance of intimate relationships for life satisfaction (e.g., Gustavson, Røysamb, 

Borren, Torvik, & Karevold, 2016), mental health (e.g., Whitton & Whisman, 2010), and 

physical health (e.g., Holt-Lunstad, Smith, & Layton, 2010), and the ubiquity of online 

communication, how these changes in communication affect intimate relationships is a critical 

question. 

A growing body of research has shed light on the role online communication plays in 

intimate relationships. A number of empirical studies suggest that online communication can 

positively affect relationships, supplementing and even augmenting more traditional forms of 

communication (e.g., Baym, Zhang, & Lin, 2004). Indeed, online communication is associated 

with feelings of closeness (Ledbetter, 2015) and relationship satisfaction (Hall & Baym, 2012) 

with personal relationships. In dating partners, online communication is associated with 

increased personal self-disclosure, which in turn is associated with relationship intimacy and 

quality of communication – even after controlling for the contributions of face-to-face 

interactions (Boyle and O’Sullivan, 2016). 

 In contrast, some evidence suggests that the use of online communication may be 

detrimental to personal relationships. Personal messaging has been found to be negatively 

associated with relationship satisfaction in personal and family relationships (e.g., Goodman-

Deane et al., 2016). Further, experimental data show that the mere presence of a mobile device 

negatively affects the development of intimacy and closeness in dyads (Przybylski & Weinstein, 
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2013). In a large (n = 1300) longitudinal study, Chesley (2005) found that use of cell phones 

over time is associated with work stress spillover into family life and decreased family 

satisfaction. 

 These mixed findings suggest a more nuanced view is necessary to understand the effects 

of online communication on intimate relationships (Shklovski et al., 2004).  Ledbetter and 

colleagues have presented compelling evidence that attitude about communicating online is a key 

moderator for understanding variance in the associations between online communication and 

relationships (Ledbetter, et al., 2011; Ledbetter & Mazer, 2014; Ledbetter, 2015). For example, 

they found that Facebook communication predicted greater relational interdependence when 

participants held positive attitudes about the relational value of online communication (Ledbetter 

& Mazer, 2014), suggesting that online communication has positive effects on relationships, but 

only for some individuals. 

 Even as more nuanced models are being developed and tested, our understanding of the 

effects of online communication is limited by the cross-sectional designs used in the majority of 

research (cf. Chesley, 2005). Thus, it remains unclear, for example, whether relatively high 

amounts of time spent communicating online makes individuals feel closer to their partners or 

whether greater closeness leads individuals to spend more time communicating with their 

partners online.  

Purpose 

 

 The purpose of the present study is to determine if changes in online communication 

affect relationship closeness and satisfaction - taking attitudes about online communication into 

account - using an experimental design. Specifically, we compared relationship satisfaction and 

feelings of closeness following a 2-day period wherein some participants were instructed to 
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communicate online with their partners as usual (control condition) and some were instructed to 

refrain from online communication with their partner (experimental condition; a design similar to 

that used in Sheldon, Abad, & Hinsch, 2001). College students in dating relationships were 

randomly assigned to conditions after providing self-report data about relationship satisfaction, 

closeness, and the importance of online media for communicating with their partners. 

 We consider competing models: one in which online communication serves a positive 

function (positive effect model) wherein reductions in online communication lead to lower 

closeness and satisfaction, compared to the control group, and one in which it serves a negative 

function (negative effect model) wherein reductions in online communication lead to greater 

closeness and satisfaction, compared to the control group. Based on past findings by Ledbetter 

and colleagues (e.g., Ledbetter & Mazer, 2014) we predict that any effects will be moderated by 

attitudes about online communication such that effects will be more positive (or less negative) 

among participants who place greater importance on online communication.   

Method 

Participants   

Students enrolled in general psychology classes were recruited via a psychology 

department participation pool. Eligible participants were in dating relationships that were not 

long distance (n = 128). Of these, 55% were women and 45% were men and 125 (98%) were in 

heterosexual relationships. Participants identified as Caucasian (58%), Asian-American (21%), 

Latino/a (18%), and African-American (3%). The mean age of participants was 19.14 years (SD 

= 1.09; ranging from 17 to 21 years of age) and the mean relationship length was 15.18 months 

(SD = 14.49; ranging from 1 month to 7 years). All participants were unmarried and only one 

participant was living with her dating partner. Participants received course credit for 

participation. 
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Procedure  

Before beginning the study, institutional review board approval was obtained. Eligible 

students were invited to sign up for two lab sessions that were 48 hours apart and informed that, 

if they signed up for the study, they might be asked to refrain from online communication with 

their dating partners in that 48-hour interval. At the first lab session, participants read an 

informed consent form that explained all aspects of the study and reiterated the experimental 

conditions. Participants filled out a series of online questionnaires and were randomly assigned 

to an experimental or control group. Participants in the experimental group were given 

instructions to refrain from online communication with their dating partners (i.e., texting, 

personal messaging, posting on partners’ social network sites, etc.) for the next 48 hours (they 

were allowed to send a direct message to inform their dating partner of these conditions before 

they left the lab). Participants in the control condition were told they should continue to 

communicate as usual with their dating partner. At Time 2, all participants filled out relationship 

questionnaires again and participants in the experimental condition were asked about compliance 

and the experience of refraining from online communication. 

Questionnaires 

 Relationship closeness. Relationship closeness was assessed using the 7-item 

relationship closeness questionnaire (Vangelisti & Caughlin, 1997). An example item is “I feel 

connected to my partner.” Participants responded to each item on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) 

to 4 (strongly agree); total scores range from 1 to 28. Coefficient alpha was .73 

Relationship satisfaction. Relationship satisfaction was assessed using the 4-item  

Couples Satisfaction Index (CSI-4, Funk & Rogge, 2007). An example item is “Please indicate 

the degree of happiness, all things considered, of your relationship.” Total scores range from 4 to 
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25. Coefficient alpha was .83  

 Time spent communicating online. Time spent was assessed at Time 1 with one 

question “In the past week, on average, approximately how much time PER DAY did you spend 

communicating with your dating partner ONLINE (e.g., texts, emails, Facebook messaging, 

SnapChat, etc.)?” Participants selected one of the following responses: <10 min, 10-30 min, 31-

60 min, 1-2 hrs, 2-3, or 3-4 hrs. 

 Importance of online communication. This was assessed at Time 1 by adapting the 7-

item social connection scale of the Online Attitudes Questionnaire (OAQ; Ledbetter, 2009) to 

refer specifically to dating partners. An example item is: “If I couldn’t communicate online, I 

would feel ‘out of the loop’ with my dating partner” Participants responded to each item on a 

scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree); total scores range from 7 - 49. Coefficient 

alpha was .89. 

Preliminary Analyses 

Descriptive statistics for all Time 1 variables can be seen on Table 1 along with 

independent-samples t-tests; no between group differences were found at Time 1. At Time 2 the 

manipulation was checked by asking participants in the experimental group how often they used 

online communication with their dating partner in the past two days on a scale of 1 (a lot less 

than usual) to 5 (a lot more than usual). Seven participants in the experimental condition (n = 59) 

reported that they used online communication as much or more than they typically do in the past 

two days; their results were not included in the longitudinal analyses.  

Results 

 Correlations among all variables can be seen in Table 2. The relationship measures were 

positively correlated with one another and negatively correlated with the importance of online 
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communication. Time spent communicating online was not related to satisfaction nor closeness, 

but was related to importance.  

To assess whether the manipulation affected closeness and satisfaction, and whether 

attitudes about the importance of online communication moderated any impact of decreasing 

online communication, two hierarchical linear regressions were conducted (see Table 3). First, 

the T1 relationship variable (i.e., closeness or satisfaction), condition, and importance were 

entered as a block (Step 1), then the interaction term was entered (Step 2).1 All continuous 

variables were centered for these analyses.  

Step 1 was statistically significant when predicting Time 2 closeness and Time 2 

relationship satisfaction. There was a positive main effect for the Time 1 relationship measures 

and a negative main effect for the importance of online communication, such that the more 

important online communication was, the lower closeness and satisfaction were at Time 2.   

In Step 2, there was a main effect of initial closeness/relationship satisfaction but no main 

effect of importance. There was a statistically significant interaction between condition and 

importance for Time 2 closeness and a marginal effect for Time 2 relationship satisfaction. 

Simple slopes analyses revealed that condition affected closeness at high, t(50) = 4.02, p < .001, 

but not low levels of importance t(50) = -.22, p = ns (see Figure 1). That is, participants who 

reduced time spent communicating online reported significantly lower closeness - after 

controlling for Time 1 closeness - compared to participants who communicated as usual, but 

only among participants who reported that online communication was important for their 

relationship. Likewise, condition affected relationship satisfaction at high, t(50) = 3.27, p < .01, 

but not low importance t(50) = -.68 (see Figure 1). Again, for participants high in importance, 

reducing online communication led to lower relationship satisfaction scores compared to 
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participants who communicated as usual.   

Discussion 

Summary and Implications of Findings 

Cross-sectionally, self-reported time spent communicating online was only weakly 

associated with closeness, and not significantly associated with relationship satisfaction. The 

importance participants placed on online communication was negatively related to closeness and 

satisfaction, but this finding should be interpreted in light of the significant interaction between 

condition and importance. Experimentally reducing time spent did not directly affect closeness 

or satisfaction, but did negatively affect closeness and satisfaction among participants who 

considered online communication to be relatively important. These findings are most consistent 

with the positive effects model, at least among partners for whom communicating online is 

important. Findings provide no support for the negative effects model. 

These findings are consistent with previous studies that found that the association 

between online communication and relational closeness was moderated by attitudes in personal 

relationships (Ledbetter et al., 2011; Ledbetter & Mazer, 2014) and provide experimental 

evidence that changes in the use of online communication causes changes in satisfaction and 

closeness, but only for some individuals. In other words, online communication does not affect 

all relationships in the same way, and any beneficial effect is more likely when partners value 

this medium of communication as a way to stay connected with one another.  

Limitations 

This experimental design is a relatively new approach and most certainly has limitations 

as to how well it captures the constructs of interest and their relationships with one another. This, 

along with the paucity of experimental research, makes it prudent to replicate these results to 
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increase confidence in the findings. Online communication was defined broadly; future studies 

would benefit by examining specific constructs (e.g., specific media) and more sophisticated 

models (e.g., modality switching; Fox & McEwan, 2017). Additionally, we studied individuals; 

studying couples would allow for dyadic analyses. Finally, the 48-hour period may have been too 

short to detect significant main effects; use of a longer period may reveal additional effects. 

Conclusions and Suggestions for Future Research 

This study suggests that online communication affects relationships positively, but only 

for some people. Previous cross-sectional studies have identified other factors that might 

moderate the effects of online communication on relationships, including pressure to respond to 

online messages (Hall & Baym, 2012) and individual differences in personality and attachment 

style (e.g., Hu, Kim, Siwek, & Wilder, 2017). Future experimental research may benefit by 

examining these variables. 

Understanding how technological advancements affect intimate relationships involves 

significant design challenges. Foremost, perhaps, are ethical and/or practical considerations (e.g., 

manipulating relationship satisfaction) and participants’ unwillingness to comply (e.g., refraining 

from online communication for significant periods of time). Anecdotally, investigators were told 

a number of times that eligible students did not sign up for the study because they did not want to 

risk going 48 hours without using online communication with their dating partners. Longitudinal 

studies, such as Chesley (2005), are useful for shedding light on causation when experimental 

designs are not possible. Intergenerational studies may also help, although it would be difficult to 

parse out cohort effects in this type of design.  

Nevertheless, this study underscores the importance of employing designs that interrogate 

directionality in associations between online communication and satisfaction and closeness, as 
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well as interpersonal and intrapersonal factors that may moderate or mediate the effects of online 

communication on relationships.  
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Figure 1. The relationship between condition and Time 2 relationship variables, after controlling 

for respective Time 1 relationship variables. High and low importance was operationalized as a 

score of one standard deviation or more above and below the mean, respectively. 


	Online communication and dating relationships: Effects of decreasing online communication on feelings of closeness and relationship satisfaction
	Recommended Citation
	Authors

	tmp.1603228321.pdf.UWA1p

