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ABSTRACT

Thestudyqueriedwhethertherelationalcharacteristicsthatinfluenceindividualstoremainface-to-
facefriendswithformerromanticpartnersfollowingabreakupalsoimpactthedecisionstoremain
Facebook“friends”withformerromanticpartners.Thesampleincludedover300youngadultswho
mettwocriteria:TheymaintainedanactiveFacebookaccountandreportedapre-marital,romantic
break-up.Theresultsrevealedthatthevariablesthatimpactpost-dissolutionfriendshipdecisionsof
formerromanticpartnersintheface-to-facecontext(quantityofrelationalinvestments,relational
satisfaction,andrelationaldisengagementstrategies)donotimpactformerromanticpartners’decisions
tomaintainordissolveFacebookfriendships.Theseresultsprovideevidencethatromanticpartners
mayexperiencedifferentrelationalmotivationsanddynamicsinonlineversusoff-linevenues.
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ReMAINING FACeBooK VeRSUS FACe-To-FACe 
FRIeNDS AFTeR A RoMANTIC BReAKUP

Researcherscontinuetoexaminefactorsassociatedwithformerromanticpartnersremainingface-to-
facefriendsfollowingtheirbreakup(e.g.,Griffith,Gillath,Zhao,&Martinez,2017;Hadden,Harvey,
Settensten,&Agrew,2018;Mogilski&Welling,2017);however,veryfewstudieshaveexamined
friendshipsbetweenformerromanticpartnersonsocialmediavenuessuchasFacebook.Wecould
locatenopreviousstudythatexaminedwhetherthesamefactors(thatdistinguishformerromantic
partnerswhoelect toremainface-to-facefriendsfromthosewhodonotelect toremainfriends)
wereequallyeffectiveindistinguishingthosewhoremainFacebookfriendsversusthosewhodonot.

Giventheprevalenceofsocialmediaincontemporarylife,ourstudyendeavoredtodiscoverthe
extenttowhichtheresearchfindingsconcerningface-to-facefriendshipbetweenformerromantic
partnersapplytosocialmediafriendships.Tothatend,weexaminedfactorsthatmightdistinguish
collegestudents’whoremainFacebookfriendswithformerromanticpartnersversusthosewhoelect
to“unfriend”formerpartners.Theterm“unfriend”comesfromFacebook’sfriend-managingfeatures
thatallowauserto“delete”afellowuserfromhis/herlistofFacebookfriendsandthuspreventthe
formerfriendfromdirectlyviewingtheuser’sprofileandstatusupdates.
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Existingliteratureexaminingface-to-facerelationshipssuggeststhatthequantityofrelational
investments(Stanley,Rhoades&Markman,2006),disengagementbehaviorsusedinthebreakup
process (Banks, Altendorf, Greene, & Cody, 1987), and relational quality prior to the breakup
(Rhoades,KampDush,Atkins,Stanley,&Markman,2011)influencethedecisionto(ornotto)remain
face-to-facefriendswithformerromanticrelationshippartners.Wedirectlyexaminedwhetherthese
threefactorsdiffersignificantlyacrosstwogroups:formerromanticpartnerswhoelecttoremain
Facebookfriendsversusthosewhodonot.

OriginallyintendedtoconnectcollegestudentsatoneU.S.university,Facebooknowserves
1.47billiondailyactiveusersworldwide(Facebook,2018)andiswidelyconsideredthemostused
socialmediaoutletontheplanet.ResearchonFacebookprimarilyfocusesontwotopics:privacy/
self-disclosure (e.g.,Bazarova,2012;Kanter,Afifi,&Robbins,2012)and,more relevant to the
currentstudy,socialnetworking(e.g.,Craig&Wright,2012;Crosier,Webster,&Dillon,2012).For
adetailedreviewofthisliterature,seeCaersetal.(2013).

SoCIAL NeTWoRKING oN FACeBooK

Crosieretal.(2012)arguesthathumanshaveageneticpredispositiontodesireconnectionandthat
onlinesocialnetworksprovidevenuesforsatisfyingthatdesire.Facebookcreatesanenvironment
wheresharingandconnectingwithothersiseasierinmanywaysthantraditionalformsofface-to
faceinteraction.Indeed,Facebook“friendships”involveextremelylowcommitment.Userscanelect
to(a)post(ornottopost)updatesontheirthoughtsandactivitiesforfriendstoreadaswellas(b)
read(ornotread)friends’posts.Activityleadstoasenseof“keepingupwith”peoplebutFacebook
allowsusers’tomaintain“friend”statuswhetherornottheyactivelyengageonthewebsite.Similarly,
friendshipstatusdoesnotchangeifusersspendafewminutesadayonthewebsiteorafewhours
perday.Suchadisassociationbetweeninvestmentandrelationshipstatusstandsinsharpcontrastto
face-to-facerelationshipsthatseemtofadeawayiffriendsdonotstayinregularcontactaswellas
regularlyshareinformationand/orexperiencestogether.

Researchersarguethat,inadditiontocreatingconnections,Facebookalsoplaysavitalrolein
themaintenanceofpersonalrelationships(Craig&Wright,2012;Ledbetter&Mazer,2014)andthe
enactmentofrelationalcloseness(Ledbetteretal.,2011).Perceptionsofsimilarityandattractionmay
beheightenedintext-basedonlineinteractionsduetolackofnonverbalfeedback,therebycreating
anatmosphereconducivetomoresharing(Walther,2011).Furthermore,theprevalenceofsocial
mediacanintensifythequantityofinformationbeingshared,resultingingreateraccesstopersonal
information--meaningthesheernumberofFacebookuserscreatesanenvironmentinwhichusers
sharemassiveamountsofinformation.Additionally,someaspectsofthequalityofsharedinformation
canfacilitatenetworkgrowthandperceivedcloseness.Onesuchpieceofinformationis“relationship
status.”Heretheuserindicateswhetherhe/sheisinaromanticrelationship,and,ifso,namesthat
partner.Everymemberofbothrelationalpartners’networksreceivesanoticewhenarelationship
statusisannouncedoraltered.Thus,socialnetworkinghasevolvedfrommakingconnectionsbased
on“likes”and“comments”toanon-goingpartofromanticrelationshipswherepartnersdeclarethey
are“inarelationshipwith”eachother,integratetheirsocialnetworks,andconnectwitheachother
(Fox,Osborn,&Warber,2014).Indeed,romanticpartnersmay“struggletomaintainprivacyand
independence”onFacebook(Foxetal.,2014,p.527).

FACeBooK RoMANCe

In2010alone,43,869,800peoplechangedtheirFacebookrelationshipstatusfrom“InaRelationship”
to“Single”(Wasserman,2010).Inoneinterviewstudy,manycollegestudentscharacterizedFacebook
as“athreattotheirromanticrelationships”(Gershon,2011)formultiplereasonsincludinginducing
feelingsofanxietyandjealousy.Indeed,Facebookpermitsuserstostayintouchwithformerromantic
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