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Part of the natural progression of any romantic relationship is that, over time, 

individuals will meet and form connections with each other’s friends and family 

(Milardo, 1982).  Interestingly, the examination of social network introductions has 

largely been neglected by researchers.  We do not know when couple members introduce 

each other to their friends and parents.  We also do not know what effect, if any, these 

network introductions have on future relationship outcomes.  The present study addressed 

these gaps.  Specifically, I examined when couple members typically met each other’s 

friends and parents for the first time, whether relationship quality influenced the 

likelihood of making these introductions, and whether these introductions predicted later 

relationship outcomes (i.e., relationship quality, likelihood of breakup, and post-breakup 

adjustment).  In the present study, participants in new romantic relationships (less than 6 

months duration) completed a survey every two weeks for nine months.  In each survey, 

participants indicated whether friend and family introductions had occurred, their current 

relationship quality, and whether they had broken up with their partners since the 
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previous survey.  If individuals reported having broken up, they were asked about their 

reactions to the breakup.  Results revealed that friends were typically introduced before 

parents, and that relationship quality predicted the likelihood of newly dating individuals 

introducing their parents (but not friends) to their romantic partners.  Largely, network 

introductions failed to predict later perceptions of relationship quality but did influence 

the likelihood of relationship dissolution over the course of the study.  Furthermore, 

introductions to participants’ mothers predicted worse emotional reactions to a breakup, 

and introductions to participants’ fathers and best friends were associated with greater 

relationship longing.  The results of this study represent an important first step in 

understanding when individuals introduce their romantic partners to their friends and 

family and how these introductions influence relationship development. 
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Introduction 

Romantic relationships develop within a larger social context of other 

relationships with friends, family, and other acquaintances (Parks, 2007; Sinclair & 

Wright, 2009).  Accordingly, leading relationship researchers have emphasized that as 

scholars we should be working towards better understanding relationship networks rather 

than solely focusing on relationship dyads (e.g., Allan, 2006; Felmlee & Sprecher, 2000; 

Reis, Collins, & Berscheid, 2000).  Subsequent to this call for a network–focused 

approach to studying romantic relationships, the role of network support, or the extent to 

which approval and disapproval of friends and parents affects relationship development, 

has received substantial empirical attention (e.g., Blair & Holmberg, 2008; Sprecher & 

Felmlee, 1992; Wright & Sinclair, 2012; Zak, Coulter, Giglio, Hall, Sanford, & 

Pellowski, 2002).  Much of this work has generally indicated that friend and parent 

approval for a romance is associated with positive outcomes including greater 

relationship stability, satisfaction, and feelings of love (e.g., Bryant & Conger, 1999; 

Felmlee, 2001; Parks, 2007) and disapproval is linked to negative outcomes including a 

greater likelihood of breaking up (e.g., Sprecher & Felmlee, 1992).  

The focus on network approval and disapproval is an important advancement in 

relationship science; however, the extent to which these investigations answer the call to 

focus on relationship networks is limited. First, most of the work on the social context of 

romantic relationships still primarily focuses on the perceptions of the romantically 

involved (for notable exceptions, see Agnew, Loving, & Drigotas, 2001; Felmlee, 2001; 

Etcheverry, Le, & Charania, 2008).  Second, and particularly relevant to the proposed 
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work, we still know little about the precursors to network support.  Network members 

have to know a romantic relationship exists before they can support it (or not), and in 

many instances introductions to romantic partners provide network members’ with first-

hand knowledge of romantic relationships.  Interestingly, the development of these 

partner-network connections in the early stages of romantic relationships has received 

scant empirical attention.  We do not know how couple members navigate introducing 

each other to friends and parents (i.e., social network introductions).  We also do not 

know what effect, if any, these new social connections have on future relationship 

outcomes.  

Although romantic partners may already share some social connections at the 

beginning of their relationships, as romantic relationships progress couple members 

typically introduce their partners to more of their friends and family members (Milardo, 

1982). The meeting between a romantic partner and one’s friends or family members is 

an arguably important event for couple members. Despite the lack of empirical research 

on social network introductions, there exists a great deal of anecdotal evidence stressing 

the importance of these first encounters.  For example, an internet search of the phrase 

“meeting the parents” reveals dozens of websites containing tips, guides, and “step-by-

step” directions for how to navigate meeting a boyfriend’s or girlfriend’s parents.  In 

addition to detailing how to best present oneself during these parental introductions, 

many websites discuss the importance of being asked to meet a romantic partner’s 

parents – it means your partner “definitely likes you” (eHarmony staff, n.d.).  These 

layperson examples are important because they highlight the public’s interest in ensuring 
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a successful meeting of a romantic partner’s friends and parents and speak to the 

potential importance of these introductions on relationship outcomes.   

Yet, nearly all of these “helpful” guides are based solely on anecdotal evidence.  

For example, no research has addressed under what conditions individuals are more 

versus less likely to introduce romantic partners to parents and friends. One possibility is 

that individuals begin to introduce their romantic partners to their social networks as their 

relationships become stronger (e.g., more satisfying, more loving, more committed).  It is 

also possible, however, that these introductions are simply part of a “normal” 

relationship’s progression and are not largely influenced by the specific dynamics of the 

relationship; it is just something people do out of normative obligations (Baxter & 

Widenmann, 1993).  Additionally, we also do not know the consequences of meeting 

friends and family members – can meeting friends and family really make or break 

relationships?  Just as relationship quality may influence whether individuals introduce 

their partners and social network members, it is also possible that the quality and stability 

of relationships can improve or worsen as a result of making (or failing to make) these 

introductions.  Furthermore, if the occurrence of these network introductions influences 

the likelihood of a couple breaking up, an event that can be particularly emotionally and 

physically distressing (e.g., Field, Diego, Pelaez, Deeds, & Delgado, 2011), then these 

introductions are quite meaningful. 

In summary, we do not fully understand the motivating factors behind social 

network introductions (i.e., potential precursors that lead couple members to want to 

introduce their romantic partners to their friends and family) nor how these introductions 
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are associated with subsequent romantic relationship outcomes (e.g., relationship quality 

and likelihood of breakup).  The primary goal of the present study is to begin to address 

these two gaps.  Specifically, in the present study, I examine when couple members 

typically meet each other’s friends and parents for the first time and whether relationship 

quality influences individuals’ decisions to make such introductions.  The present study 

also assesses whether couple members’ introductions to each other’s friends and parents 

predict the likelihood and timing of relationship dissolution. For individuals who remain 

with their partners, I examine whether meeting social network members predicts later 

relationship quality.  For individuals who break up, I examine whether social network 

introductions influence individuals’ emotional distress after their breakups as well as 

their continued longing for their now ex-partners. 

I first provide a brief overview of social networks and the influence friends and 

parents have on relationship outcomes.  Next, I discuss the timing of social network 

introductions and potential precursors that may influence when these introductions take 

place.  I then review the relevant literature revealing why network introductions are likely 

associated with positive relationship outcomes but also associated with worse post-

breakup experiences.  Finally, I discuss the limitations of prior research and introduce the 

features of the present study that address these weaknesses and conclude by introducing 

the study goals and hypotheses. 

DEFINING SOCIAL NETWORKS 

A core part of the human experience is the formation of social connections with 

others (Christakis & Fowler, 2009). The individuals we form these connections with are 
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commonly referred to as our social network.  Depending on whether one takes a narrow 

or broad perspective when defining a network, who is included in a social network varies.  

Milardo (1992) classified four network typologies that are defined by the breadth of the 

network being examined.  The narrowest classification is the significant other network. 

This network includes the family members and friends with whom an individual is close 

and considers to be important in his or her life.  An exchange network includes 

individuals with whom an individual interacts with but is not necessarily as close with, 

such as friends, neighbors, and co-workers.  These social connections include individuals 

with whom one has rewarding exchanges (e.g., providing and receiving material or 

symbolic support).  An interactive network includes all of the individuals with whom one 

interacts with on a day-to-day basis, encompassing both significant other and exchange 

networks but also individuals with whom one is not necessarily close.  Finally, a social 

network in the broadest sense is the global network, which refers to all the people known 

by an individual.  In this broadest sense, networks can even include “familiar strangers” 

(Milgram, 1977) or those with whom an individual encounters often but does not 

necessarily interact (e.g., someone you recognize but know nothing about).   

SOCIAL NETWORKS WITHIN THE CONTEXT OF ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS 

 When considering the influence of social networks on romantic relationship 

development, a more narrow view of social networks (e.g., focusing on close friends and 

family) is likely to be more informative than considering networks more broadly.  In fact, 

many studies have focused on the few network members who are closest to individuals – 

close friends and/or parents (e.g., Bryan, Fitzpatrick, Crawford, & Fischer, 2001; Wright 

 5 



& Sinclair, 2012; Loving, 2006).  Close friends and parents (especially mothers) are 

typically second in line behind romantic partners as being the ones with whom 

individuals spend the most time and are primary sources of social support (Carbery & 

Buhrmester, 1998; Parks, 2007).  It is these close friends and parents that have a far-

reaching influence on many aspects of individuals’ lives, including their romantic 

relationships. 

Friends and family matter enormously when it comes to influencing individuals’ 

dating choices and facilitating and/or impeding future relationship development (Sinclair 

& Wright, 2009).  Three of the most identifiable ways in which networks influence 

relationships are through what have been referred to as opportunity, information, and 

support (Sprecher, Felmlee, Orbuch, & Willets, 2002).  First, individuals are often given 

the opportunity to meet new people through their friends and family members.  In fact, 

one-third of all couples report having met each other through friends (Rosenfeld & 

Thomas, 2012) and the likelihood of two individuals dating is increased when their 

networks are more overlapping (i.e., they share the same friends; Parks, 2007).  Secondly, 

social networks provide information about potential or current romantic partners by 

disclosing positive information (e.g., “She talks about you all the time. I think she likes 

you”) or negative information (e.g., “Just so you know, he cheated on his last 

girlfriend.”).  This passage of information allows individuals to gain more knowledge 

about romantic partners than they would be able to otherwise and can aid in reducing 

partner uncertainty (Parks & Adelman, 1983).  Finally, social network members can offer 

support for the relationship, typically by expressing approval of the romantic relationship 
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and/or partner.  Social networks (friends and parents, especially) can affect the current 

state and fate of a romantic relationship through support (or lack of support) for the 

relationship (see Sinclair & Wright, 2009 for review).  Most empirical investigations on 

the topic support a “social network effect” whereby network approval predicts positive 

relationship outcomes and disapproval predicts negative outcomes (Blair & Holmberg, 

2008; Bryant & Conger, 1999; Felmlee, 2001; Johnson & Milardo, 1984; Sprecher & 

Felmlee, 1992; Sinclair, Hood, & Wright, 2014).  

DEVELOPING CONNECTIONS WITH ROMANTIC PARTNERS’ NETWORK MEMBERS 

Before friends and parents can offer their approval for a particular romantic 

partner or engage in supportive behaviors towards a romantic relationship, however, 

these network members have to know a relationship exists.  Although friends and parents 

can be informed of the existence of a new relationship via a telephone call, email, or 

instant message, the best way for individuals to get to know a new romantic partner is 

through a face-to-face interaction (higher quality interactions typically occur face-to-face 

and these interactions are more beneficial in regards to social support receipt; Baym, 

Zhang, & Lin, 2004; Schiffrin, Edelman, Falkenstern, & Stewart, 2010).  Interestingly, 

researchers have largely overlooked the potential significance of these introductions or 

meetings.  Thus, we do not necessarily know what factors precede romantic partners 

meeting each other’s network members, nor how these meetings influence later 

relationship outcomes, including the likelihood of relationship dissolution. 

Most of the information about the significance of meeting a romantic partner’s 

friends or family derives from popular press articles.  These articles often stress the 
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importance of making a good impression during introductions; but interestingly, there is 

no direct empirical evidence to suggest that these first encounters are actually important 

with regards to future relationship outcomes.  As reviewed above, however, it is clear that 

friends and family are capable of facilitating or hindering romantic relationship 

progression.  Thus, the success of initial encounters are likely important to a romantic 

relationship’s state and fate.  Furthermore, although first impressions among social 

network members have never been examined, there is evidence that the first impressions 

individuals form have lasting importance.  For example, although first impressions are 

not always accurate, these impressions tend to be stable over time (Gray, 2008).  As such, 

changing a friend or parent’s opinion of a romantic partner after these initial encounters 

may be difficult.  Additionally, first impressions can be influenced by a number of 

factors, including facial cues, physical appearance, and even the firmness of one’s 

handshake (e.g., Chaplin, Phillips, Brown, Clanton, & Stein, 2000; Hess, Adams, & 

Kleck, 2008; Naumann, Vazire, Rentfrow, & Gosling, 2009).  As such, it likely is 

important for individuals to try to impress their romantic partners’ friends and family 

whenever they first meet.  In sum, the popular press articles that stress the importance of 

first introductions between romantic partners and friends or parents do not seem to be 

baseless.  In fact, given the stability of first impressions, the opinions of social network 

members may be formed during their first encounter with romantic partners, and as such, 

it is possible that these introductions have greater, long-term implications for individuals’ 

romantic relationships. 
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Although researchers have largely overlooked social network introductions, 

several studies provide insight into how relationship quality might influence the 

occurrence and timing of network introductions, the potential benefits of these 

introductions, and also how these introductions may impact relationship dissolution.  It is 

worth reiterating, however, that the goal of the present investigation is to examine 

whether links between social network introductions and romantic relationship outcomes 

simply exist.  I do not specifically test these potential explanations in any analyses.  

These studies are still discussed below, however, to provide a better understanding of the 

social context of romantic relationships and to reveal some of the reasons why these links 

are expected to exist. 

Introducing Friends and Parents  

When examining the potential role of social network introductions on relationship 

outcomes, each introduction should be considered as a separate and distinct event. 

Specifically, couple members may be motivated by different factors when choosing 

whether to and when to introduce their partners to their friends and parents.  The 

available evidence, including the relative amount of time individuals spend with their 

friends and parents, the valence of disclosures about relationships to friends versus 

parents, and the types of advice sought from friends versus parents, all suggest that 

individuals are likely more inclined to introduce their romantic partners to their friends 

before their parents.  
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Time Spent  

First, the relationships individuals have with their friends relative to their parents 

can be quite different, especially among emerging adults (the focus of the present study).  

Emerging adulthood captures the time in life during which individuals are becoming 

more autonomous from their parents and are increasingly turning to their friends for 

resources (although the ties to parents remain strong).  Over the lifespan, individuals 

spend the greatest amount of time with their friends during this period of late 

adolescence, spending an average of one-third of their waking hours with friends (Hartup 

& Stevens, 1999). Because emerging adults spend much of their free time with their 

friends, we could expect that they are likely to attempt to integrate their romantic partners 

into their friend network (vs. family network) first.   

Parent introductions are likely spurred by different motivations than are friend 

introductions. Individuals may be more likely to attempt to integrate their partners into 

their familial networks as commitment grows within their relationships and the potential 

for a romantic partner to become a “member of the family” increases.  Indeed, individuals 

are primarily interested in parents’ opinions when they are in more committed 

relationships and often monitor the information they tell their parents about their 

relationships in an attempt to give the best impression of their partners (e.g., Leslie, 

Huston, & Johnson, 1986).  As such, individuals may be more likely to take a “wait and 

see” approach when it comes to making the decision to introduce their parents to their 

romantic partners.  Individuals may not feel the need to make these introductions if they 
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are not committed to their current romantic partners, and may also avoid these 

introductions if they are uncertain about whether their parents will approve. 

Types of Advice Sought  

Second, the types of advice sought from friends and parents as well as the types of 

disclosures to these individuals may also play a role in why one could expect 

introductions to friends to occur earlier in relationships.  Although individuals most often 

turn to their friends for advice about their relationships, parents still provide relationship 

advice (Furman, Brown, & Feiring, 1999; Furman & Simon, 1998; Milardo & Helms-

Erikson, 2000).  Individuals are also more likely to turn to their friends for advice about 

current decisions and are more likely to turn to their parents for future-oriented advice 

(Wilks, 1986).  As such, on the one hand, individuals may introduce their romantic 

partners to their friends earlier in their relationships to get a “current” perspective from 

their friends (e.g., “Do you like him?”, “Do you think we have a lot in common?”) and 

seek their advice when there is more uncertainty about the relationship, which is typical 

in new relationships (Knobloch & Solomon, 2002; Solomon & Knobloch, 2001).  On the 

other hand, individuals may be more inclined to wait longer to introduce their romantic 

partners to their parents after their relationships are more stable and when future-oriented 

decisions may be more relevant, such as seeing if their romantic partner would make a 

good future spouse. As commitment increases within a relationship, individuals tend to 

become more future time oriented (i.e., concerned about where the relationship is 

headed).  This change in perspective is typically accompanied by a greater desire to 

maintain one’s relationship, but can also open the door to experiencing more insecurities 
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within the relationship (Öner, 2001).  As such, individuals may be more inclined to seek 

out their parents’ opinion about a partner whenever the possibility of a long-term 

relationship emerges. 

Personal Disclosures 

Finally, individuals are more likely to tell their friends positive and negative 

things about their romantic partners but primarily disclose only positive things to their 

parents (Loving, in preparation).  Friends may serve as an initial sounding board about 

the relationship and individuals may be less concerned about whether the relationship 

will last when making these introductions.  In other words, individuals may be aware that 

there are some good and bad things about their current relationship/partner and are okay 

with revealing that to their friends.  As such, introductions to friends may provide 

individuals with an opportunity to seek other perspectives that either confirm or deny 

how they currently feel about their romantic partners.  With parents, however, individuals 

may be more likely to wait to make these introductions once they believe the relationship 

is likely to last (i.e., they are more confident about the status of their relationship), have 

primarily positive things to disclose about their partner, and want to know if their partner 

and parents get along.  With these possible explanations in mind, the present study will 

examine the timing of network introductions and reveal whether individuals are indeed 

more likely to make introductions to friends sooner in the relationship and will examine 

at what point in the relationship these various introductions are made. 
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Precursors to Meeting Friends and Family   

Although couple members may be more likely to introduce each other to their 

friends first, other factors may further influence the general timing of these introductions.  

In other words, some couples may introduce their romantic partners to their friends after 

a few days of dating whereas others may wait a few weeks.  The present study will 

examine whether relationship quality influences the general timing of these network 

introductions. 

Meeting friends and family is considered part of a normal relationship’s 

progression (Milardo, 1982). As noted above, the timing of these introductions likely 

differs among friends and parents.  In general, however, what prompts romantic partners 

to make these connections between their romantic partners and network members in the 

first place?  And what does it mean if individuals fail to introduce their romantic partners 

to their networks?  It is possible that introducing a romantic partner to a friend or parent 

is simply a normative part of a relationship.  In fact, Baxter and Widenmann (1993) 

found that individuals were more likely to tell others about their relationships because 

they viewed such disclosures as part of a normal relationship’s progression and/or 

because they expected something positive to come out of such disclosures.  

Regardless of whether these introductions are “normal” or “expected”, however, 

some individuals still fail to make these introductions.  Thus, it may be more telling to 

explore the reasons why individuals do not disclose their relationships to others. The 

most commonly cited reason for concealing a relationship is fear of a negative reaction 

from friends or family (Baxter & Widenmann, 1993).  But it is unknown whether this 
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concern reflects the quality of the relationship with the romantic partners or something 

specific about the social network members.  There may be something that friends or 

family may not like about a particular romantic partner or it could be that these network 

members are rarely approving of any romantic relationship.   

The present study considers whether relationship quality (i.e., something specific 

to the relationship) is a driving force behind deciding to (or not to) conceal a relationship, 

as assessed by whether or not daters introduce their romantic partners to friends and 

family.  Based on the evidence above, individuals who are aware that their current 

romantic relationship has issues or know that they are not particularly happy or satisfied 

with their current romantic partner may be more hesitant to introduce their friends and 

family to their partners for fear of their friends and family not approving.  A higher 

quality relationship may promote greater confidence about the outcome of network-

partner meetings, thus encouraging individuals to introduce their romantic partners to 

more network members than would individuals in lower quality relationships.   

Potential Benefits of Social Network Introductions 

In addition to not knowing factors that may influence individuals to introduce 

their romantic partners to their friends and parents, little is known regarding how these 

introductions impact future romantic relationship outcomes (if at all).  Meeting partners’ 

friends and family members may have numerous relational benefits including 

strengthening the couples’ identity, reducing uncertainty about their relationships, 

allowing individuals to be able to have joint leisure time with romantic partners and their 

friends/family, and creating the opportunity to receive more social support (e.g., Milardo, 
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1982; Milardo, 1986; Surra, 1998).  These benefits may not only increase relationship 

quality over time, but they may also decrease the likelihood of a couple breaking up.  

Although these specific variables are not examined in the present investigation, these 

empirically-supported benefits provide a basis as to why one could expect network 

introductions to have an effect on later relationship outcomes. 

First, one benefit of couple members introducing each other to their respective 

networks is that friends and family will have the opportunity to view the two of them as a 

couple (Milardo, 1986).  Being known as a couple to friends and family strengthens 

romantic partners’ couple-identity and promotes relationship stability (i.e., symbolic 

interactionist theory; Lewis, 1975).  Publicly presenting themselves as a couple may also 

introduce new costs to the relationship (e.g., if they break up they will have to tell their 

friends; if mutual friendships are formed, they may be compromised) and make it less 

likely that a relationship will dissolve (Milardo, 1986).   

Second, individuals in new relationships typically experience a lot of uncertainty 

in their relationships.  A noticeable failure of not meeting a romantic partner’s friends 

and family may exacerbate feelings of uncertainty about the relationship’s status and hurt 

future relationship development and stability (Berger & Calabrese, 1975).  Specifically, 

individuals may question why they have not met those who are close to their romantic 

partner and wonder if this failure is a reflection of something wrong with the relationship.  

As such, simply having the opportunity to meet a romantic partner’s network members 

may reduce uncertainty in the relationship (or, at the very, least not promote additional 

uncertainty). Meeting romantic partners’ friends and family also provides opportunities 
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for individuals to learn more about their romantic partner (Sprecher, Felmlee, Orbuch, & 

Willets, 2002).  This provision of additional information such as learning about romantic 

partners’ past experiences can reduce uncertainty (Parks & Adelman, 1983), and 

uncertainty reduction is associated with better relationship quality (Theiss & Solmon, 

2008).   

Third, couple members who develop mutual relationships with each other’s 

friends and family are more likely to spend time together in the presence of these network 

members.  Introductions are the first step in developing these mutual relationships.  

Spending time with friends/family and one’s romantic partner at the same time is 

associated with positive relationship outcomes (Surra, 1998).  For example, in a daily-

diary study of married couples, individuals held their partners in the highest regards when 

both couple members were spending time with mutual friends (Larson & Bradney, 1988).  

In a more recent study, unmarried couples who spent time with friends and romantic 

partners together were significantly less likely to break-up than individuals who visited 

their friends alone (Hogerbrugge, Komter, & Scheepers, 2012).   

Fourth, any supportive (or non-supportive) actions by friends and family are 

likely to be more valuable after those individuals have actually met a romantic partner as 

they are likely to have a more balanced view of the relationship (Hogerbrugge et al., 

2012).  Especially in cases where both couple members have developed a mutual 

relationship with a network member (i.e., are more than just acquaintances), this network 

member is more likely to have a vested interest in each partner’s well-being and may be 

more motivated to support the relationship (Johnson & Milardo, 1984).  Even the 
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willingness of parents and friends to meet a romantic partner may be considered 

supportive in and of itself.  As noted previously, wanting support from friends and family 

is one of the primary reasons individuals choose to disclose their relationships to friends 

and family (Baxter & Widenmann, 1993) and receiving support is beneficial for 

individuals’ relationships (Sinclair & Wright, 2009). 

Finally, network overlap, a closely related concept to network introductions, is 

typically associated with positive relationship outcomes.  Network overlap (i.e., the 

number of mutual network connections couple members share) is the closest researchers 

have come to investigating the manner in which individuals introduce friends and family 

to romantic partners.  As romantic relationships progress, couple members tend to 

experience “dyadic realignment” (Parks, Stan & Eggert, 1983) by which they have fewer 

ties to individual network members (Johnson & Leslie, 1982; Kalmijn, 2003; Slater, 

1963), but expand their number of mutual or joint network ties (Milardo, 1982; Milardo, 

Johnson, & Huston, 1983).  In other words, as individuals meet and form relationships 

with their romantic partners’ friends and family their networks become more overlapped.   

One of the first studies to examine network overlap was conducted by Parks and 

colleagues in 1983.  Using a cross-sectional survey, they found that individuals who had 

met more members of their partners’ social networks or communicated with their 

partners’ friends and family (i.e., cross-network contact) more often reported greater 

emotional attachment and commitment towards their romantic partners.  In a similar 

study, the amount of overlap between a couple members’ social networks (i.e., the 

number of relationships couple members shared) was positively associated with 
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relationship stability and negatively associated with likelihood of relationship dissolution 

(Kim & Stiff, 1991).  Most recently, Kearns and Leonard (2004) used longitudinal 

surveys (after marriage, first- and second-year anniversaries) to assess network overlap in 

newlywed couples and found that the percentage of overlapping friends/family increased 

from Time 1 to Time 2 (but not Time 3).  At each time point, having a more overlapped 

network was associated with higher levels of marital quality for husbands and wives.  

Additionally, sharing more mutual relationships shortly after the marriage predicted 

relationship quality one year after marriage, and relationship quality after marriage 

predicted more family relationship overlap at the first anniversary for wives only.  

Although these studies address the state of one’s relationship after romantic partners have 

already met network members (perhaps months or years earlier) and typically refer to 

mutual relationships which may take some time to develop, these benefits may still 

emerge shortly after couple members make these introductions.  In other words, the 

benefits that are linked to sharing mutual relationships may at least be partially due to the 

occurrence of the initial introductions themselves.  These introductions are the first step 

in couple members developing mutual relationships, after all.  

The Downsides of Network Introductions   

As reviewed above, introducing romantic partners to friends and family should 

strengthen couple identity, promote relationship stability, and provide opportunities for 

support receipt.  Ultimately, these benefits should decrease the likelihood of couples 

breaking up.  In cases where couples do break up, however, these once positive outcomes 

may make it more difficult to cope with the breakup.  
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The dissolution of a romantic relationship can be an emotionally devastating 

experience (Mearns, 1991; Sbarra & Emery, 2005).  However, some breakups are easier 

to cope with than others as evidenced by the variability in individuals’ emotional 

adjustment, distress, and well-being following a breakup (e.g., Gilbert & Sifers, 2011; 

Helgeson, 1994; Smith & Cohen, 1993).  Factors specific to the individual, such as 

gender, attachment style, and self-esteem, and factors specific to the relationship, such as 

commitment, relationship quality, and relationship length, all influence the level of 

emotional distress experienced after breakup (Davis, Shaver, & Vernon, 2003; Field, 

Diego, Pelaez Deeds, & Delgado, 2009; Sprecher, Felmlee, Metts, Fehr, & Vanni, 1998; 

Waller, & MacDonald, 2010).  Less attention has been paid to how factors external to the 

relationship, such as introducing romantic partners to each other’s friends and family, 

influence post-breakup reactions.   

It is possible that the more network introductions that are made within the context 

of a romantic relationship will actually predict greater distress after a breakup and result 

in a greater difficulty moving on from the relationship.  As noted, introducing romantic 

partners to friends and family should create a stronger couple identity.  Becoming 

increasingly interdependent with one’s romantic partner (i.e., viewing his- or herself as 

part of a couple versus as an individual), can lead to a greater sense of loss and confusion 

after a breakup as one may feel as if they have lost a part of themselves (Slotter, Gardner, 

& Finkel, 2010).  Introductions may also present new investments and costs to a romantic 

relationship.  Investments are resources that become less valuable or would be lost if a 

relationship were to end (Rusbult, 1980).  More investments make it more difficult to 
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leave a relationship and can also influence how well one copes with a breakup (Le, Dove, 

Agnew, Korn, & Mutso, 2010; Simpson, 1987).  The development of new relationships 

with a romantic partner’s friends and family offer the opportunity to receive additional 

resources from these individuals, but following a breakup, some (or all) of these 

relationships may be lost (Perilloux & Buss, 2008). 

Furthermore, establishing connections between network members and romantic 

partners may increase the pressure to remain together, which may make a breakup more 

difficult.  First, women (but not men) are less likely to breakup with their romantic 

partners whenever they like their romantic partners’ families (Sprecher & Felmlee, 2000).  

If liking romantic partners’ families increases the likelihood of couples remaining 

together, when breakups do occur losing these relationships may result in additional 

distress.  Second, network members can develop a vested interest in a relationship’s 

success if they like one’s romantic partner, and a breakup can potentially strain 

relationships with one’s social network members (Johnson & Milardo, 1984).  Finally, 

when individuals’ friends and family have met a romantic partner, these network 

members may ask individuals for more details about the breakup or may ask more 

questions about an ex-partner, thus making individuals spend more time thinking about 

the breakup and/or their ex-partner. 

When couple members know each other’s friends and family not only could the 

breakup process be more difficult but couple members may make a greater effort to have 

an amicable breakup in hopes of not straining these other relationships.  Banks, 

Altendorf, Greene, and Cody (1987) asked individuals to recall their latest breakup and 
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found that when individuals had more mutual relationships with their romantic partners 

(i.e., more network overlap) and initiated a breakup, they were more likely to give a 

better explanation for the breakup and use a positive tone during the breakup.  Most 

interesting, however, is that these individuals were also more likely to use “de-escalation” 

during the breakup.  De-escalation keeps open the possibility for reuniting in the future 

by telling romantic partners things such as “if we want to get back together, we will” or 

“let’s break it off for a while and see what happens” during the breakup.  In Banks and 

colleagues’ study, it is actually unknown whether this was a technique employed by 

individuals to keep the breakup less dramatic (as suggested by the “de-escalation” label) 

or whether these individuals legitimately wanted to leave open the possibility for 

reuniting.   

In summary, making new connections between romantic partners and their friends 

and family may lead to worse post-breakup adjustment.  In addition to examining 

individuals’ perceptions of a breakup, in the present study I will also explore whether 

individuals have a more difficult time moving on after a breakup (i.e., are more likely to 

think about and want to reunite with their ex-partners) as a function of the introductions 

that were made over the course of the relationship. 

THE PRESENT STUDY 

The present study is the first of its kind to examine the associations between 

social network introductions and romantic relationship outcomes.  In many ways, this 

investigation represents an important initial step in learning about how couples navigate 

meeting each other’s friends and parents as well as how meeting these individuals 
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influence later relationship outcomes.  Furthermore, the study’s design has several 

advantages that address some of the limitations of studies on similar concepts (e.g., 

network overlap).    

First, when examining network introductions it is important that participants be in 

new relationships.  Couple members in new relationships are more likely to be meeting 

each other’s friends and family for the first time whereas couples in established 

relationships have likely already met most (if not all) of these network members (e.g., 

Sprecher & Felmlee, 2000).  For example, although numerous studies have supported that 

network overlap increases as romantic relationships progress (i.e., couple members share 

more mutual relationships over time; Kearns & Leonard, 2004; Kalmijn, 2003; Milardo, 

1982), a handful of studies have not supported this finding.  These studies, however, 

recruited couples who were already in long-term committed relationships (Julien, 

Chartrand, & Begin, 1999; Sprecher & Felmlee, 2000).  As such, the couples in these 

studies had already met most of each other’s friends and family (i.e., their networks were 

largely overlapping) thus making it more difficult to examine the establishment of any 

new relationships with social network members.  Thus, in order to better examine friends 

and family introductions over time, the present study focuses on couples in newer 

relationships and who are more likely to still be in the process of introducing each other 

to their social network members.  Investigating the role of network introductions in new, 

and likely less stable romantic relationships also provides a better opportunity to examine 

the processes surrounding breakup, including factors that predict the likelihood of 

breaking up as well as individuals’ post-breakup adjustment.   
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Second, to fully understand the association between network introductions and 

relationship quality over time and whether introductions influence the likelihood of 

breaking up, romantic relationships need to be examined longitudinally and with multiple 

assessments.  Relying on cross-sectional data, while informative, can often limit the 

conclusions that can be made, especially when attempting to tease apart how variables 

influence each other.  Indeed, one of the biggest limitations of network overlap studies is 

that these studies have largely relied on cross-sectional or correlational data.  Researchers 

have acknowledged this limitation for years.  In the discussion of their classic findings on 

social network involvement in romantic relationships, Parks and colleagues (1983) noted 

that “romantic involvement might be network-driven, or social network involvement 

might be relationship-driven.  We suspect that there is truth in both views…longitudinal 

research will obviously be necessary to unravel these causal alternatives.” (p. 129).  

Seventeen years later, Milardo and Helms-Erikson (2000) stressed that this issue still 

exists and we cannot say which construct takes “causal priority”, and this remains true 

today.  Although the present study does not include any measures of network overlap, the 

examination of network introductions will be similarly limited without attempting to 

examine the development of these network connections over time.  As such, I will 

examine individuals’ romantic relationship development over nine months with multiple 

assessments and will attempt to examine how relationship dynamics influence network 

introductions but also how these introductions may influence later relationship outcomes. 

 Furthermore, with regards to breakup specifically, having multiple surveys over 

the course of the study provides better insight into how individuals initially react to 
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breakups. The present study utilizes bi-weekly assessments and as such, examination of 

individuals’ reactions to the breakup should typically occur no longer than two weeks 

after the breakup has occurred.  One of the best predictors of recovering from a breakup 

is the amount of time that has surpassed since the breakup (e.g., Knox, Zusman, Kaluzny, 

& Cooper, 2000).  During this two week timeframe individuals’ feelings and reactions 

should still be relatively strong and similar to how they felt immediately after the 

breakup.  Given the short amount of time that will have passed since the breakup, 

individuals’ reports will also be less susceptible to any time-related biases (e.g., recall 

bias due to relying on memories; Hassan, 2006) that are more typical of retrospective 

reporting. 

Third, the present study focuses on the role of meeting parents and friends (and 

sometimes other family members) specifically among the emerging adult population (i.e., 

18-25 year olds).  Examining this population may be particularly insightful with regards 

to social network introductions.  For example, friends, in general, become a greater 

source of emotional, appraisal, and instrumental support to individuals as they progress 

through young adulthood (Youniss & Smollar, 1985).  But parents continue to serve as 

sources of advice, emotional support, and financial assistance during this time 

(Fingerman, Miller, Birditt, & Zarit, 2009).  When considering how meeting social 

network members may influence (and be influenced by) romantic relationship outcomes, 

the introductions of friends and parents are likely the most meaningful.  For these 

reasons, it is important to examine how relationship dynamics are associated with 

introducing parents and friends to romantic partners, but the unique effects of these 
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introductions individually also needs to be considered.  To accomplish this, the present 

study focuses on couple members meeting each other’s best friends, mothers, and fathers 

as separate constructs or events but also uses an overall “introduction” score.  The 

introduction variable represents an overall view of the social network introductions that 

have been made.  This cumulative score also includes additional family members (versus 

only friends and parents) as this provides a better perspective of the overall network ties 

that have been made between couple members. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND HYPOTHESES 

As noted above, the purpose of the present study is to examine how couple 

members navigate meeting each other’s social network members and how these 

introductions influence later romantic relationship outcomes.  The first goal is to gain a 

better understanding of when couple members typically meet each other’s friends and 

parents for the first time. Emerging adults (especially those in college) are typically 

surrounded by and spend more time with their friends than their parents (Hartup & 

Stevens, 1999).  Additionally, individuals may be more inclined to use their friends as 

sounding boards to get a different perspective on a new relationship and may wait to 

introduce their partners to their parents when they are more confident about the state of 

their relationships.  As commitment grows within a relationship and the potential for a 

romantic partner to become a “member of the family” increases, individuals are more 

likely to then attempt to integrate their partner into their familial network.  Thus, I 

hypothesize that: 
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Hypothesis 1: Individuals (both participants and their partners) are more likely to 

introduce their romantic partners to their best friends before introducing their romantic 

partners to their parents. 

On one hand, it is possible that introducing friends and parents to a romantic 

partner is simply part of the normative relationship progression (i.e., these introductions 

happen because they are expected) which may be especially likely for individuals in 

higher quality relationships.  In other words, individuals who are not necessarily aware of 

any potential negative issues with a romantic partner may move through introductions to 

friends and family because they view it as something that they are expected to do.  On the 

other hand, and in line with previous research (e.g., Baxter and Widenmann, 1993), 

individuals who are in lower quality relationships may be less likely to introduce their 

romantic partners to their friends and family out of fear of a negative reaction from their 

social network members.  As such, I expect that: 

Hypothesis 2a: Participants who experience higher relationship quality at 

baseline (i.e., the beginning of the study) will be more likely to introduce their romantic 

partners to their friends and parents.   

Importantly, the predictive ability of relationship quality on network introductions 

may only be relevant for individuals in newer relationships.  Although individuals in new 

relationships will be recruited for the present study, there will still be some variability in 

relationship length.  Some individuals simply may not have made any network 

introductions yet because they have only been dating for a few days or weeks.  For these 

individuals, I expect relationship quality will more strongly predict the likelihood of 
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future network introductions.  Among those who have been dating longer, however, a 

failure to make network introductions may be representative of a more systemic issue 

with the relationship or there could be external barriers to making these introductions 

(e.g., parents live in a different state).  Relationship length will be included as an 

independent variable and will be interacted with relationship quality to see if relationship 

length moderates any effects of relationship quality on the likelihood of network 

introductions. In summary, I expect that: 

Hypothesis 2b: Relationship length and quality will interact to predict future 

network introductions, such that only those who are in newer relationships will be more 

likely to make introductions when their relationships are of higher quality versus lower 

quality.  

Whereas the first goal of the study concerns individuals’ decisions to introduce 

their romantic partners to their friends and family, the second goal of the study is to 

examine the potential effects these introductions may have on later relationship 

outcomes.  For individuals who do not breakup (i.e., are still dating their partner at the 

end of the study), I will examine whether introducing/meeting network members predicts 

later relationship quality.  Given the potential benefits of network introductions (e.g., 

more opportunities for support, stronger couple identity, less relational uncertainty), I 

hypothesize that: 

Hypothesis 3: Introductions to network members (both individual introductions 

and the cumulative number of introductions) will predict better relationship quality for 

those individuals who are still together with their partners at the end of the study.  
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Furthermore, if couple members are failing to introduce each other to their friends 

and parents, it may be a sign that the relationship is less likely to last.  I expect couples 

meeting more members of each other’s social networks will reflect a higher quality 

relationship and that these couples will experience the additional benefits that occur from 

these introductions.  As the number of social networks introductions grows, I expect that 

romantic relationships will become stronger and the likelihood of relationship dissolution 

will decrease.  In other words, I expect that: 

Hypothesis 4a: There will be individual and cumulative effects of network 

introductions on the likelihood of breaking up, such that the occurrence of social network 

introductions will be associated with a lower likelihood of breaking up. 

Next, although I anticipate that all network introductions will be influential in 

predicting relationship fate, I expect that initial relationship quality may be more variable 

when couple members introduce their best friends to each other as individuals may look 

to their friends to provide the first outsider’s perspective about the romantic relationship.  

Introductions to friends should still result in numerous benefits, however.  Given that I 

expect individuals to wait longer to introduce their romantic partners to their parents, 

introducing the parents may be more indicative of a good, stable relationship and couples 

can reap the added rewards of these introductions.  As such, the combination of these two 

positive outcomes may result in introductions to parents being a stronger negative 

predictor of breakup.  In summary, I hypothesize that:    

Hypothesis 4b: Introducing romantic partners to parents will be a stronger 

predictor of future breakup than introducing romantic partners to best friends.  
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Finally, although making network introductions should result in numerous 

benefits for romantic couples, in the cases where couples breakup, these rewards could 

make coping with a breakup more difficult for some individuals.  The development of 

these network connections may also make it more likely that individuals will spend more 

time thinking about their ex-partners and will want to reunite with their ex-partners.  I 

expect these effects to be true when examining individual network introductions in 

addition to the cumulative number of network ties.  In other words, I expect that: 

Hypothesis 5: Individuals who have met/introduced more social network members 

will experience worse post-breakup adjustment (i.e., a worse emotional reaction to the 

breakup and more relationship longing post-breakup) than individuals who have 

met/introduced fewer social network members.   

In order to meet the goals and test the hypotheses of the present study, I used bi-

weekly assessments over a nine-month period to assess individuals’ relationship 

development over time.  In each survey, emerging adults in new romantic relationships 

(i.e., six months or less) responded as to whether they have met their partners’ mothers, 

fathers, best friends, or other family members as well as if participants’ partners have met 

their mothers, fathers, best friends, or other family members.  In each survey, participants 

were also asked about their relationship quality (a combination of relationship 

satisfaction, intimacy, and feelings of love) and whether they had broken up with their 

partner since the previous survey.  If individuals reported having broken up with their 

partners, they were asked a series of questions that assessed their reactions to the 

breakup.  
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In summary, by examining social network introductions in newly-developing 

relationships the results of this study will reveal how meeting friends and family 

influences and is influenced by romantic relationship dynamics.  The results will speak to 

the cumulative and relative importance of meeting friends and family members on 

romantic relationships, and will further advance our understanding of how romantic 

couples exist within their social networks. 
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Method 

The data for the current investigation were collected as part of the “University of 

Texas Dating and Transition Experiences Study” (UT-DATES), a larger study examining 

early romantic relationship development and health.  Over the course of nine months, 

participants completed up to twenty surveys online and visited the laboratory to complete 

a Trier Social Stress Test (Kirschbaum, Pirke, & Hellhammer, 1993) at a randomly 

assigned time (either at baseline, the end of the study, or after a breakup).  Only the 

survey component of the study is relevant to the current analyses.  Participants completed 

online surveys every two weeks, beginning and ending with baseline and final surveys. 

Each bi-weekly survey assessed a number of variables including the occurrence of social 

network introductions, the status of individuals’ relationships (i.e., whether they were still 

together), and relationship quality.  If individuals’ reported breaking up with their 

romantic partners subsequent to a previous survey, they were directed to another 

questionnaire about the breakup. 

PROCEDURE 

Participants were recruited from local college campuses and the greater Austin 

area.  Most participants were recruited via flyers or advertisements which directed 

participants to the research lab’s website. The lab website included a brief overview of 

the study and a link to a prescreening survey.  Participants were informed that the study 

would last 9 months and were offered up to $75 for their participation. 
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There were several screening criteria for the study.  Participants must have been 

between the ages of 18 and 25 and were required to have been dating their romantic 

partners for less than six months at the start of the study.  Participants also had to be 

willing and able to come into the laboratory for a two-hour session at any point over the 

study duration.  Additionally, all participants had to be in good mental and physical 

health. Further, participants could not be smokers, have anxiety or depression, take 

certain medications, or work night-shifts.  Many of these inclusion criteria were included 

because of their known effects on salivary cortisol levels (examined whenever 

participants visited the laboratory, but not relevant to the current analyses).   

After interested participants completed the prescreening survey, they were 

contacted by a research assistant who informed them of their eligibility (individuals who 

were not eligible were contacted via email whereas those who were eligible were 

contacted via phone).  After eligible participants agreed to participate in the study, they 

were emailed a link to the baseline survey and were asked to complete the survey within 

the next 48 hours.  Participants were sent a link to their next survey (i.e., “biweekly 

survey”) approximately two weeks after they completed a prior survey (i.e., the baseline 

or preceding biweekly survey).  Participants were sent a link to their final survey 

approximately nine months after they completed the baseline survey, regardless of the 

number of biweekly surveys completed.   

The biweekly surveys were significantly shorter than the baseline and final 

surveys and took about 10 minutes to complete.  The baseline and final surveys were  
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identical – both included additional measures of participants’ health and relationship 

quality and took about an hour to complete.  If participants completed all of their surveys 

on time (within 48 hours of receipt), they had the opportunity to complete 20 surveys 

(i.e., baseline, 18 biweekly, and final) over the nine month period.  Participants who did 

not complete their assigned survey within 3-5 days were sent an email reminder asking 

them to complete the survey as soon as possible.  On average, participants completed a 

survey every 17.8 days (Mdn =15, SD = 7.5, range = 10-82) and completed 12.4 of the 18 

biweekly surveys (Mdn = 14; SD = 5.00, range = 0-18).  On average, the final survey was 

completed 9.1 months after the baseline survey (SD = 0.4 months; range = 7.8 – 10.9 

months). 

PARTICIPANTS 

Of the 272 individuals who were eligible to participate, 245 (28.6% male, 71.4% female) 

enrolled in the study.  Participants ranged in age from 18 to 25 years (M = 20.48; SD = 

1.83), and the vast majority of participants were in college or graduate school (93.88%).  

Over half of the participants identified as White (58.7%), 22.6% as Asian, 5.5% as 

African-American, 9.8% as multiracial, and 3.4% as another race.  One-quarter of the 

participants (25.6%) identified as Hispanic or Latino.  On average, participants had been 

in their relationships for 98.6 days (Mdn = 99.0 days; SD = 51.6, range = 6 to 205 days) 

when they completed their baseline surveys. The majority of respondents were involved 

in heterosexual relationships (93.47%); 16 individuals were involved in same-sex 

relationships (5 male-male, 11 female-female).   
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One of the primary dependent variables in the present investigation is the likelihood and 

timing of relationship dissolution over the course of the study. If participants did not 

report breaking up but also did not complete the final survey, their final relationship 

status is unknown.  Therefore, the final sample of the present study consisted of 

individuals who either broke up with their romantic partners over the course of the study 

and/or those who completed the final survey.  After removing those who dropped out 

over the course of the study, this final sample consisted of 210 individuals.  T-tests and 

chi-square analyses confirmed that this final sample was demographically similar to the 

full sample (i.e., 27.6% male, 72.4% female; 58.7% White, 21.8% Asian, 5.8% African-

American, 9.7% multiracial, and 4.0% other race; Mage = 20.5 years; Mlength = 97.6 days; 

all p’s > 0.6). 

MEASURES 

Social Network Introductions 

Social network introductions were assessed by asking if participants and their 

romantic partners had met each other’s best friends, parents, or other family members 

over the course of the study (eight network members in total).  Participants were asked 

about each social network member separately (e.g., “Have you met your partner’s best 

friend?”, “Has your partner met your best friend?”); upon responding “yes” or “not 

applicable” participants were not asked about that specific individual in subsequent 

surveys.  Responses to the social network introduction questions were coded 0 (not 

introduced) or 1 (introduced).  A cumulative measure of network introductions was also  
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created.  Participants received one point for each network member that couple members 

had met at the time of a specific survey.  Therefore, participants received a score of 0 if 

they reported not having met any of their partner’s network members and not having 

introduced their partner to any of their network members.  If participants reported having 

met and introduced all potential network members, they received a score of 8 (i.e., both 

best friends, both sets of parents, and other family members on both sides had all been 

met).  

Relationship Quality   

Relationship quality was assessed at each survey with four items.  Participants 

were asked their level of agreement with the following items, “I feel loved and cared 

about by my romantic partner” and “I feel a lot of closeness and intimacy in our 

relationship” (adapted from the Basic Need Satisfaction in Relationships Scale; La 

Guardia, Ryan, Couchman, & Deci, 2000), “I am satisfied with our relationship” (from 

the investment model satisfaction scale; Rusbult, Martz, & Agnew, 1998), and “I possess 

a powerful attraction for my partner” (from the Passionate Love Scale; Hatfield & 

Sprecher, 1986).  Collectively, these items measured four (of six) major components of 

relationship quality: love, intimacy, satisfaction, and passion (Fletcher, Simpson, & 

Thomas, 2000).  Participants responded to all of the items on a scale of 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 9 (strongly agree).  Reliability was consistently high over the course of the 

study (α = .83 at baseline, α = .88 on average across the bi-weekly surveys, and α = .95 in 

the final survey). 
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Occurrence and Timing of Breakup  

In each biweekly survey, participants were asked “As of today, are you still 

romantically involved with your romantic partner?”  If participants responded “yes”, they 

completed a series of items regarding the current state of their relationships.  If 

participants answered “no”, they were directed to a different section of the survey that 

included questions about the breakup, including the specific date the relationship ended.   

Reaction to Breakup  

In the breakup section of the biweekly survey, participants were asked a series of 

questions about their reactions to the breakup.  For purposes of the present analyses, two 

items were selected to index individuals’ emotional reactions to their breakups.  

Specifically, participants were asked: “How draining was the breakup?” and “How 

difficult was the breakup?”  Participants responded to these items using a Likert scale of 

1 (Extremely) to 5 (Not at all).  The correlation coefficient of these two items was .72 (p 

<.01).  Next, two items were selected to create a measure of post-breakup relationship 

longing.  Participants were asked, “On a scale of 1-10, how much would you like to 

reunite with this person in a romantic relationship at any point in the future?”  

Participants were also asked, “Currently, how much do you think about your ex-partner?” 

and responded to this item using a scale of 1 (more than once a day) to 6 (never).  The 

correlation coefficient for these two items was .53 (p <.01).  A lower score on this 

measure indicated a more difficult time moving on from the relationship.  
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Results 

The primary goals of the present study were to examine when social network 

introductions occur and how these introductions are associated with romantic relationship 

state and fate. In the present investigation, participants completed biweekly surveys in 

which they revealed whether friend and family introductions had occurred, their current 

relationship quality, and whether they had broken up with their partner since the previous 

survey.  If participants indicated they had broken up with their romantic partners, they 

were asked several questions about the breakup, including their emotional reactions to the 

breakup and their post-breakup relationship longing. 

The majority of analyses involve measures from the baseline and final surveys.  

To aid in clarity, baseline surveys will be referred to as Time 1 (or T1) and final surveys 

will be referred to as Time 2 (or T2).  The specific analytical plan to test each hypothesis 

is discussed in further detail within each subsection of the results.  

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

 A life table analysis was conducted to examine how many individuals broke up 

with their partners over the course of the study.  Life tables, typically used in mortality 

studies, present the proportion of subjects who die (e.g., experience a “failure”), survive, 

or withdraw from a study (e.g., are “censored”) over a certain period of time.  Life table 

analyses also reveal whether there is a greater risk of experiencing a failure at certain 

times.  In the present analysis, a failure represents a breakup, survival refers to those who 

remain in their relationships, and censored individuals are those who reach the end of the 

study (i.e., complete the final survey).  
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Over the course of the study, 48.7% (n = 98) of participants ended their 

relationships and 51.3% (n = 112) were still together as of the final survey (see Table 1 

for summary).  Of the individuals who broke up, final relationship length ranged from 37 

days to 383 days with a median relationship length of 186.5 days.  Of those who stayed 

together, final relationship length ranged from 283 days to 495 days (Mdn = 380 days). 

Thirty-day (i.e., 1 month) relationship length intervals were created to ease interpretation 

of when couples were more or less likely to break up.  The risk of breaking up was 

relatively stable over time, with about 3-5 percent of relationships ending during each 30-

day interval.  The largest spike in relationship dissolution (7%) occurred when 

individuals had been dating between 180 and 209 days (or around 6 months). 

 
Table 1: Life Table Describing the Timing of Relationship Dissolution and Survival 

Relationship 
days  

Still in 
relationship 

Break up Still 
together 

Reached 
end of study 

Proportion 
broken up 

Proportion 
still together 

[1,29)  210 0 210 – .00 1.00 
[30,59)  210 10 200 – .05 .95 
[60,89)  200 18 192 – .09 .91 
[90,119)  192 29 181 – .14 .86 
[120,149)  181 40 170 – .19 .81 
[150,179)  170 46 164 – .22 .78 
[180,209)  164 60 150 – .29 .71 
[210,239)  150 67 143 – .32 .68 
[240,269)  143 73 137 – .35 .65 
[270,299)  137 78 132 6 .37 .63 
[300,329)  126 86 118 20 .41 .59 
[330,359)  98 94 90 15 .46 .54 
[360,389)  76 98 72 19 .49 .51 
[390,419)  53 98 53 21 .49 .51 
[420, 449)  32 98 32 18 .49 .51 
[450,480)  14 98 14 13 .49 .51 
[480,.) 1 98 1 1 .49 .51 
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HYPOTHESIS TESTING 

Social Network Introduction Timing   

I first examined when couple members typically meet each other’s friends and 

parents for the first time.  I expected that couple members would be more likely to 

introduce each other to their best friends before introducing one another to their parents 

(Hypothesis 1).  Table 2 includes a summary of the descriptive statistics and correlations 

for each network variable (i.e., whether that individual had been introduced), relationship 

length, and relationship quality at baseline.  Phi coefficients are reported for the 

correlations between the introduction variables as these variables are dichotomous (0 = 

introduction did not occur before T1, 1 = introduction occurred before T1); Pearson r is 

reported for the correlations between any combination of the introduction variables, 

relationship length, and relationship quality (Cernovsky, 2002).   

Despite the average relationship length being just over three months at the start of 

the study, many individuals reported already having introduced their romantic partners to 

their friends and/or family and having met their romantic partners’ friends and/or family.  

At Time 1 (T1), over one quarter (26.6%) of participants reported having introduced or 

met all eight possible network members (including “other family members” such as 

siblings or aunts/uncles) and another quarter (24.7%) reported having introduced or met 

six or seven members.  The other half of the sample had introduced or met five or fewer 

network members, with only 10 participants (5%) having made no social network 

connections as of the baseline survey.  Thus, most couple members made network 

introductions very early in their romantic relationships.
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Table 2: Descriptive Statistics and Correlations between Relationship Length, Quality, and Occurrence of Introductions at 
Baseline 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

Relationship Length −           

Quality .08 −          

Mother Intro. .24** .17* −         

Father Intro. .25** .31** .74** −        

Best Friend Intro. .16* .16* .31** .34 −       

Other Family Intro. .33** .32** .48** .53** .41** −      

P’s Mother Intro.a .34** .44** .50** .51** .31** .42** −     

P’s Father Intro. .31** .20** .44** .46** .27** .33** .73** −    

P’s Best Friend Intro. .14* .12† .19** .23** .29** .21** .34** .28** −   

P’s Other Family Intro. .31** .29** .29** .29** .23** .33** .61** .59** .23** −  
Total Network 
Introductions .23** .17* .74** .74** .52** .30** .72** .69** .51** .27** − 

M 97.6 7.79 .60 .51 .81 .62 .60 .51 .82 .66 6.58 

SD 53.12 1.07 .49 .50 .39 .49 .49 .50 .38 .47 1.55 

Range (6,205) (1,9) (0,1) (0,1) (0,1) (0,1) (0,1) (0,1) (0,1) (0,1) (0,8) 
Note.  aP’s= “Partner’s”; 0 = no, 1 = yes; † p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; N = 210
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Eighty-one percent of participants reported having introduced their romantic 

partners to their best friends and 82% had met their romantic partners’ best friends before 

the start of the study.  Both participants’ and their partners’ parents were significantly 

less likely to have been introduced or met before T1 than best friends (t(207) = -5.83, p < 

.001 for participants’ mothers; t(207) = -8.30, p < .001 for participants’ fathers (when 

compared to participants’ best friends); t(209) = -6.25, p < .001 for partners’ mothers; 

t(209) = -8.31, p < .001 for partners’ fathers (when compared to partners’ best friends)), 

although the majority of participants reported having already made these connections as 

well.  Specifically, participants’ and partners’ mothers had been introduced among 60% 

of the sample at baseline and 51% of participants had either introduced their fathers or 

had met their partners’ fathers.  Across the sample, the likelihood of having met or 

introduced a specific network member (e.g., a best friend), regardless of whether he or 

she was a member of the participant’s network or the partner’s network, was remarkably 

similar across the sample (e.g., 81% of participants’ best friends had been met at T1 

compared to 82% of partners’ best friends).  However, not everyone who had introduced 

their romantic partners to their best friends had also met their partner’s best friends.  As 

seen in Table 2, however, all of the network introduction variables at baseline were 

highly correlated with one another.  Thus, the meeting of one social network member was 

associated with a higher likelihood of having met others. 

Additional analyses revealed that relationship length was significantly correlated 

with whether each social network member had been met before T1.  Individuals who had 

been dating longer were more likely to report having introduced their best friends and 
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parents or having met their partner’s best friend and parents.  T-tests were conducted to 

examine the mean difference in relationship length between those individuals who had 

made a specific introduction versus those who had not.  On average, individuals who 

reported having introduced or met a social network member before the baseline survey 

had been dating significantly longer than those who had not (all p’s < .05).  For example, 

individuals who reported introducing their mothers to their partners at T1 had been dating 

an average of 108.8 days versus 80.4 days for those who had not made the introduction.   

The difference in relationship length between “introducers” and “non-introducers” 

across the various social network members ranged between 16.1 days (for those who had 

(M = 100.4 days) versus had not (M = 84.5 days) met their partners’ best friends) to 37.5 

days (for those who had (M = 112.4 days) versus had not (M = 74.9 days) met their 

partners’ mothers).  Individuals who reported having introduced or met particular social 

network members had been dating around 27.9 days longer on average than individuals 

who had not made the same introductions (108.1 vs. 80.2 days, respectively).  

Relationship length was also associated with the cumulative number of introductions that 

had occurred within a romantic relationship.  Individuals who had met all eight social 

network members at T1 had been dating 65.7 days longer on average than those 

individuals who had not made any social network connections (M = 120.9 days vs. M = 

55.7 days, respectively).   

A final set of analyses and results are included in Appendix A. Specifically, I 

selected those participants who had yet to make particular introductions to determine at 

what point those introductions were made (if ever).   These analyses provided additional 
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insight into the timing of introductions but also suffered from several major limitations 

(discussed in Appendix A).  Because of these limitations, the analyses are not considered 

in the main results presented here but are included in an appendix for any interested 

readers. 

In summary, romantic partners make introductions to their friends and family 

quite early in their relationships.  Around three months into a relationship, network 

introductions were more likely to have occurred than to have not.  The results of the 

above analyses tentatively support my hypothesis as best friends were significantly more 

likely than parents to have been introduced before the study began.  Specifically, the 

available evidence suggest that romantic partners are more likely to introduce each other 

to their best friends before introducing each other to their parents, although the exact 

timing of these introductions is unknown. 

Examining Relationship Quality as a Precursor to Introductions 

I hypothesized that relationship quality would predict the likelihood of individuals 

introducing their romantic partners to their friends and family over the course of the study 

(Hypothesis 2a).  Furthermore, I expected that relationship length and quality would 

interact to predict future network introductions, such that only those who were in newer 

relationships would be influenced by the quality of their relationships (Hypothesis 2b).  

Unfortunately, given that many introductions occurred before the study began, it was 

more difficult, although not impossible, to examine whether relationship quality predicted 

the likelihood of introductions occurring. These hypotheses could not be examined with 

the entire sample, but rather, analyses were conducted on the smaller subsets of 
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individuals who had not made introductions before the baseline survey.  In these 

analyses, reports of relationship quality predated the network introductions (as they had 

yet to occur).  Thus, it was easier to determine the directionality of any associations 

between relationship quality and introductions and to examine whether relationship 

length and quality influenced individuals’ introduction decisions.  Importantly, partners’ 

social network members are not included as a dependent variable in these analyses as it is 

difficult to know whether participants’ perceptions of relationship quality would 

influence whether these introductions occur.     

Three logistic regressions were conducted to predict whether the likelihood of 

participants introducing their friends and parents to their partners (coded as 0 for “no” 

and 1 for “yes”) varied as a function of relationship quality, relationship length, and their 

interaction. Table 3 reports the logistic regression coefficients, Wald tests, and the 95% 

confidence intervals for both predictors and their interaction for each of the three network 

member introductions.  When predicting mother and father introductions, tests of the full 

models (which included the main effects of the two independent variables and their 

interaction) against constant only models (i.e., no predictors) were statistically 

significant, indicating that the main effects and interaction of quality and relationship 

length significantly predicted whether future introductions were made to individuals’ 

mothers and fathers (χ2(3, N = 83) = 7.86, p = .05; χ2(3, N = 101) = 8.03, p = .05, 

respectively).  The Wald criterion revealed that the main effects of relationship length 

and quality as well as their interaction significantly predicted future introductions of 

mothers and fathers (p = .01 and p < .01, respectively).  The full model did not 
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significantly predict the likelihood of best friend introductions (χ2(3, N = 41) = 1.49, p = 

.68), indicating that relationship quality, relationship length, and their interaction did not 

influence the likelihood of whether individuals chose to eventually introduce their 

romantic partners to their best friends.   

Table 3: Logistic Regressions Predicting Network Introductions as a Function of 
Relationship Quality and Length 

Predictor Variable B SE(B) Wald p 
Mother Introductions     
Constant -11.85 4.41 7.23 <.01 

Quality 1.50 .55 7.38 <.01 

Relationship Length .09 .03 6.09 .01 

Quality*Relationship Length -.01 .005 6.41 .01 

Father Introductions     

Constant -13.27 4.26 8.22 <.01 

Quality 1.60 .58 7.66 <.01 

Relationship Length .09 .04 7.14 <.01 

Quality*Relationship Length -.01 .005 7.35 <.01 

Best Friend Introductions     

Constant -1.53 4.38 .12 .72 

Quality .17 .55 .10 .75 

Relationship Length .002 .05 <.001 .98 

Quality*Relationship Length <.001 .007 .006 .94 
 

Importantly, graphing odds-ratios associated with significant interactions are 

difficult to interpret; rather, it is often preferable to graph the probability of an event 
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occurring.  Probability is similar to odds-ratios, but expresses the likelihood of an event 

occurring on a scale of 0 to 1.  Figures 1 and 2 display plots of the probability of 

individuals introducing their mothers and fathers to their romantic partners using +/- 1 

SD from the means of relationship quality and length.  The probability of individuals 

introducing their mothers to their romantic partners was higher among those who were in 

newer romantic relationships of a higher quality versus lower quality.  Specifically, the 

probability of higher quality/newer relationship individuals introducing their mothers to 

their partners was .70.  Put another way, in a sample of 100 people we could expect that 

70 individuals who meet these same conditions would introduce their mothers to their 

partners.  The probability of lower quality/newer relationship individuals making these 

introductions was .14.  Individuals who were in more established relationships at baseline 

and who had not yet introduced their mothers to their partners were not influenced by 

relationship quality in their future introduction decisions (.38 probability for low and high 

quality relationships).  The pattern for father introductions was the same, such that 

individuals in higher quality/newer relationships had a .56 probability of making this 

introduction compared to a .06 probability for those in lower quality/newer relationships.   
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Figure 1:  Probability of introducing mothers as a function of relationship length and 

quality 

 
 

 
 
Figure 2: Probability of introducing fathers as a function of relationship length and 

quality 
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Ultimately, Hypotheses 2a and 2b were largely supported.  Relationship quality 

was associated with a greater likelihood of individuals introducing partners to their 

parents, but was not associated with decisions to introduce partners to their friends.  The 

main effects of relationship quality on parental introductions were qualified, however, by 

a significant interaction between relationship quality and length.  The probability of 

making parental introductions only varied as a function of relationship quality among 

individuals who were in relatively new relationships.  Specifically, when individuals 

were in newer, higher quality relationships they were more likely to eventually introduce 

their partners to their parents than were individuals in newer, lower quality relationships.  

Individuals who had been dating longer were not influenced by relationship quality when 

it came to their decisions to make network introductions. 

Introductions and Final Relationship Quality   

I next examined the potential influence of network introductions on later 

relationship outcomes.  I expected that introductions to network members (individually 

and cumulatively) would predict an increase in relationship quality for those individuals 

who were still together with their partners at the end of the study (Hypothesis 3).  The 

large number of introductions occurring before the start of the study once again made 

hypothesis testing difficult.  To test Hypothesis 3, I conducted regression analyses on two 

different samples to give the most realistic view of how these variables might be 

associated.  The first test included conducting regression analyses on those who had yet 

to make particular introductions at the start of the study (Approach 1).  The limitation of 

this statistical approach was that regressions could only be conducted on small 
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subsamples because only those who remained with their partners could be included in the 

analyses (sample sizes ranged from 13 to 52 participants).  The strength of this approach 

is that T1 relationship quality could be controlled for when predicting T2 quality.  

Controlling for T1 quality allowed me to consider relationship quality at T2 in relation to 

individuals’ relationship quality at T1 (or participants’ relationship quality before the 

introductions) thus revealing the relative and unique influence of network introductions 

on subsequent relationship quality.  As such, these analyses facilitate determination of 

whether network introductions had any influence on later reports of quality; however, the 

statistical power of these analyses are still hindered by the small sample sizes and any 

findings must be considered in light of the limited sample. 

I conducted an additional multiple regression analysis that included the entire 

sample of those who remained together with their partners (N = 112) but did not control 

for baseline levels of quality, which is the primary limitation of this approach (Approach 

2).  When including the entire sample, many introductions occurred before the first report 

of relationship quality and it is difficult to know whether T1 quality influenced these 

earlier introductions.  As such, controlling for T1 quality is a risk in these analyses as it 

may negate any influence of these pre-study introductions.  For example, if an individual 

reported introducing their mother before T1 and reported their relationship quality as a 

“7” (out of 9) at T1 and as a “7” at T2, their relationship quality would effectively be zero 

(or representative of “no change”) if I were to control for T1 quality.  In fact, that 

individual’s relationship quality may be a “7” in part because of the pre-study 

introduction.  In summary, Approach 2 in this section allows for the inclusion of those 
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who had already made network introductions before the start of the study, but limits the 

ability to determine whether these introductions actually predict future levels of quality 

as reports of T1 quality may have already been influenced by introductions.   

Influence of Introductions on Quality among Subsamples (Approach 1) 

In Approach 1, seven separate regression analyses were conducted, one for each 

subsample of participants.1  In each analysis, T2 relationship quality was regressed on an 

introduction variable while controlling for T1 quality.  Among the various regression 

models, only introductions to partners’ best friends predicted T2 relationship quality 

while controlling for T1 quality (b = .99, t(10) = 2.18, p = .05).  Table 4 presents the test 

statistics for each network variable across the various regression models.  In sum, 

relationship quality increased over the course of the study among individuals who met 

their partners’ best friends.  No other social network introductions predicted final 

relationship quality using this approach.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 For Approach 1, separate regression analyses had to be conducted for every predictor versus including 
every predictor in one model because the subsample of individuals who had not met any of these 
individuals was too small (n = 4) to conduct a single analysis. 
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Table 4: Approach 1: Regression Analyses Predicting Final Relationship Quality by 
Social Network Introductions 

Predictor Variable B SE(B) B T p 

Mother Introduction -.01 .47 -.001 -.02 .99 

Father Introduction .55 .40 .18 1.35 .18 

Best Friend Introduction .37 .51 .16 .71 .49 

Partner’s Mother Introduction .25 .32 .09 .77 .44 

Partner’s Father .18 .28 .07 .66 .51 

Partner’s Best Friend .99 .45 .34 2.18 .05 

All Network Members -.03 .06 -.04 -.48 .63 
Note: T1 relationship quality was a significant predictor of T2 quality in every analysis 
(p’s <.001) 
 

Influence of Introductions on Quality among Full Sample (Approach 2) 

Next, a multiple regression analysis was conducted in which every social network 

variable was included as a potential predictor of T2 relationship quality.  The results of 

this analysis are presented in Table 5.2  Introductions to participants’ fathers emerged as 

being marginally associated with quality at T2.  All other introductions were non-

significant.  With regards to the marginally significant association of father introductions 

with relationship quality, it is difficult to tease apart whether these introductions actually 

influenced T2 quality or whether quality predicted these introductions.  Specifically, it 

could be that higher quality led to individuals introducing their fathers to their partners 

and then the relationship simply continued to be high in quality.   

2 Because the introduction variables were highly correlated, tests were conducted to check for 
multicollinearity among the independent variables.  The tolerance values and variance inflation factors 
(VIFs) were all within the acceptable ranges.   
 51 

                                                 



Table 5: Approach 2: Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting Final Relationship 
Quality by Social Network Introductions 

Predictor Variable B SE(B) B T p 

Intercept 6.18 .76 0.0 8.14 <.0001 

Mother Introduction -.20 .41 -.05 -.48 .63 

Father Introduction .58 .33 .20 1.80 .07 

Best Friend Introduction .35 .56 .06 .63 .52 

Partner’s Mother Introduction .30 .43 .08 .70 .48 

Partner’s Father .17 .37 .06 .47 .64 

Partner’s Best Friend .93 .64 .14 1.46 .14 
 

In summary, when considering the results of both approaches, Hypothesis 3 

received very limited support.  When controlling for T1 relationship quality, only 

introductions to partners’ best friends emerged as a significant predictor of T2 quality.  

Introductions to fathers were marginally associated with final relationship quality in 

Approach 2, but not Approach 1, and as such it is impossible to know whether father 

introductions truly influenced later relationship quality.  In short, given the limitations of 

both approaches and the lack of a consistent pattern among findings, it is difficult to 

conclude whether any of the statistically significant findings in these analyses actually 

have practical significance. 

Making Introductions and the Likelihood of Breakup   

Next, I expected that couple members making introductions to each other’s 

friends and parents would be negatively associated with the likelihood of breaking up, but 

that parent introductions would be a stronger predictor than friend introductions 
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(Hypothesis 4a and 4b).  To test these hypotheses, a series of proportional hazard 

regression analyses were conducted examining whether meeting or introducing best 

friends and parents predicted breakup (and relationship survival) over the course of the 

study.   

Analytical Plan 

When conducting survival analyses, it has to be known whether individuals 

experience a “failure” (i.e., a breakup) over the course of the study or whether they are 

“censored” (i.e., it is unknown whether they will eventually experience a breakup).  In 

order to properly conduct survival analyses, censoring should be non-informative (i.e., 

happen because individuals reached the end of the study) and those who experience 

informative censoring be removed from the sample (Singer & Willett, 2003).  

Informative censoring occurs when individuals drop out of the study before completing 

the final survey, which is problematic because their breakup status during the study’s 

timeline actually unknown (and there may be something unique about those who drop 

out).  As noted, 35 individuals were removed from the current sample as they failed to 

complete the final survey.  Thus, all censoring in the following analyses were due to 

individuals reaching the end of the study (i.e., non-informative). 

In the current investigation, hazard/survival analyses also needed to take into 

account that network introductions can occur over any point in time during the study and 

that the specific timing of network introductions can be meaningful.  Furthermore, if the 

occurrence of network introductions is found to be negatively associated with the 

likelihood of breakup, I need to ensure that this association is not necessarily a result of 
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individuals’ relationships ending before having a chance to make these introductions 

(Allison, 2010; Singer & Willet, 2003).  Therefore, in all analyses below, social network 

introductions were included as a time-varying (or time-dependent) predictor of 

relationship dissolution.  Including introductions as a time-varying covariate provides the 

most accurate view of the data (versus using a dichotomous “ever met” variable) and 

utilizes all of the data available (versus using a dichotomous “met at baseline” variable).    

Before conducting any analyses, the data were manipulated to fit a “counting 

process” style of input in SAS (See Powell & Bagnell, 2012 for a more detailed review of 

this method).  Individuals were given “start” and “stop” times that corresponded to the 

time passed before individuals’ response to an explanatory variable (i.e., occurrence of an 

introduction) changed and/or the time passed before individuals experienced a failure 

(i.e., broke up) or were censored (i.e., still together at T2).  Individuals received a new 

row of data whenever the value of the independent variable changed.  In the present 

analyses, 30-day intervals were created (e.g., 1 = 1-29 days, 2 =30-59 days) to correspond 

to individuals’ relationship length and when they made various network introductions.  

The data were manipulated for each individual network introduction and for the total 

number of network ties (where an individual could have up to 8 rows of start/stop data).  

After these datasets were created, analyses were conducted predicting the likelihood of 

breakup as a function of each individual introduction and the cumulative number of 

network introductions that were made. 
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Hypothesis Testing 

The PHREG procedure in SAS was used to conduct the analyses to test whether 

social network introductions predicted the likelihood of couples breaking up over the 

course of the study.  PROC PHREG performs regression analyses of survival data based 

on the Cox proportional hazards model (i.e., a proportional hazards regression; SAS 

Institute, 1999).  Cox’s model is often used to examine the effect of explanatory variables 

on the likelihood of survival and/or the timing of failure (in this case, the likelihood and 

timing of a breakup).  Importantly, the PHREG procedure allows for the inclusion of 

time-dependent variables, or variables whose values may change over time (Fisher & Lin, 

1999; Powell & Bagnell, 2012).  The procedure also produces plots of the estimated 

survival function for specified values of covariates (in this case, those who introduced 

certain network members versus those who did not). 

A separate analysis had to be conducted for each introduction given that the data 

were manipulated to fit a counting process model.  Relationship quality at baseline was a 

significant predictor of breakup and was therefore included as a control variable in each 

analysis.  With the exception of meeting romantic partners’ fathers, when including 

relationship quality in the model, each introduction variable uniquely and significantly 

predicted the likelihood and timing of breakup (see Table 6 for a summary of each tests’ 

results).  When comparing odds-ratios, meeting partners’ best friends emerged as the 

strongest negative predictor of breakup; the odds of breaking up were reduced by 70% 

whenever these individuals were met, or put another way, the hazard rate of breaking up 

was 3.3 times greater whenever individuals had not met their partners’ best friends (p 
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<.001). Importantly, the 95% confidence intervals of each predictor’s odd ratios 

overlapped.  Therefore, no single predictor necessarily emerged as being significantly 

more influential than the others on the likelihood of breaking up.  Not surprisingly, the 

cumulative number of social network introductions also negatively predicted the 

likelihood and timing of breakup.  With each additional network member that was met, 

couples experienced an 18% risk reduction in breaking up.  

Next, survival plots were created to reveal the survival probability of romantic 

relationships over time as a function of whether or not particular network members were 

met.  With the exception of the “cumulative network” variable, all graphs included two 

groups/lines and plotted the estimated percentage of relationships that survived (on the Y 

axis) over time (on the X axis).  The survival curve only takes into consideration the 

number/percentage of relationships that experienced a “failure” (i.e., breakup) during the 

study; the proportion of relationships that “survived” are not influenced by the number of 

censored observations.  Appendix B includes each survival probability plot and reveals 

how the probability of participants’ relationships surviving changed as a function of 

whether particular social network members were met.  The survival curves of the “not 

introduced” groups were lower than the curves of the “introduced” groups in every graph 

(although, not significantly lower in the partners’ fathers graph).  Furthermore, the 

survival curves in each analysis (again, with the exception of partners’ fathers) were 

significantly different from one another, indicating that romantic relationships fail at a 

significantly greater rate over time whenever network introductions were not made (all 

p’s < .01).  
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Table 6: Proportional Hazard Regression Analyses Predicting Relationship 
Dissolution while Controlling for Relationship Quality 

Predictor Variable B SE(B) Chi2 df p OR 95% CI 

Mother Introduction        

Quality -.39 .09 20.88 1 <.001 .67 .57-.80 

Introduction occurred -.85 .22 15.23 1 <.001 .43 .28-.66 

Father Introduction        

Quality -.39 .09 19.9 1 <.001 .68 .57-.80 

Introduction occurred -.59 .21 7.78 1 <.01 .56 .37-.84 

Best friend Introduction        

Quality -.41 .08 25.00 1 <.001 .66 .56-.78 

Introduction occurred -.69 .30 5.12 1 .02 .50 .28-.91 

Partner’s Mother Introduction        

Quality -.35 .09 16.44 1 <.001 .70 .59-.83 

Introduction occurred -.51 .24 4.52 1 .03 .60 .38-.96 

Partner’s Father Introduction        

Quality -.39 .09 18.79 1 <.001 .68 .57-.81 

Introduction occurred -.31 .23 1.81 1 .17 .73 .46-1.15 

Partner’s Best Friend Introduction        

Quality -.41 .08 24.85 1 <.001 .66 .56-.78 

Introduction occurred -1.19 .29 16.15 1 <.001 .30 .17-.54 

Cumulative Introductions        

Quality -.32 .09 13.05 1 <.001 .72 .60-.86 

Introductions occurred -.20 .50 13.40 1 <.001 .82 .75-.90 

 

In summary, the above analyses reveal that whether couple members introduce 

each other to their friends and parents influences the eventual fate of the relationship.  

Every network introduction with the exception of introductions to partners’ fathers 

reduced the risk of couples breaking up over the course of the study.  These results were 

consistent with Hypothesis 4a.  Hypothesis 4b was not supported, however, as no 
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particular introduction emerged as being significantly more influential on breakup than 

the others. 

Network Introductions and Reaction to Breakup 

Finally, I expected that introductions to network members would negatively 

influence individuals’ post-breakup adjustment (Hypothesis 5).  Specifically, I 

hypothesized that making network introductions would result in a worse emotional 

reactions (i.e., perceiving the breakup as more draining and difficult) and increase post-

breakup relationship longing (i.e., more time spent thinking about an ex-partner, greater 

desire to reunite with an ex-partner).  A series of multiple regression analyses were 

conducted on both outcome variables to test this hypothesis.  The six individual network 

introductions were entered as predictor variables in the first regression, and the 

cumulative network variable was entered in the second regression.  In every analysis, the 

post-breakup variables were regressed on the introduction variable(s) while controlling 

for relationship length and the most recent report of relationship quality before the 

breakup (both were significant predictors of these post-breakup variables).  See Tables 7 

and 8 for regression coefficients, standard deviations, and significance tests of the 

regression analyses which included the individual network introduction variables.3 

Having introduced one’s mother to a romantic partner was associated with worse 

emotional reactions post-breakup.  In other words, individuals who introduced their 

3 Given that the introduction variables were highly correlated, tests were conducted to check for 
multicollinearity among the independent variables.  The tolerance values and variance inflation factors 
(VIFs) were all within the acceptable ranges.  Given the large number of IVs in the model, additional 
regression analyses were also conducted (individual regressions with each IV and stepwise regressions) and 
the same results were supported. 
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romantic partners to their mothers were more likely to report a more draining and 

difficult breakup.  Introductions to fathers and best friends were significantly associated 

with greater post-breakup relationship longing.  Meeting romantic partners’ social 

network members was not associated with post-breakup adjustment in either case.  

 
Table 7: Multiple Regression Predicting Post-Breakup Reactions as a Function of 

Network Introductions 

Predictor Variable B SE(B) B T p 
Intercept 2.13 .16 .00 13.69 <.001 
Relationship Length -.23 .15 -.17 -1.53 .13 
Relationship Quality -.11 .11 -.10 -1.01 .32 
Mother Introduction -.30 .15 -.30 -1.97 .05 
Father Introduction .09 .15 .08 .60 .55 
Best Friend Introduction -.10 .10 -.11 -1.06 .29 
Partner’s Mother Introduction -.08 .16 -.08 -.53 .59 
Partner’s Father .04 .15 .03 .24 .80 
Partner’s Best Friend .03 .10 .04 .34 .73 

 
 
Table 8: Multiple Regression Predicting Post-Breakup Relationship Longing as a 

Function of Network Introductions 

Predictor Variable B SE(B) B T p 
Intercept 3.21 .25 .00 12.63 <.001 
Relationship Length -.56 .25 -.24 -2.29 .02 
Relationship Quality -.31 .19 -.16 -1.66 .09 
Mother Introduction -.19 .25 -.11 -.77 .44 
Father Introduction -.53 .25 -.29 -2.09 .04 
Best Friend Introduction .35 .16 .22 2.22 .03 
Partner’s Mother Introduction .20 .26 .11 .78 .43 
Partner’s Father -.07 .24 -.04 -.29 .78 
Partner’s Best Friend -.09 .16 -.06 -.55 .58 
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The total number of network introductions was associated with post-breakup 

reactions (b = -.10, t(94) = -2.11, p = .04).  Individuals were more likely to find the 

breakup more draining and difficult whenever more network connections are made over 

the course of the relationship.  Relationship longing was marginally associated with the 

total number of network ties (b = -.05, t(94) = -1.63, p = .10).  In summary, when 

considering all results above, introductions to one’s own network members influenced 

their post-breakup adjustment, but meeting their romantic partner’s network members 

had no individualized effects.  Overall, the results partially support Hypothesis 5 as some, 

but not all, network introductions influenced post-breakup adjustment. 4 

  

4 The reliability of the relationship longing and post-breakup reaction items was high (α = .74). Additional 
regression analyses were conducted with a composite of these items as the dependent variable.  When 
including every network introduction in the model (along with relationship length and quality) only mother 
introductions emerged as being marginally significant (b = -.39, t(89) = -1.70, p = .09).  All other 
introduction variables were non-significant.  This suggests that although these breakup variables are 
correlated, these breakup constructs function differently in response to specific network introductions. 
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Discussion 

 The present study builds on previous research that has examined the influence of 

social networks on romantic relationships.  I investigated the degree to which romantic 

partners introducing and meeting each other’s friends and family was associated with 

relationship outcomes.  To my knowledge, this is the first set of analyses to address this 

important topic.  The specific objectives of the present investigation were to examine 

when couple members typically met each other’s friends and parents for the first time, 

whether relationship quality influenced the likelihood of making these introductions, and 

whether these introductions predicted later relationship outcomes (i.e., relationship 

quality, likelihood of breakup, and post-breakup reactions).  In the present study, 

emerging adults in new dating relationships were asked to complete bi-weekly surveys 

over the course of nine months.  In each survey, participants revealed whether 

introductions had occurred since the previous survey, their current perceptions of 

relationship quality, and whether they had broken up with their partner since the previous 

survey.  If participants reported a breakup, they were asked about their reactions to the 

breakup.  Overall, the results of the study corroborate many of the classic findings in the 

field: social network members influence all stages of romantic relationship development 

and in multiple ways.  This study advances our understanding of how romantic couples 

exist within their social environments by revealing how couples navigate making network 

introductions and how these introductions influence relationship outcomes. 
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SUMMARY AND INTERPRETATION OF FINDINGS 

Timing of Introductions  

I expected that couple members would typically make best friend introductions 

before making parental introductions.  Consistent with expectations, best friends were 

more likely than parents to have been introduced or met before the study began.  Over 

80% of the sample had already introduced or met best friends at the start of the study, 

whereas 50-60% of the sample had introduced or met mothers and fathers.  These results 

suggest that emerging adults are more likely to incorporate their partners into their more 

immediate network of friends first, and do so very early in their relationships.  In other 

words, individuals seem to first introduce their romantic partners to those with whom 

they spend most of their free time (Hartup & Stevens, 1999).  Individuals may also seek 

out their friends before their parents to receive current-perspective advice about their new 

relationships as individuals are more willing to disclose positive and negative aspects of 

their romantic relationships to their friends (Loving, in preparation; Wilks, 1986).  As 

such, individuals may look to their friends as sounding boards about their relationships, 

seeking out their friends’ opinions early on, perhaps before they have made up their own 

minds about the status of their relationships.   

Even though friends were more likely to have been met before the start of the 

study than parents, both friend and parent introductions typically occurred in the early 

stages of romantic relationships.  The majority of the sample made parental introductions 

before the study began.  Around three months into the relationship, individuals were 

more likely to have made introductions to their best friends and parents and met their 
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partners’ best friends and parents than to have not.  These analyses support that 

individuals introduce their romantic partners to other individuals who are important to 

them early in their relationships; but whether these decisions are influenced by the 

dynamics of their romantic relationships was not immediately clear.  The timing (and 

occurrence) of network introductions could vary based on factors specific to one’s 

relationship.  The goal of the next analysis was to examine this possibility.  

Quality and Relationship Length as Predictors of Introductions   

I expected that individuals who were in lower quality relationships may be more 

hesitant to make network introductions than those who were in higher quality 

relationships.  In other words, relationship quality would significantly predict the 

likelihood of individuals introducing their romantic partners to their friends and family.  

Furthermore, I expected that this main effect would be qualified by a significant 

interaction of quality and relationship length.  These hypotheses were partially supported: 

relationship quality and length interacted to predict the likelihood of newly dating 

individuals introducing their partners to their parents but not to their friends.  Individuals 

who were in newer, higher quality relationships were more likely to introduce their 

partners to their mothers and fathers than were individuals in newer, lower quality 

relationships.  The likelihood of making future network introductions did not vary among 

those in more established relationships.  

There are several reasons why individuals likely introduce their romantic partners 

to their parents and these reasons may explain why quality only predicted parental 

introductions (and not introductions to friends).  Going back to the above discussion of 
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the timing of introductions, I suggest that individuals are willing to make friend 

introductions early in their relationships to get their friends’ perspectives on their new 

relationships and/or partners, even when individuals’ own perspectives about their 

relationship may be in flux.  In this case, quality would have little influence on whether 

introductions to friends occur.  Parental introductions likely occur for different reasons.  

Individuals may wait to bring their partners into their familial networks when they 

believe the relationship will last, and past work has found commitment to be correlated 

with love, intimacy, and satisfaction (components of relationship quality in the present 

study; e.g., Hendrick, Hendrick, & Adler, 1988; Rusbult, 1980).  If individuals are not 

particularly confident about the current state or eventual fate of their relationships, they 

may not see any value in introducing their partners to their parents.  Additionally, 

individuals in lower quality relationships may not expect their parents to approve of their 

romantic partners and will hesitate to make these introductions (Baxter and Widenmann, 

1993).  In the present study, we also do not know how individuals regarded these parental 

introductions and whether they viewed them as important or “big” events.  One 

possibility is that those in higher quality relationships viewed these introductions as being 

a “typical” event in relationships or as something they were expected to do.  If this is the 

case, high quality may not necessarily be the driver behind making these introductions. 

Rather, having a relationship of lower quality may be stop these normative relationship 

events from happening (i.e., even if these introductions are not a “big deal” individuals 

may still avoid making them).  In summary, on one hand, a higher quality relationship 

may lead to (or be associated with) higher expectations for a relationship’s future as well 
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as higher expectations for parents’ impending approval for the relationship; and these 

higher expectations may make future parental introductions more likely.  On the other 

hand, parental introductions may be part of a normal relationship’s progression, but lower 

quality may lead individuals to being hesitant to make these introductions. 

Introduction decisions did not vary by quality for individuals who had been dating 

longer.  It is possible that those in more established relationships faced additional 

obstacles to making introductions (e.g., parents lived far away, partners did not want to 

meet their parents) which is why relationship quality was a non-factor in these 

individuals’ introduction decisions.  In other words, perhaps those who were in more 

established, higher quality relationships would have already made these introductions if 

they had not faced any external obstacles.  Given that the present investigation did not 

examine why individuals introduced or did not introduce romantic partners to friends and 

family, it is difficult to know whether this was actually the case.   

Introductions and Subsequent Relationship Quality 

The second goal of the present study was to examine how network introductions 

influence later relationship outcomes.  I hypothesized that introductions to friends and 

parents would be positively associated with future relationship quality, such that quality 

would be significantly higher whenever network members had been introduced (vs. not 

introduced).  Properly testing this hypothesis was more complicated than anticipated 

given that the majority of participants had already introduced or met many network 

members before the start of the study.  As a result, two different statistical approaches 

were employed to test this hypothesis.  When examining the associations between 
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introductions and final quality among the full sample of participants, including those who 

had made introductions before the start of the study, introductions to fathers was 

marginally associated with higher final relationship quality.  However, because some 

introductions occurred before baseline reports of relationship quality (and thus, were not 

controlled for), it was difficult to determine whether introductions actually increased 

relationship quality or if higher quality led to these introductions occurring in the first 

place.  When using subsamples of participants who had not experienced introductions to 

particular network members pre-study, only introductions to partners’ best friends 

predicted a significant change in relationship quality from baseline to final survey.  

Specifically, individuals who had met their partner’s best friends over the course of the 

study experienced an increase in relationship quality.   

It is difficult to know whether the non-significant findings for most introductions 

were due to the limitations of the present study (particularly, that the majority of 

introductions occurred pre-study) or whether the null findings represent reality.  

Furthermore, it is difficult to know if the two (significant and marginally significant) 

findings have any practical significance given the limitations of both approaches.  As will 

be discussed below, the likelihood of relationship dissolution was predicted by nearly 

every network introduction.  Given that relationship quality failed to reflect the 

occurrence of most network introductions, however, suggests that there are other 

underlying mechanism(s) that explain how and why network introductions matter.  Some 

of these potential mechanisms are discussed in the subsequent section. 
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Introductions and the Likelihood of Breakup 

Although introductions were largely not predictive of later relationship quality, most 

network introductions, with the exception of meeting partners’ fathers, predicted a lower 

likelihood of breaking up over the course of the study.  These results are consistent with 

the idea that introductions promote relationship stability, perhaps by strengthening 

couples’ identity, reducing uncertainty within relationships, allowing individuals to spend 

joint leisure time with romantic partners and their friends or family, and/or receiving 

social support from more individuals (e.g., Milardo, 1982; Milardo, 1986; Surra, 1998).  

Many of these outcomes have been linked to increased relationship stability and a lower 

likelihood of relationship dissolution (Hogerbrugge, Komter, & Scheepers, 2012; Lewis, 

1975; Sprecher & Felmlee, 1992). In short, introductions may indirectly result in 

stronger, more stable relationships that are less likely to dissolve through one or more of 

these mechanisms.   

Interestingly, none of the introductions emerged as stronger predictors of breakup 

than the others.  With the exception of meeting romantic partners’ fathers (which did not 

predict breakup), introductions to individuals’ best friends and parents and meeting 

partners’ friends and mothers all similarly reduced the risk of breaking up over the nine 

month period.  The cumulative number of network introductions also reduced the 

likelihood of breakup.  Even though individuals may make friend and parent 

introductions at different times and perhaps have different reasons for making these 

introductions, these results suggest that each introduction is beneficial (perhaps in 

different ways) for relationship stability.  For example, on one hand, introductions to 
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friends may be particularly beneficial in strengthening couple identity as these 

introductions may offer the first opportunity for individuals to present themselves as a 

couple.  On the other hand, introductions to parents may be more effective in reducing 

relational uncertainty as these introductions may offer better opportunities to learn more 

about one’s romantic partner and may solidify one’s expectations for the future of the 

relationship.   

Post-Breakup Experiences   

Finally, it was expected that experiencing more network introductions would 

result in worse post-breakup adjustment.  Introductions to individuals’ mothers predicted 

a more difficult and draining breakup, whereas introductions to fathers and best friends 

predicted greater relationship longing post-breakup.  Interestingly, introductions to 

partners’ network members did not influence post-breakup adjustment.  Parental 

introductions may predict post-breakup adjustment because of the expectations 

individuals have for their relationships when these introductions are made.  Specifically, 

parental introductions may be associated with worse post-breakup adjustment as 

individuals may have felt more certainty about the future of their relationships when 

making these introductions.  If higher future expectations accompany parental 

introductions, then these individuals may have “further to fall” after a breakup.  This 

experience may promote perceiving the breakup as more tiring as well as make it harder 

for individuals to move on after the breakup.   

Although I suggest that best friend introductions are not necessarily accompanied 

by higher expectations for one’s relationship, these results suggest that best friend 
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introductions are still meaningful.  Individuals who introduced their best friends to their 

romantic partners were more likely to spend more time thinking about their ex-partners 

and/or were more likely to desire reuniting with their ex-partners.  When friends have 

met (or know) a romantic partner, they may ask individuals for more details about the 

breakup and/or the now ex-partner.  In other words, one reason individuals spend more 

time thinking about their ex-partners may be because they are being asked about their ex-

partners by their friends.  These results also follow up Banks, Altendorf, Greene, and 

Cody’s (1987) findings in which they found that individuals were more likely to use “de-

escalation” techniques, or keep open the possibility for reuniting in the future, during a 

breakup whenever the couple shared more friends.  In Banks and colleagues study, 

however, this de-escalation technique was described as a way to “keep the peace” after a 

breakup.  The results of the present study suggest, however, that these individuals may 

actually have a more difficult time moving on after a breakup.   

The cumulative number of network introductions was also negatively associated 

with breakup reactions, such that those who made more introductions over the course of 

the relationship were more likely to experience a difficult and draining breakup than 

those who had made fewer introductions.  As discussed above, network introductions are 

likely beneficial for romantic relationship development (e.g., provide additional sources 

of social support, promote couple identity), but these benefits do not necessarily save all 

relationships from dissolution.  Alternatively, in the case of relationship dissolution these 

“benefits” may make a breakup more difficult.  For example, while beneficial for 

relationship development, having a stronger couple identity can actually lead to a greater 
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sense of loss and confusion after a breakup (Slotter, Gardner, & Finkel, 2010).  

Additionally, when more network connections exist between couple members, there is a 

greater potential for more relationships to be strained (or lost) following a breakup, which 

may result in additional distress (Johnson & Milardo, 1984; Perilloux & Buss, 2008). 

IMPLICATIONS 

The present study advances our understanding of how social networks can 

influence romantic relationship development and is the first empirical study in a sea of 

anecdotal evidence to suggest that meeting parents and friends are important events in 

the course of relationships.  Uncertainty reduction theory (Berger & Bradac, 1982; Berger 

& Calabrese, 1975) provides a theoretical rationale as to why relationship outcomes and 

introductions generally influenced each other bi-directionally in the present investigation.  

Uncertainty reduction theory posits that uncertainty in relationships (whether in reference 

to the self, the partner, or the relationship) is damaging for relationship development and 

in order for relationships to progress couple members must continue to learn more about 

one another and their relationship over time (Berger & Calabrese, 1975).  In other words, 

a reduction in uncertainty is beneficial and necessary for relationship development and 

stability (Berger, 1987).  Indeed, greater uncertainty in romantic relationships is 

associated with less love, lower commitment, less intimacy, more jealousy, lower trust, 

and fewer relationship maintenance behaviors (Dainton & Aylor, 2001; Jin & Peña, 2010; 

Theiss & Solomon, 2008). 

Consistent with uncertainty reduction theory, I found that individuals were more 

likely to introduce their romantic partners to their parents when they were in newer 
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relationships (which are generally higher in uncertainty; Knobloch & Solomon, 2002; 

Solomon & Knobloch, 2001) as long as they were of higher quality (which should lessen 

uncertainty about the relationship; Knobloch, 2007).  In other words, despite being in 

new relationships, individuals in higher quality relationships may have less uncertainty 

about the current state and fate of their relationships than individuals in lower quality 

relationships.  Indeed, individuals may be more likely to introduce their partners to their 

parents whenever they are more certain that their relationships will last.  Furthermore, 

whereas higher quality may buffer new daters from feelings of uncertainty, individuals in 

lower quality relationships essentially experience a “double-dose” of factors that promote 

uncertainty, making introductions especially unlikely.  After all, individuals in newer, 

lower quality relationships had less than 15% probability of making parental 

introductions over the course of the study. 

Uncertainty reduction theory can also help explain why making introductions 

were associated with a lower likelihood of relationship dissolution.  Although it was 

difficult to determine the extent to which network introductions influenced later 

relationship quality, network introductions emerged as consistently predicting a lower 

likelihood of breaking up.  Just as having a higher quality relationship may reduce the 

uncertainty surrounding the decision to make parental introductions, the occurrence of 

these (and other) introductions may further reduce (or buffer) relational uncertainty.  

Network introductions provide great opportunities for individuals to learn more about 

their romantic partners (Sprecher, Felmlee, Orbuch, & Willets, 2002), and past work has 
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found lower levels of uncertainty to be associated with a lower likelihood of relationship 

dissolution (Parks & Adelman, 1983).   

In summary, uncertainty reduction theory provides a theoretical rationale as to 

why relationship quality predicts the occurrence of parent introductions and why most 

social network introductions are associated with a lower likelihood of relationship 

dissolution.  Unfortunately, levels of uncertainty (surrounding romantic relationships and 

introductions) were not examined in the present study.  Thus, it cannot be confirmed as to 

whether uncertainty actually varied in these situations.  Future research should consider 

this possibility as uncertainty reduction theory offers a compelling rationale for the 

associations between relationship outcomes and network introductions found in the 

present study.   

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

There were many strengths of the current investigation.  In addition to being the 

first empirical investigation of social network introductions, the present study examined 

relationship development over time which allowed for testing the directionality of 

associations between relationship outcomes and introductions.  However, the present 

investigation is not without its limitations.  One of the primary limitations is that the 

majority of individuals had introduced their romantic partners to their friends or parents 

or had met their partners’ friends or parents before the start of the study.  This limitation 

still occurred despite only recruiting individuals who were in new romantic relationships 

of six months or less (one of the original strengths of the study).  Ultimately, social 
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network members were more likely to have been introduced (vs. not introduced) as 

couples approached the three month mark in their relationships. 

 Having the majority of introductions occur before the study began (and not 

knowing exactly when social network members were met during this time) was 

problematic when testing some hypotheses and ultimately limited the conclusions that 

could be drawn from the current sample.  Only four participants had not made any 

introductions before the study and remained with their partners throughout the study 

duration.  As such, multiple introductions could not be entered into the same model when 

predicting changes in relationship quality across the course of the study.  Separate 

subsamples for each network introduction were created to test this hypothesis, but using 

these subsamples limited the statistical power to detect significant effects on relationship 

quality.  In order to gather a more informative and powerful sample, researchers that are 

interested the directionality of network/relationship associations should attempt to recruit 

couples as early as possible.  Recruiting participants in very new relationships, however, 

can be difficult as these individuals may not have “defined the relationship” (or “DTR”) 

with their partners, a term which refers to the conversation in which potential couple 

members decide whether to officially consider themselves to be dating.  In some cases, it 

may be months before couples officially define their relationships (England & Thomas, 

2006). 

Additionally, because the exact timing of many introductions was unknown 

(besides knowing they occurred at some point before the study began), the order and 

timing of friend and parent introductions could not be determined with certainty.  Some 
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insight into the order of introductions was gleaned by comparing the number of friend 

and parent introductions that occurred before the study.  Unfortunately, given the lack of 

previous research on network introductions, it was difficult to know just how early 

network introductions would occur.  As such, when the present study was developed, 

questions inquiring about the timing of any pre-study introductions were not included.  

The solution to this limitation is quite simple.  The timing and order of social network 

introductions can easily be examined in a future study by asking participants to 

retrospectively recall when they first made these introductions over the course of their 

relationships.   

An additional limitation of the present study is that it is unknown whether any 

introductions occurred before the relationship was initiated.  Some couples may have met 

through friends or family or perhaps had the same network of friends before they began 

dating.  In fact, meeting through a mutual friend is the most popular avenue for meeting 

romantic partners and it is estimated that about 30% of relationships are formed this way 

(Rosenfeld & Thomas, 2012).  In these cases, romantic partners’ best friends are known 

but are not necessarily introduced.  Having an established connection between a friend 

and a romantic partner from the very start could be especially beneficial for relationship 

development, as couple members can receive social support from the very beginning of 

their relationships.  Still, it would be interesting to compare the long-term outcomes of 

those relationships that begin with existing social network connections versus no 

connections.  Future studies could examine whether both types of relationships are 

equally likely to succeed as long as introductions are made within a certain window.  
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Similarly, studies could examine whether there are any added benefits of going through 

the process of introducing romantic partners to friends.  For example, couple identity may 

be stronger among those romantic partners who have to make introductions.  Not only do 

these couples have to present their “boyfriend” or “girlfriend” to their friends, but these 

friends may treat the couple differently and indirectly strengthen their coupledom.  

Newly introduced friends may be more likely to view the two individuals as a couple 

whereas a mutual friend may acknowledge the two as dating, but continue to view both of 

them as their friends first and foremost.  

Additionally, the present sample primarily consists of college students, a common 

limitation in social psychological research.  Typically, it is questioned whether college 

student samples are generalizable to a greater population.  In the present study, the main 

reason why using college students is a concern is that these students may face additional 

obstacles to making parental introductions that other populations may be less likely to 

face.  Many college students live a significant distance from their parents.  In 2013, 38% 

of college students lived within 50 miles of home (a reasonable distance when it comes to 

the ease of making introductions), but 29.5% lived 101 to 500 miles away from home and 

16.9% of college students lived over 500 miles from home (Eagan, Lozano, Hurtado & 

Case, 2013).  Ultimately, students who live far from home could not only have a more 

difficult time introducing their romantic partners and parents because of the extra time, 

costs, and effort, but the dynamics of introductions themselves may also be more 

complicated.  All of which may cause individuals to delay making these introductions.  

For example, if individuals live close to their parents they can all meet for dinner with 
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their initial meeting only lasting an hour or two.  If the introduction goes poorly, the 

encounter only lasts a short while before both parties can return to their respective lives.  

If couples have to travel more than a few hours away to meet the parents, however, these 

initial encounters may have to take place as a weekend trip and “escaping” an 

unsuccessful introduction would be more difficult.  Individuals who live farther from 

home may be more hesitant to make these introductions when first dating someone (and 

their partners may be more cautious to meet their parents under these circumstances).  

Thus, these couples may be more inclined to wait to make these introductions.  

Furthermore, it would be interesting to examine whether the timing of parental 

introductions varies as a function of distance lived apart (even among those who live 

close to their parents).  Although friends may be the more proximal network for most 

college students, parents may still serve as the more immediate network for some young 

adults (especially in those cases where young adults live with their parents).  In these 

cases, parental introductions may occur sooner or perhaps even before friend 

introductions.  Importantly, many older adults face similar obstacles when it comes to 

making parental introductions.  According to Pew Research estimates, 26% of individuals 

do not have a single family member who lives within an hour of where they live (Taylor, 

Morin, Cohn & Wang, 2008).  Thus, long-distance relatives may not necessarily be a 

problem exclusive to college students, although older adults likely have more resources 

to make long-distance introductions easier than younger adults.  Ultimately, it is difficult 

to know how challenging it was for emerging adults in the present study to introduce 

their partners to their parents.  After all, the majority of participants still made these 
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introductions.  Future research should recruit a more varied sample, examine the distance 

lived apart from parents, and ask participants the degree to which external obstacles 

prevent them from making certain introductions.  Researchers could compare whether 

younger or older adults face more external obstacles to making network introductions as 

well as whether certain obstacles are more insurmountable for certain populations. 

Finally, in the present study, no details were provided by participants about how 

well or how badly introductions went.  The details surrounding these introductions could 

be just as influential on relationship outcomes as the introductions themselves, especially 

considering we know that the opinion of friends and family members matter (see Sinclair 

& Wright, 2009 for review).  Although couples were less likely to breakup if they made 

network introductions (with the exception of partners’ fathers) than if they had not, many 

couples who broke up over the course of the study still made numerous network 

introductions.  It is possible that the likelihood of relationship dissolution is higher 

whenever these introductions are not successful (e.g., the network member and romantic 

partner do not get along, the network member expresses disapproval after the 

introduction).  Indeed, approval from friends and parents has numerous positive relational 

benefits, including a lower likelihood of breaking up (e.g., Sprecher & Felmlee, 1992).  

Future studies can explore whether network introductions and the success of these 

introductions interact to predict relationship dissolution. 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the present study significantly contributes to the current literature on social 

networks by being the first study to examine when couples introduce one another to their 

 77 



friends and parents and how these introductions influence romantic relationships.  Results 

revealed that friends were typically met before parents, and that relationship quality 

predicted the likelihood of newly dating individuals introducing their parents (but not 

friends) to their romantic partners.  Largely, network introductions failed to predict later 

perceptions of relationship quality but influenced the likelihood of relationship 

dissolution over the course of the study.  Furthermore, introductions to individuals’ 

mothers predicted worse emotional reactions to a breakup and introductions to 

individuals’ fathers and best friends were associated with greater relationship longing.  

Ultimately, this investigation is the first step in understanding how network introductions 

and relationship outcomes are intertwined.  These results speak to the cumulative and 

relative importance of introducing friends and parents to romantic partners and extends 

our understanding of how romantic couples exist within their social networks.   
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Appendix A 

SECOND EXAMINATION OF INTRODUCTION TIMING 

As noted, couples typically made network introductions early in their 

relationships, with many introductions occurring prior to the start of the study.  An 

additional way to gain insight into the timing of introductions was to select those 

participants who had yet to make particular introductions and see at what point these 

introductions were made (if ever).  Only 10 participants had not made any introductions 

at T1, so in order to use a more diverse and generalizable sample, separate subsamples of 

participants were created for each potential network introduction (e.g., those who had not 

yet introduced their mothers; those who had not introduced their best friends).  Although 

the following analyses have their limitations (e.g., the “early” introducers are removed, 

samples across the analyses consist of different individuals, smaller sample sizes), they 

provide some insight into the timing of these different introductions and whether certain 

introductions occur sooner than others.  

Among these various subsamples of participants, best friends were introduced to 

romantic partners 134.8 days (SD = 85.8; n = 21) into the relationship, fathers were 

introduced around 170.8 days (SD = 85.6; n = 31), and mothers were introduced around 

180.0 days (SD = 101.5; n = 36).  Introductions to partners’ network members were 

closer together in time – mothers around 132.8 days (SD = 89.5; n = 36), fathers around 

137.7 days (SD = 86.4; n = 43), and partner’s best friends were met last around 158.1 

days (SD = 96.4; n = 19), into the relationship.  It is worth pointing out the large standard 

deviations from the means, indicating that the timing of these introductions varied a great 
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deal.  Furthermore, it is important to keep in mind that these results do not include those 

network introductions that occurred before the study began (and many of these subsets 

are quite small), and as such, these introduction times are likely skewed and the results 

should be considered in light of these limitations.  
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Appendix B 

RELATIONSHIP SURVIVAL CURVES 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure A. Probability of relationship survival as a function of mother introductions 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure B.  Probability of relationship survival as a function of father introductions 
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Figure C. Probability of relationship survival as a function of best friend 

introductions. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure D.  Probability of relationship survival as a function of partner’s mother 

introductions. 
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Figure E. Probability of relationship survival as a function of partner’s father 

introductions. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure F. Probability of relationship survival as a function of partner’s best friend 

introductions 
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Figure G.  Probability of relationship survival as a function of cumulative network 

introductions. 
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