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Abstract 

Adolescence is a dynamic period during which identity formation occurs and romantic 

relationships emerge. Research studies often focus on self-evaluation, the development of 

romantic relationships, and the identity-intimacy link, but rarely focus on the evaluation of 

romantic relationships during adolescence. Therefore, the aim of this study was to investigate 

whether a significant amount of variance in identity formation can be explained by the 

evaluation of romantic relationships, and whether gender plays a moderating role in the 

relationship between the evaluation of romantic relationships and identity formation. 

The present research was conducted using a quantitative, non-experimental approach, 

with a correlational research design. A sample of 169 participants was selected from a high 

school in the Mangaung area, Bloemfontein, by means of non-probability, convenience 

sampling. Self-report questionnaires, including a biographic questionnaire, the Ego Identity 

Process Questionnaire (EIPQ), and the Romantic Evaluation Scale (RES) were used to collect 

data for the research. Data were analysed by means of regression analyses. 

With regard to the amount of variance in identity formation that can be explained by the 

evaluation of romantic relationships, it was found that 30% of the variance in identity 

formation could be explained by the evaluation of romantic relationships. Individually, the 

objectively motivated dimension made the only significant contribution and explained 20.1% 

of the variance in identity formation. It was also concluded that, in the present study, gender 

did not play a significant moderating role in the relationship between the evaluation of 

romantic relationships and identity formation. Therefore, it can be concluded that, in the 

present sample, evaluation of romantic relationships influenced identity formation, but gender 

had no effect on this relationship. 

Keywords: adolescents, adolescence, identity formation, identity exploration, identity 

commitment, identity status, evaluation of romantic relationships, romantic relationships, 

gender  



xii 

 

Opsomming 

Adolessensie word beskou as ŉ dinamiese periode waarin identiteit en veral romantiese 

verhoudings ontwikkel. Navorsingstudies fokus dikwels op selfevaluering, die ontwikkeling 

van romantiese verhoudings, en die skakel tussen identiteit en intimiteit, maar fokus selde op 

die evaluasie van romantiese verhoudings gedurende adolessensie. Die doel van die studie 

was dus om te ondersoek of ŉ beduidende hoeveelheid variansie in identiteitsvorming deur 

die evaluering van romantiese verhoudings verklaar kan word, en of geslag 'n modererende 

rol in die verhouding tussen die evaluering van romantiese verhoudings en identiteitsvorming 

speel. 

Die huidige navorsing is uitgevoer met behulp van ‟n kwantitatiewe, nie-eksperimentele 

benadering, met 'n korrelasionele navorsingsontwerp. ‟n Steekproef van 169 deelnemers is 

gekies uit 'n hoërskool in die Mangaung-gebied, Bloemfontein, deur middel van nie-

waarskynlikheid-, gerieflikheidsteekproeftrekking. ŉ Selfevalueringsvraelys, insluitende 'n 

biografiese vraelys, die “Ego Identity Process Questionnaire (EIPQ)” en die “Romantic 

Evaluation Scale (RES)” is gebruik om data vir die navorsing te versamel. Data is deur middel 

van regressie-analises ontleed. 

Met betrekking tot die hoeveelheid variansie in identiteitsvorming wat deur die 

evaluering van romantiese verhoudings verklaar kan word, is gevind dat 30% van die 

variansie in identiteitsvorming deur die evaluering van romantiese verhoudings verklaar kan 

word. Individueel het die objektief gemotiveerde dimensie die enigste betekenisvolle bydrae 

gemaak en 20.1% van die variansie in identiteitsvorming verklaar. Die gevolgtrekking is ook 

gemaak dat geslag in die huidige studie nie 'n modererende rol in die verhouding tussen die 

evaluering van romantiese verhoudings en identiteitsvorming gespeel het nie. In die huidige 

steekproef kan dus afgelei word dat evaluering van romantiese verhoudings wel 

identiteitsvorming beïnvloed het, maar geslag geen impak op hierdie verhouding gehad het 

nie. 

Sleutelwoorde: adolessente, adolessensie, identiteitsvorming, identiteitsverkenning, 

identiteitsverbintenis, identiteitsstatus, evaluering van romantiese verhoudings, romantiese 

verhoudings, geslag 

 



1 

 

Chapter 1 – Introduction to this Research Study 

Developing an identity is a process commencing at birth which continues throughout 

the life span. During adolescence, identity formation becomes the focus, accompanied by the 

development of romantic relationships. Self-evaluation is an inherent drive experienced by 

each individual. While forming an identity and developing romantic relationships, adolescents 

constantly evaluate themselves, their choices, and eventually their romantic partners. Various 

theorists suggest that during adolescence, the process of identity formation, as well as several 

aspects of romantic relationships, differ between genders.  

In this chapter, an overview of this research study is considered. Firstly, the theoretical 

grounding, the rationale, and the aim of the present study are discussed. Secondly, an 

overview of the research design and methods used in the study is given. Finally, the chapter 

concludes with a brief delineation of the chapters that are included in this research study.  

1.1 Theoretical Grounding, Rationale, and Aim of the Present Study 

Adolescence can be regarded as the bridge between childhood and adulthood (Bayer, 

Gilman, Tsui, & Hindin, 2010), and is considered a significant developmental period that 

commences in puberty. This life stage is an important precursor for establishing social 

independence and a more mature self (Porterfield, Polette, & Baumlin, 2009). A life span 

developmental perspective was considered in this research study. Consequently, adolescence 

can be defined in terms of several approaches such as chronological approaches, biological 

views, and psychological changes. According to the World Health Organisation (WHO, 

2017), adolescence comprises the age group between 10 and 19 years, and is generally 

divided into three stages (Blum, Astone, Decker, & Mouli, 2014; Spano, 2004). These stages 

include early, middle, and late adolescence. Biologically, adolescence is an age period marked 

by puberty (Spear, 2000) and is driven by various hormones, as well as the development of 

secondary sex characteristics (Sigelman & Rider, 2015). Psychologically, the developments 

of abstract thinking and independence are important aspects occurring during adolescence 

(Christie & Viner, 2005).  

The role and quality of adolescents‟ romantic relationships is essential in social and 

personal development (Collins, Welsh, & Furman, 2009; Hand & Furman, 2009). Romantic 

relationships can be described as continuing, voluntary interactions acknowledged by both 
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parties (Booth, Crouter, & Snyder, 2016). Romantic relationships in adolescence are related to 

the quality of romantic relationships that may occur later in life, as well as the overall 

development during emerging adulthood (Madsen & Collins, 2011; Meier & Allen, 2009; 

Seiffge-Krenke & Lang, 2002; Valle & Tillman, 2012). To establish successful, mature 

romantic relationships, a certain cognitive level needs to be reached. The achievement of a 

mature, conscious, self-directed, and self-regulating mind is the core of adolescent cognitive 

development and is attained through a more sophisticated executive suite of capabilities 

(Steinberg, 2005). This enables the adolescent to self-evaluate, which is an inherent drive 

individuals possess (Festinger, 1954). The way in which adolescents evaluate themselves has 

been linked to the way in which adolescents evaluate romantic relationships (Wayment & 

Campbell, 2000a).  

To evaluate romantic relationships, four motives (Festinger, 1954; Major, Testa, & 

Bylsma, 1991; Strube, 1990; Swann, Wenzlaff, Krull, & Pelham, 1992; Swann, Wenzlaff, & 

Tafarodi, 1992; Taylor & Lobel, 1989; Trope, 1980; Wills, 1981) and ten types of evaluative 

information (Festinger, 1954; Taylor, Neter, & Wayment, 1995; Wayment & Campbell, 

2000a; Wayment & Taylor, 1995) have been identified. The four motives for evaluating 

romantic relationships include enhancement, accuracy, improvement, and verification. The 

ten types of evaluation information include the concepts of Objective Information, Feedback 

from Others, Personal Standards, Past Negative, Past Positive, Feared Future, Future Ideals, 

Upward Social Comparison, Lateral Social Comparison, Upward Social Comparison, and 

Downward Social Comparison 

The crisis, namely the conflict between identity confusion and identity formation, is the 

main priority during adolescence, where identity formation as a core developmental task takes 

place (Erikson, 1968). Many have studied the concept of identity, and the most prominent 

theories pertaining to the formation of an identity include theories by Erikson (1968, 1974), 

Marcia (1966, 1980, 2002), Tajfel and Turner (1979, 1986), and the more contemporary 

narrative identity theories (McAdams, 2011; McAdams & McLean, 2013; McLean & Breen, 

2009). These theories formed the basis of this research study.  

Erikson (1968) describes identity as an overall sense of who individuals are presently 

and who individuals will become in the future. Furthermore, identity formation consists of 

two identity dimensions, namely the exploration and commitment dimensions (Marcia, 1966). 

The social identity theory (SIT) by Tajfel and Turner (Tajfel, 1972, 1979) places the emphasis 
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on how group interaction contributes to individuals‟ identity (Hogg & Abrams, 1988). SIT is 

based on the assumption that individuals tend to define themselves in comparison to social 

groups they belong or not belong to, and these comparisons add to the identity formation 

process (French, Seidman, Allen, & Aber, 2006; Howard, 2000). Narrative identity can be 

defined as the internalised and evolving self-story of individuals, which is constructed by 

individuals with the purpose of making sense and understanding the meaning of their lives 

(McAdams, 2011). 

Gender is considered a factor in the experience (Perrin et al., 2011; Zimmer-Gembeck, 

Hughes, Kelly, & Connolly, 2011) and in the formation of an identity (Alessandria & Nelson, 

2005; Cramer, 2000; Nesdale & Flesser, 2001; Schwartz & Montgomery, 2002; Singer, 

2004).  

Therefore, the primary aim of this study was to investigate whether a significant amount 

of variance in identity formation can be explained by the evaluation of romantic relationships, 

and whether gender plays a moderating role in the relationship between the evaluation of 

romantic relationships and identity formation.  

The following research questions were investigated: 

1. Can a significant amount of variance in identity formation be explained by the 

evaluation of romantic relationships? 

2. Does gender play a moderating role in the relationship between the evaluation of 

romantic relationships and identity formation? 

1.2 Overview of Research Design and Methods 

The research was conducted using a quantitative, non-experimental approach, with a 

correlational research design. A quantitative research approach can be described as objective 

and systematic (Fouché, Delport, & De Vos, 2011). Non-experimental research is used when 

conducting research where there is no intervening or manipulation of the situation or 

participants (Belli, 2009). Correlational designs are used to investigate the relationship 

between two or more variables (Stangor, 2015). A correlational research design was utilised 

in this study to determine whether a significant relationship exists between the evaluation of 

romantic relationships and identity formation, as well as the strength and direction of the 

aforementioned relationship; in other words, whether the evaluation of romantic relationships 
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explains a significant amount of the variance in identity formation. The moderating role of 

gender on the relationship between the evaluation of romantic relationships and identity 

formation was also investigated. In general terms, a moderating variable can be described as a 

qualitative or quantitative variable affecting the direction or strength of the relationship 

between an independent and/or predictor variable and a dependant criterion variable (Baron & 

Kenny, 1986; Rovai, Baker, & Ponton, 2014). 

The population of interest in this research study was adolescents. Black learners in the 

age range between 14 and 19 years attending school in the Mangaung area in Bloemfontein 

were included in this study. Participants of both genders were included. Non-probability 

convenience sampling (Stangor, 2015) was used to recruit the sample. After elimination of 

incomplete surveys, the final sample consisted of 169 adolescents. 

The data were collected using self-report questionnaires that were completed by willing 

participants during school hours. Biographic information was obtained in the form of selected 

short questions at the beginning of the questionnaire to gain personal information such as age 

and gender (see Appendix A). The Romantic Evaluation Scale (RES) by Wayment and 

Campbell (2000b) (see Appendix A) was used to measure the information used by 

adolescents to evaluate romantic relationships. In addition to the ten subscales of the RES, two 

dimensions (that were determined through factor analysis) namely Objectively Motivated 

Forms of Evaluation and Socially Motivated Forms of Evaluation, were used in the analyses. 

The Ego Identity Process Questionnaire (EIPQ) by Balistreri, Busch-Rossnagel, and 

Geisinger (1995) (see Appendix A) was used to measure identity. This questionnaire 

operationalises identity by assessing the dimensions of exploration and commitment that are 

present during the development of ego identity.  

Reliability of the measures used in this study was determined using Cronbach‟s alpha 

coefficient (Boslaugh & Watters, 2008). Descriptive statistics were determined for both the 

categorical and the continuous data and included frequency distributions, means, and standard 

deviations. The Pearson product moment correlation method (Boslaugh & Watters, 2008; 

Howell, 2014) was used to measure the direction and strength of the relationship between the 

evaluation of romantic relationships and identity formation among adolescents. Multiple 

regression analyses were performed to determine the amount of variance in identity formation 

(total score), as well as the subscales of Identity Exploration and Identity Commitment that 

can be attributed to the evaluation of romantic relationships (Objectively Motivated Forms of 



5 

 

Evaluation and Socially Motivated Forms of Evaluation). Moderated regression analysis was 

used to investigate whether gender had a moderating effect on the relationship between the 

evaluation of romantic relationships and identity formation. 

1.3 Delineation of Chapters 

Chapter One: In this chapter, the study is introduced, and a brief overview of the 

research study is presented. Theoretical grounding of the study is provided with emphasis on 

the life span developmental perspective, adolescence, identity theories contributing to the 

understanding of identity formation, the role of romantic relationships during adolescence, 

and gender as a possible moderator in the relationship between these variables. This is 

followed by the rationale and aim of the present study. This chapter also includes an overview 

of the research design and methods that were used in this research study to gather and analyse 

data.  

Chapter Two: The aim of this chapter is to provide an overview of adolescence and the 

importance of this developmental phase in relation to the development and evaluation of 

romantic relationships. Chapter 2 begins with a brief introduction to the concept of 

adolescence, followed by a few definitions relating to adolescence. The different domains of 

development during adolescence are discussed, and the developmental tasks that take place 

during this dynamic period of individuals‟ life are summarised briefly. Romantic relationships 

are defined, and the importance of socialisation in the development of romantic relationships 

is discussed. In conclusion, the cognitive aspect that is needed to evaluate romantic 

relationships during adolescence is considered, followed by a discussion of the gender 

differences in adolescent romantic relationships. 

Chapter Three: In this chapter, identity is defined, the process of identity formation is 

discussed, and the focus is placed on a few of the most prominent identity formation theories. 

These theories include the theories of Erikson, Marcia, Tajfel and Turner, and McAdams and 

McLean. In conclusion, the possible relationship between the evaluation of romantic 

relationships and identity formation is discussed. 

Chapter Four: The aim of this chapter is to discuss the methodology that was 

employed in this study. An overview of the research aim and questions is given, followed by 

an overview of the research design and approach that was utilised. The research participants 

and sampling procedures are explained, including the composition of the final sample. The 
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procedures of data collection are also reviewed. The measuring instruments that were 

employed are explained, and the method of data analysis is described. Ethical considerations 

relevant to this study are discussed. 

Chapter Five: In this chapter, the results are presented and discussed. Descriptive 

statistics are presented, followed by a presentation of the inferential statistics relating to both 

of the research questions that are relevant to this study. A discussion of the results is included 

in this chapter, in which research related to the findings of the current study is reviewed. 

Chapter Six: The aim of this chapter is to discuss the contribution and limitations of 

the present study. This chapter concludes with recommendations for future research. 
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Chapter 2 – Adolescence and Romantic Relationships 

The aim of this chapter is to provide an overview of adolescence and the importance of 

this developmental phase in relation to the construct of romantic relationships. The chapter 

begins with a definition of adolescence, followed by a detailed discussion of the domains of 

development occurring in this life stage. This is followed by a short definition of romantic 

relationships. Socialisation as an essential aspect in the development of romantic relationships 

is discussed. Cognition and social comparison as important factors in the evaluation of 

romantic relationships, as well as the motives and information used to evaluate romantic 

relationships, are reviewed. Lastly, gender differences in romantic relationships are discussed. 

2.1 Defining Adolescence 

Defining the term adolescence is not an easy task, seeing that it is multifaceted, and 

several definitions for this phase exist. When attempting to define adolescence, it is important 

to keep in mind that adolescents should be regarded as individuals rather than a homogenous 

group, given that the use of stereotypes often leads to the underestimating of adolescents‟ 

diversity and an exaggeration of their liabilities (Beckett & Taylor, 2010). Not all individuals 

experience adolescence the same because of each individuals‟ unique emotional, physical, and 

cognitive development (Hardman et al., 2012). Some adolescents may go through change 

rapidly and graciously, while others may be challenged by demanding transitions (Geldard & 

Geldard, 2004). Considering that adolescence is perceived as a medley of experiences, efforts 

to create a worldwide definition of this stage of development have proved to be taxing 

(Arnett, 2000). Certain definitions focus more on chronological or biological development of 

individuals. Other definitions emphasise tasks in various domains of development, such as 

social and interpersonal development. Thus, definitions of adolescence revolve around 

arguments pertaining to chronological age, a time of dramatic change and certain prominent 

developmental tasks. 

In the broadest terms, adolescence signifies the period that indicates the transition from 

childhood to adulthood. Adolescence could be understood as a critical development period 

consisting of the years from the onset of puberty to establishment of social independence and 

maturity (Porterfield et al., 2009; Steinberg, 2014). Marcia (2002) describes adolescence as a 

chronological period occurring between puberty and early adulthood and adds that this period 

could be viewed as a time in the life span when individuals are confronted with the 
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exploration of important life alternatives, while aiming to commit to certain life aspects. 

Whether you are 15 or 30 years of age, you can find yourself “adolescing” (Marcia, 2002, 

p. 199). Authors differ about the specific age range of adolescence (Ayers et al., 2007). 

According to the WHO (2017), adolescence comprises the age group between 10 and 19 

years. Berk (2001) states that adolescence can be defined as a period that takes place from the 

onset of puberty, which is usually around 11 years of age, and is continued until individuals 

reach adulthood, which is generally around 21 years of age. Newman and Newman (2017) 

propose that the adolescent age range is between 12 and 22 years. While most traditional 

views on adolescence suggest that the period generally extends from 12 to 18 years of age, 

more recent research suggests that this period can be extended to about 25 years of age 

(Jaworska & MacQueen, 2015).  

From a biological view, adolescence usually occurs with puberty (Spear, 2000), which 

is a biological occurrence. This period is marked by events driven by changes in several 

hormones, the progression of secondary sex characteristics (Sigelman & Rider, 2015), and 

changes in the composition of muscle and fat in the body (Spano, 2004). Adolescence can 

also be defined in terms of psychological change. Psychological changes include the 

development of abstract thinking, defined as the ability to use internal symbols or images 

representing reality (Christie & Viner, 2005). Sociologically, adolescence can be defined as 

the period in which individuals begin thinking about and training for work and family roles 

that will be held in the future (Smetana, 2011). Considering the definitions above, 

adolescence in most societies can then be described as the period that follows the biological 

and hormonal changes of puberty but occurs before individuals are fully incorporated into 

society as independent adults (Carter, 2011). 

Adolescence is perceived as a stressful, stormy part of individuals‟ life and can be 

regarded as a tumultuous and transformational period, during which development ensues and 

individuals mature on numerous levels (Arain et al., 2013; Erikson, 1968). In recent research, 

it is indicated that adolescents may have a worse reputation than they deserve. It is argued that 

adolescence is not more stormy and stressful than previous stages of life, but that adolescents 

experience the same levels of stress that occurred during childhood and will most likely 

continue through adulthood (Sigelman & Rider, 2015). Nonetheless, adolescence is a dynamic 

period that includes self-discovery, excitement, and experimenting with different aspects of 

identity. Therefore, adolescence can be considered a dynamically evolving, theoretical 
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construct that is informed by psychosocial, temporal, and cultural lenses (Curtis, 2015). 

Adolescence should be regarded as a period that is not fixed, although it is temporarily 

confined. This life stage should not be conceptualised as a temporal snapshot, but rather be 

regarded as a developmental stage, considering this period is extremely unpredictable in 

behaviour and development (Casey, Jones, & Hare, 2008). Considering the statements above, 

it becomes clear that adolescence is a period of great change, and that it is highly variable 

between adolescents. 

Adolescence is generally categorised into three main stages, namely early, middle, and 

late adolescence (Blum et al., 2014; Spano, 2004). Early adolescence consists of the 

approximate age group from 11 to 13 years (Salmela-Aro, 2011) and encompasses initial 

identity development (Ozretich & Bowman, 2001). Physical changes, such as tremendous 

physical growth and the beginning of puberty, are also noticeable (Morgan & Huebner, 2009). 

During middle and late adolescence (which includes adolescents between the approximate 

ages of 15 and 16 years, and 17 and 21 years respectively) the main aim of an adolescents‟ 

development includes advancements toward independence, future pursuits and cognitive 

development, sexuality, physical changes, ethics and self-direction (Spano, 2004). During late 

adolescence, most adolescents‟ identities have stabilised relatively, physical maturation has 

been reached, and romantic relationships become more serious than in the previous phases of 

adolescence (Rauer, Pettit, Lansford, Bates, & Dodge, 2013; Spano, 2004). 

For the purpose of this research, the researcher considered the chronological definition 

of adolescence, which the WHO (2017) considers as adolescents in the age range of 10 to 19 

years. In addition to the chronological age of adolescents, the researcher also considered the 

developmental tasks that adolescents go through. 

2.2 Domains of Adolescent Development 

Typically, domains of development are considered encompassing three areas, namely 

physical/biological development, cognitive development and social/emotional development. 

These three domains are discussed comprehensively in this section. It is imperative to realise 

that these domains do not exist in isolation, but rather that each domain influences the other; 

therefore, these domains are in constant interplay with one another (Newman & Newman, 

2017). 
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2.2.1 Biological and physical domain. Adolescence is a development period during 

which rapid physical maturation takes place. Physical changes that occur during adolescence 

are set in motion by two major changes, namely puberty and the growth spurt. Puberty should 

not be viewed as a single event, but rather as a “complex metamorphosis” (Hayward, 2003, p. 

1). Thus, the best definition of puberty should be constituted not only by individual pubertal 

changes occurring, but also by the context in which these changes occur. 

Early adolescence begins with the initial pubertal changes such as breasts that begin to 

bud in young girls, testicular enlargement in young boys, and the onset of genital growth for 

both genders, as well as various other tasks including the commencement of the growth spurt 

for girls (Christie & Viner, 2005). Biological events during middle adolescence include the 

first menstruation, also known as menarche (in females) and the first ejaculation, which is 

also known as the spermarche (in males) (Christie & Viner, 2005; Geldard & Geldard, 2004). 

The female body shape develops, with fat deposition taking place and the growth spurt ends 

(for females). For boys, the voice breaks and the growth spurt begins. Late adolescence 

represents the end of puberty for both sexes. Boys continue to experience an increase in 

muscle bulk, and the body hair continues to grow (Christie & Viner, 2005). After this has 

taken place, adolescents are functionally capable of reproduction (Heffner & Schust, 2010). 

Therefore, puberty can best be described as a surge of changes that results in adult 

appearance, physiology, and an altered identity (Hayward, 2003). 

Significant changes regarding brain structure and function also occur during 

adolescence (Arain et al., 2013). These changes include the decrease of grey matter until 

approximately 25 years of age (Craig & Dunn, 2010) and an increase of white matter, which 

also increases adolescents‟ thinking and problem-solving abilities. These biological changes 

largely lead to improvements in sensory functioning, coordination, and decision making 

(Craig & Dunn, 2010). 

Biological changes occurring during this developmental stage are noteworthy, 

considering that adolescents may experience feelings of alienation from their bodies, which is 

usually due to the rapid growth that adolescents experience (Steyn, 2006). Given that self-

esteem and body image share such a strong link during adolescence, the part that the 

biological domain plays during adolescence must be considered important (Davison & 

McCabe, 2006). Sexual maturation is one of the most vital tasks that adolescents experience 

(this is linked to physical development) (Steinberg, 2005). This is of importance for the next 
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life stage, including issues of intimacy and sex, considering that the progression of sexual 

identity development takes place and adolescents engage in the reassessment of their body 

image (Christie & Viner, 2005). Although adolescence is a time of great physical maturation, 

this tremendous growth influences all other domains of development. Therefore, physical and 

physiological changes are not the only remarkable changes that take place during adolescence, 

and the physical maturation young people experience facilitates further cognitive, emotional, 

social, and interpersonal changes (Spano, 2004; Wilson & Wilson, 2015). 

2.2.2 Cognitive and moral domain. Physical development of adolescent brain 

structure results in the ability for improved abstract thinking, making better decisions, more 

efficient problem-solving, improvement of language use, greater conceptual resources, and an 

increase in processing speed and skills pertaining to perception (Dunn & Craig, 2013; 

Newman & Newman, 2017; Sigelman & Rider, 2015). A decrease in egocentricity, a desire to 

become less dependent, and the need to belong are other important changes occurring in this 

domain. As individuals enter adolescence, a decrease in egocentricity develops and occurs 

due to newly learnt skills that enable adolescents to take on different perspectives. These 

skills are the product of the maturation of brain structures, cognitive and emotional 

development, and social interactions that are changing (Blakemore, 2008). 

Piaget (1966) proposed four stages of cognitive development. These stages include 

sensorimotor intelligence, preoperational thought, concrete operational thought, and formal 

operational thought (Newman & Newman, 2017). Adolescents progress from the concrete 

operational thought stage to the formal operational thought stage and are more mature than 

before. According to Schwartz, Zamboanga, Luyckx, Meca, and Ritchie (2013), formal 

operational thought enables the adolescent to consider various alternatives. Formal 

operational thought persists through adulthood and permits individuals to conceptualise many 

variables that are in interaction, simultaneously. This enables adolescents to solve problems 

by creating laws and rules (Newman & Newman, 2017). Perhaps the most significant change 

in cognition is the ability to have more abstract and scientific thoughts rather than thinking 

only about concrete and real occurrences (Newman & Newman, 2017, Piaget, 1952). 

Attention and concentration become more detailed, enabling adolescents to perform tasks that 

are more difficult. As knowledge increases, strategies that adolescents use also become more 

efficient (Kroger, 2007). 
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Cognitive and affective development brings about changes in moral development of 

adolescents (Berk, 2001). Moral development enables individuals to distinguish between what 

is right and what is wrong. This distinction is vital for functioning as responsible, independent 

individuals. Concrete thinking is developed during early adolescence, but individuals still 

tend to have early moral concepts (Christie & Viner, 2005). During the early adolescent years, 

a marked improvement in reasoning, information processing, and expertise is noticeable. 

Abstract thinking marks the beginning of middle adolescence, although individuals generally 

still view themselves as somewhat invincible. Individuals improve in their verbal abilities and 

begin to understand and identify with the law of morality. Lastly, during late adolescence, 

complex abstract thinking is developed, and individuals can identify the difference between 

law and morality (Steinberg, 2005). 

Adolescents in the late adolescent stage experience an increase in impulse control and 

further development of a personal identity (Christie & Viner, 2005). Steinberg (2005) argues 

that the core of cognitive development during adolescence is the fulfilment of a matured, 

entirely conscious, self-directed, self-regulating mind, which is achieved through a more 

advanced executive suite of capabilities. Thus, it becomes clear that adolescents undergo the 

maturation of important emotional and cognitive abilities, which provides the developing 

individuals with the capacities that are needed to function as independent adults. Therefore, 

adolescence can be regarded as a period during which a transition in approach to cognitive 

tasks, moral issues, reasoning, human values, and psychological concerns occurs (Marcia, 

1980).  

Gender differences in specific cognitive abilities and visual-spatial memory indicate 

that males show quicker, more accurate responses in tasks of memory and recognition than 

females do (Lawton & Hatcher, 2005). Perry and Pauletti (2011) report that females perform 

better in verbal tasks, whereas males perform better in spatial tasks and math problems.  

2.2.3 Psychosocial domain. The domain of social development is an important 

element in the present research, considering the role of the family context and peer groups in 

adolescent development (Geldard & Geldard, 2010). Adolescent growth is marked by the 

increased ability to read and understand social and emotional cues, as well as an increased 

dependence on and appreciation of interpersonal relationships (Yurgelun-Todd, 2007).  
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In terms of social development during early adolescence, the onset of emotional 

separation from parents and strong peer identification occur. Relationships with parents may 

change during adolescence, considering adolescents‟ desires to become more independent, as 

well as the growing importance of the group. Adolescents begin to strive for independence 

and to show more appreciation and affection for their peers than for family members 

(Ozretich & Bowman, 2001). Family is still important, seeing that they need to provide a safe 

space to which individuals can return after experimenting with different roles (Smetana, 

Campione-Barr, & Metzger, 2006). This enables individuals to test the waters of 

independence, while simultaneously learning to negotiate with society (Craig & Dunn, 2010). 

Fitting in and being a part of a group with similar interests plays a role in how 

adolescents‟ self-esteem is formed and how their identity is established (Sigelman & Rider, 

2015). Adolescents tend to turn to their friends when angry and upset; thus, it is not surprising 

that supportive peer groups enable the promotion of healthy psychological and social 

development (Chow, Ruhl, & Buhrmester, 2014). This contributes to the argument that 

adolescence can be considered a period of taking risks and behavioural problems. This may 

include issues such as substance abuse, heightened vulnerability to some psychological 

disorders (Casey et al., 2008; Steinberg, 2011), and increased emotional reactivity that often 

occurs. Schultz and Schultz (2009) state certain traits that are associated with adolescence, 

including conflict with authority figures, moodiness, reckless behaviour, rule breaking, and 

participation in risky behaviour that may result in injury to the self and/or others. Behavioural 

changes occur in a context where developmental changes are influenced by external 

environmental factors and internal factors. Internal factors provoke and strengthen these 

behavioural changes (Jaworska & MacQueen, 2015). These issues continue through middle 

adolescence, with the addition of increased heterosexual peer interest and early vocational 

interest that begin to develop. Risky behaviour is due to changes in the social, school, and 

home environments (seeing that adolescents begin spending less time at home and more time 

with peers).  

During late adolescence, social independence and intimate relationships develop. This 

includes the development of vocational competence and financial autonomy (Christie & 

Viner, 2005). Adolescents have to deal with the stress of physical and cognitive changes, 

experimenting with romantic relationships, changes in family dynamics, assuming adult roles, 

and the pressure of being more responsible (Sigelman & Rider, 2015).  



14 

 

Considering the arguments above, it becomes clear that adolescents face a number of 

developmental challenges and experience unique growth and maturation in several domains. 

In summary, these changes include abrupt changes in the body, cognitive maturation, forming 

new relationships, and eventually finding their place in society (Perry & Pauletti, 2011). 

2.3 Romantic Relationships during Adolescence 

For many years, studying adolescent romantic relationships has been neglected, but this 

field is now receiving substantial attention (Furman & Rose, 2015). The increasing interest in 

this subject revolves around a series of concerns including risky behaviour and health issues, 

of which the effect extends into later adult relationships (Letcher & Slesnick, 2014).  

Rather than being identified exclusively by only one person, romantic relationships can 

be described as continuing, chosen interactions that are mutually recognised by both partners 

in the relationship. These relationships also include a specific intensity prominent in the 

expression of affection, and the anticipation of sexual relations as the relationship progresses 

(Booth et al., 2016). For adolescents, romantic relationships entail aspects such as spending 

time together, sharing personal information with each other, being physically affectionate, and 

constructing boundaries that define the relationships as different to other types of close 

relationships (Christopher, Poulsen, & McKenney, 2016).  

Adolescents, as do all individuals, have an inherent motivation to form several social 

relations and have the need to participate in positive interactions, while avoiding displeasure 

in these relationships (Furrer & Skinner, 2003). Socialisation and the ability to initiate and 

sustain social roles occur through interaction with parents, the peer group, friends, and 

romantic partners (Craig & Dunn, 2010). 

2.3.1 Socialisation and the role of parents and peers. Children and adolescents 

move through several stages during which socialisation occurs. Socialisation and early 

interpersonal experiences in the family form the foundation of all future relationships 

(Boisvert & Poulin, 2016). Family interactions can promote or inhibit the development of 

necessary skills to participate in successful romantic relationships during adolescence and 

adulthood (Bryant & Conger, 2002). The family system and the parent-child relationship are 

essential aspects during early adolescence (Boisvert & Poulin, 2016). Family cohesion in 

early adolescence promotes confidence in establishing and maintaining later romantic 

relationships (Boisvert & Poulin, 2016). While communication with and dependence on 
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parents are important for children and early adolescents, dependence and attachment to peers 

increase during middle and late adolescence (Nickerson & Nagle, 2005). 

Peer relationships become the focal point of socialisation during adolescence 

(McCormick & Pressley, 2007). Through observation and imitation, peers act as behavioural 

models, playing a part in shaping adolescents‟ behaviour, skills, attitudes, norms, and values 

(Foshee et al., 2013; Rubin, Bukowski, Parker, & Bowker, 2008). Young people with close, 

supportive peer relationships are more inclined to have higher levels of social competence and 

self-worth, be more active, and perform better in school that their more lonely counterparts 

do. Supportive peer relationships provide an emotional buffer against negative feelings such 

as emotional distress (Hall-Lande, Eisenberg, Christenson, & Neumark-Sztainer, 2007). 

2.3.2 Friendship as a prelude to romantic relationships. During adolescence, 

friendships move from mainly superficial towards more mature and intimate relationships, 

building the foundation for the development of romantic relationships.  

Cliques of the same gender begin to form during early adolescence. Gender in this 

research study refers to biological gender. In these cliques, individuals feel comfortable to 

share their experiences (Arain et al., 2013). In this stage, peer pressure to initiate romantic 

relationships may be experienced. The initiation of a relationship can increase the social status 

experienced between friends (Christopher, McKenney, & Poulsen, 2015). Mixed-gender 

groups and friendships commence in early to middle adolescence and aid the progression 

from friendships of the same gender toward dyadic romantic relationships (Connolly, Craig, 

Goldberg, & Pepler, 2004). In these newly formed mixed-gender cliques, adolescents learn 

what to expect from the opposite gender (Smetana et al., 2006).  

Friends act as unique role models and influences by providing information pertaining to 

romantic relationships and behavioural norms (Miller, Gorman-Smith, Sullivan, Orpinas, & 

Simon, 2009). Connolly et al. (2004) found that friendship interactions during adolescence 

could be deemed prototypes for interactions that are similar to romantic relationships. Thus, 

friendships operate as a testing ground for managing one‟s emotions in a context comprising 

voluntary close relationships (such as romantic relationships). Commitment to friends 

throughout adolescence was found to be correlated positively with commitment to romantic 

companions in late adolescence (De Goede, Branje, Van Duin, Van der Valk, & Meeus, 2011; 

Meeus, Branje, Van der Valk, & De Wied, 2007).  
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Spending extensive time with friends during adolescence may fill identity development 

needs (especially the exploration dimension), but may interfere with intimacy needs for 

establishing a romantic relationship (Feldman, Cauffman, Jensen, & Arnett, 2000). 

Friendships and romantic relationships may differ in function, but these relationships do not 

exist autonomously and are rooted in a continued social experience (Barry, Madsen, Nelson, 

Carroll, & Badger, 2009; Lefkowitz, Boone, & Shearer, 2004). Therefore, friendships and 

dating relationships are two of the main social contexts during adolescence (Viejo, Ortega-

Ruiz, & Sanchez, 2015), and it becomes clear how the quality of friendships formed during 

adolescence can be regarded as a contributor to the quality of romantic relationships later in 

life. 

2.3.3 Development of romantic relationships. Throughout late adolescence and 

young adulthood, individuals are confronted with several important developmental 

transitions, including being able to establish a committed relationship (Hutteman, Hennecke, 

Orth, Reitz, & Specht, 2014; Luciano & Orth, 2017). The development of romantic 

relationships is a normative developmental task that occurs during adolescence (Kindelberger 

& Tsao, 2014, Van de Bongardt, Yu, Deković, & Meeus, 2015). A romantic partner will 

assume the role that the family and peers held in younger years (Cassidy & Shaver, 2008). 

There is no true separation between one context and a bond. As adolescents‟ social worlds 

become more complex, the development of attachment bonds accordingly get more complex. 

This includes bonds and attachments with peers, friends, and romantic partners (Gorrese & 

Ruggieri, 2012). As mentioned earlier, adolescents begin to experiment with romantic 

pairings (Collins et al., 2009). This is marked by adolescents beginning to pursue and develop 

romantic relationships. In middle and late adolescence, couples begin to form and test out 

what they have learned in the initial same-gender cliques, no longer feeling the urge to be in a 

group to feel safe (Arain et al., 2013). 

Romantic relationships are characterised as special and different from other close 

relationships during adolescence (Christopher et al., 2015). These relationships are considered 

a central component of adolescents‟ lives (Giordano, Longmore, & Manning, 2006). 

Romantic relationships, marked by the expression of affection and the expectation of sexual 

relations at some point, are both normative and salient (Booth et al., 2016). The development 

of romantic relationships can be observed through crushes, considering that it is difficult to 

study romantic relationships in early adolescence (Bowker & Etkin, 2016; Bower, Nishina, 
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Witkow, & Bellmore, 2015). Dating relationships increase in importance and prevalence 

when adolescents become more mature (Carver, Joyner, & Udry, 2003). 

Romantic relationship experiences in early adolescence are linked to relationship 

quality later in life, as well as overall development in emerging adulthood (Madsen & Collins, 

2011; Meier & Allen, 2009; Seiffge-Krenke & Lang, 2002; Valle & Tillman, 2012). 

Involvement in romantic relationships and the quality of these relationships play an important 

role in the social and personal development of adolescents (Collins et al., 2009; Hand & 

Furman, 2009). This can be seen as positive or negative, depending on the quality of the 

relationship. Romantic relationship quality and involvement also contribute to clarifying 

changeability in numerous psychosocial adjustment outcomes (Beckmeyer, 2015; Collibee & 

Furman, 2015; Ha, Dishion, Overbeek, Burk, & Engels, 2014; Wagner, Becker, Lüdtke, & 

Trautwein, 2015). Thus, romantic relationships can be considered essential in the 

development of adolescents (Booth et al., 2016). 

2.4 Social-cognitive Comparison and the Evaluation of Romantic Relationships 

As mentioned in earlier sections, various contextual and individual aspects influence 

social cognitive development during adolescence. Consequently, cognitive development in 

adolescents is associated with improvement in judgement, decision making, self-regulation, 

coordination of affect and cognition, and self-evaluation (Steinberg, 2005). Owing to 

advances in cognitive maturation in aspects such as a decrease in egocentricity, abstract 

thinking, perspective-taking, self-evaluation, and coping skills, adolescents can make 

appraisals that are more differentiated pertaining to social relationships, which may contribute 

to the more accurate evaluation of themselves and their romantic relationships (Blakemore, 

2008; Schwartz et al., 2013). 

The need to evaluate certain situations, beliefs, and capabilities stems from Festinger‟s 

social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954). Self-evaluation is essential in the process of 

social comparison (Festinger, 1954). Festinger (1954) hypothesises that individuals possess an 

inherent drive for evaluating their opinions and abilities. Individuals‟ cognitions, beliefs, 

goals, and opinions about situations, and appraisals of their capabilities (evaluation of 

abilities) influence behaviour. Furthermore, it is hypothesised that these abilities and 

appraisals are evaluated in comparison with others (Barry et al., 2009; Festinger, 1954; 

Laursen & Bukowski, 1997). Festinger‟s theory of social comparison (1954) can be applied to 
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a wide range of situations, one of which is the evaluation of romantic relationships (Wayment 

& Campbell, 2000a).Two aspects of Festinger‟s social comparison theory that relate 

specifically to the evaluation of romantic relationships are motives and types of information 

used during evaluation (Wayment & Campbell, 2000a). This is discussed in the following 

subsections. 

2.4.1 Motives used to evaluate romantic relationships. For several reasons, it is 

important for adolescents to be able to evaluate romantic relationships. Firstly, considering 

that romantic relationships form an important part of overall self-identity, similarities in the 

way in which one evaluates oneself may be found in the way one evaluates one‟s romantic 

relationships. Secondly, various researchers have identified several motives for self-

evaluation constructs in relationship contexts (see the following section), for example 

maintaining a positive view of the relationship and the need to be able to confirm existing 

views about the relationship. Lastly, the ability to compare the means in which relationship 

evaluation processes may be similar or different from processes of self-evaluation may help 

identifying aspects uniquely dyadic to romantic relationships (Wayment & Campbell, 2000a). 

Evaluative motives prompt individuals to evaluate certain aspects of their lives, such as 

romantic relationships, and include motivation for enhancement (Strube, 1990; Wills, 1981), 

accuracy (Festinger, 1954; Trope, 1980), improvement (Major et al., 1991; Taylor & Lobel, 

1989), and verification (Swann, Wenzlaff, Krull, et al., 1992; Swann, Wenzlaff, & Tafarodi, 

1992). Using the modified multidimensional model of self-evaluation, Wayment and 

Campbell (2000a) applied these motives in the context of romantic relationships. 

Enhancement as an evaluative motive can be described as a desire for reassurance or the 

need to feel better about a certain ability or belief (Kwang & Swann, 2010; Pfeffer & Fong, 

2005; Strube, 1990). Individuals have a desire to feel good about their relationships and 

therefore may tend to view their relationships through rose-coloured glasses (Edwards, 2017; 

Murray, 2001; Murray & Holmes, 1993). Relationship satisfaction is related to a tendency to 

idealise one‟s partner (Edwards, 2017; Murray et al., 2011; Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 

1996). In a recent study done on the universal nature of self-evaluation motives, Gaertner, 

Sedikides, and Cai (2012) found that when participants had to indicate the nature in which 

they preferred to receive feedback (self-enhancing, self-improving, or self-effacing), all of the 

participants (Chinese and American) preferred self-enhancing and self-improving feedback to 

self-effacing feedback. 



19 

 

The motive accuracy can be described as evaluating in order to gain a clear idea about 

the status one holds in a certain domain (Festinger, 1954; Trope 1980). Although accuracy is 

one of the less common motives used in the evaluation of romantic relationships, Taylor and 

Gollwitzer (1995) suggest that, before making important decisions, individuals tend to desire 

an accurate view of themselves (instead of an enhanced view). Important decisions in the 

context of romantic relationships include the decision to commit. When making this decision, 

individuals tend to think more realistically and accurately about their relationship (Gagné, 

Lydon, & Bartz, 2003). Accuracy in the judgement of romantic relationships did not enhance 

relationship satisfaction over time (Fletcher & Kerr, 2010). 

Improvement as a motive for evaluation can be described as wanting to facilitate 

improvement in a specific domain of one‟s life (see Breines & Chen, 2012; Major et al., 1991; 

Taylor & Lobel, 1989). When romantic partners support individuals‟ motivation for self-

improvement, individual self-improvement was found to be more successful. Successful self-

improvement also leads to the improvement of relationship quality and greater relationship 

satisfaction (Overall, Fletcher, & Simpson, 2010). 

The motive of verification can be described as attempting to confirm a belief about 

one‟s status in a particular domain (see Kwang & Swann, 2010; Swann, Wenzlaff, Krull, et 

al., 1992; Swann, Wenzlaff, & Tafarodi, 1992). When in romantic relationships, individuals 

prefer having their companions think of them in ways confirming their self-perceptions (De la 

Ronde & Swann, 1998; Hogg & Cooper, 2007; Swann, De la Ronde, & Hixon, 1994). 

Benefits of self-verification are demonstrated in marital relationships. For example, 

individuals who feel understood by their partners have reported higher marital quality. 

Feeling understood may contribute to increased acceptance, which is an important aspect 

when verifying one‟s self-image (Weger, 2005). It was found that in dating relationships, self-

verification (of one‟s self-esteem) was related to commitment and higher levels of intimacy 

(Katz & Joiner, 2002). Self-verification can also predict relationship quality in married 

couples, dating, and cohabitating relationships (Letzring & Noftle, 2010). 

2.4.2 Information used to evaluate romantic relationships. Researchers (Festinger, 

1954; Taylor et al., 1995; Wayment & Taylor, 1995) have investigated information used for 

self-evaluation (in addition to the described motives). Wayment and Campbell (2000a) 

identified ten types of information that may be used to evaluate romantic relationships, 

namely Objective Information, Feedback from Others, Personal Standards, Past Negative, 
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Past Positive, Feared Future, Future Ideals, Upward Social Comparison, Lateral Social 

Comparison, Upward Social Comparison, and Downward Social Comparison. 

The first type of information used to evaluate romantic relationships is the use of 

objective information (Wayment & Campbell, 2000a). This encompasses comparing a 

relationship against standards that are relatively objective (Festinger, 1954), for example 

certain relationship behaviours such as the number of times a couple has arguments, given 

that this is an observable aspect of romantic relationships. Because there is no universal 

standard for a happy or successful relationship, there is also no universal definition of 

objective information in the context of evaluating romantic relationships. 

Secondly, feedback from others can be considered a source of evaluative information 

that is obtained from sources outside of the romantic relationship (for example, parents, peers, 

and friends). Considering that parents and peers influence the quality of romantic 

relationships (Boisvert & Poulin, 2016; Bryant & Conger, 2002; Meeus et al., 2007), it is 

natural to assume that feedback from these sources may influence how the romantic 

relationship is evaluated. 

Personal standards are considered the most useful type of evaluative information 

(Gotwals & Wayment, 2002: Wayment & Campbell, 2000a; Wayment & Taylor, 1995). This 

type of evaluative information is interrelated with other types of evaluative information such 

as the use of feared future, future ideals, as well as past positive and past negative 

relationships. These information types pertain to individuals and the romantic experiences that 

an individual either had in the past (positive or negative) or desires/fears to have in future 

romantic relationships (Southard & Abel, 2010; Wayment & Campbell, 2000a). 

The last three types of evaluative information include information relating to social 

comparison, namely lateral, upward, and downward social comparison. Lateral social 

comparison entails comparing one‟s relationship with other individuals whose relationships 

are more or less of the same quality as one‟s own, such as friends‟ relationships (Wayment & 

Campbell, 2000a). Upward social comparison consists of comparing one‟s relationship to 

other individuals‟ relationships that are of higher quality than one‟s own. In contrast, 

downward social comparison is comparing one‟s relationship with lower quality relationships 

than one‟s own (Wayment & Campbell, 2000a).  
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According to Wayment and Campbell (2000a), the type of information used to evaluate 

a romantic relationship will likely depend on an individual‟s motive for evaluating the 

relationship (e.g. enhancement, accuracy, improvement, or verification). The use of objective 

information will most likely be used when the goal is to form an accurate evaluation of one‟s 

relationship, such affectionate behaviour by a partner (Festinger, 1954). Feedback from others 

may be used if the evaluative motive is accuracy (Wayment & Campbell, 2000a). Personal 

standards are considered as the most useful information type for meeting all four motives for 

evaluation (i.e., enhancement, accuracy, improvement, and verification), followed by future 

ideals and past negative experiences (Wayment & Campbell, 2000a). It was found that social 

comparison information was used with regard to several motives. For example, if the motive 

for evaluation was enhancement, using downward social comparison and past negative 

relationships to evaluate the relationship was preferred. Using these information types may 

lead to a more favourable view of the current relationship (Corcoran, Crusius, & Mussweiler, 

2011; Wills, 1981). 

Developing individuals gradually begin using strategies that are more adaptive as they 

get older and have more relationship experience. For instance, rather than discussing 

relationship problems with parents or peers, relationship problems will be discussed with the 

romantic partner (Connolly & McIsaac, 2011). This may indicate that individuals begin 

preferring to use information that is more objective when evaluating their relationships. 

Relationship quality increases from 13 years of age to 21 years of age (Seiffge-Krenke, 2003), 

suggesting that individuals come across certain qualities in past relationships that they may or 

may not want in future romantic relationships (Norona, Roberson, & Welsh, 2017). 

Individuals who had many past relationships that were of low quality, display greater negative 

affect towards romantic partners later in life (Madsen & Collins, 2011). Relating to personal 

standards, emerging adults are cognitively equipped to evaluate their romantic relationships 

more critically (Clark & Beck, 2010). Therefore, they are now able to decide whether certain 

qualities and experiences in their relationships satisfy their personal desires for closeness and 

commitment.  

Individuals who make upward comparisons tend to experience lower relationship 

quality than individuals who make downward comparisons. When individuals make upward 

comparisons, the risk of the relationship ending may increase (Wesner, 2008). Pinkus, 

Lockwood, Marshall, and Yoon (2012) contradict this by stating that when individuals are 
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outperformed by their significant others (upward social comparison) in romantic 

relationships, this results in more positive affect. This finding is based on the possibility of 

sharing in their partners‟ fate; if their partners are successful, they may reap the benefits, and 

if their partners fail, they may share in the losses (Pinkus, Lockwood, Schimmack, & 

Fournier, 2008; Pinkus et al., 2012). The view that individuals in romantic relationships 

respond better to upward comparison than downward comparison is consistent with a number 

of studies (Pinkus et al., 2008; Pinkus et al., 2012; Scinta & Gable, 2005). 

Thus, romantic relationships are considered special (Christopher et al., 2015) and 

important in the lives of adolescents (Giordano et al., 2006). The quality of these relationships 

is linked to later relationship quality (Madsen & Collins, 2011; Meier & Allen, 2009; Seiffge-

Krenke & Lang, 2002; Valle & Tillman, 2012) and plays a role in the overall development of 

adolescents (Collins et al., 2009; Hand & Furman, 2009). Adolescents have been found to 

evaluate themselves in the same way that they evaluate romantic relationships (Wayment & 

Campbell, 2000a). Several motives and information has been identified for evaluating 

romantic relationships (discussed in the sections above). The motives and information used to 

evaluate oneself or one‟s relationship differ in terms of age, maturity level, and the number of 

previous relationships. 

2.5 Gender Differences in Romantic Relationships 

Several authors (Perrin et al., 2011; Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2011) have debated the 

role of gender in romantic relationships of adolescents. 

During early adolescence, boys tend to report being in a current relationship more than 

their female counterparts do. Girls who do report being involved in romantic relationships 

tend to be in longer relationships than boys are, and this pattern continues throughout 

adolescence (Connolly et al., 2004; Connolly & McIsaac, 2011; Longmore, Manning, & 

Giordano, 2001). In another study, females in middle and late adolescence tended to be 

involved in romantic relationships more than their male counterparts did (Branje, Laninga-

Wijnen, Yu, & Meeus, 2014). These contradicting findings may be contributed to the fact that 

romantic relationships become more serious with age and maturity. 

Girls have a tendency to be more oriented towards people, whereas boys tend to be 

more object orientated (Perry & Pauletti, 2011). This is evident in the greater amount of time 

that girls spend in relationship activities, while boys prefer spending more time engaging in 
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video games, watching television, playing ball, et cetera. This is also apparent in the different 

occupations that boys and girls choose to pursue (Perry & Pauletti, 2011). Females prefer 

part-time jobs that include contact with people (babysitting and waitressing), whereas males 

prefer manual labour and working with tools.  

It was found that females were more invested in romantic engagements (Eder, Evans, & 

Parker, 1995). This makes sense, considering that males are often teased by their peers when 

revealing signs of emotionality (Fine, 1987; Giordano et al., 2006). In turn, they learn to 

devalue relationships that engender positive emotions. This may lead to the objectification 

and denigration of the females with whom they are in romantic relationships. In another 

study, which contradicts the aforementioned findings, boys were found to often accord 

positive meanings to romantic relationships while developing positive emotional feelings for 

their partners (Korobov & Thorne, 2006: Way & Chu, 2004).  

According to Kindelberger and Tsao (2014), girls are more intrinsically motivated in 

romantic relationships than boys are, which more likely will lead to commitment. When 

involved in romantic relationships, girls tend to emphasise intimacy and commitment when 

describing relationships. In contrast, boys tend to emphasise activities and companionship 

(McDougall & Hymel, 2007). This makes sense when considering that girls tend to be more 

people-oriented, while boys are perceived to be more things-oriented (Perry & Pauletti, 2011).  

Relationship standards may also differ among genders. Standards in romantic 

relationships can be defined as the goals and aspirations held by individuals for their romantic 

relationships (Higgins, Strauman, & Klein, 1986). Relationship standards offer individuals a 

means for evaluating relationships and serve as a foundation for feelings in the relationship 

(Duck, 1990; Fletcher, Simpson, & Thomas, 2000). In an early study investigating differences 

between genders in standards for romantic relationships, it was found that the importance 

associated with several relationship standards did not differ between males and females 

(Vangelisti & Daly, 1997). 

Boys may be more reliant on romantic relationships, considering that girls possess more 

opportunities (e.g., friendship with peer groups) to gain social support and have intimate talks 

(Giordano, Manning, Longmore, & Flanigan, 2012). Therefore, boys engage in a unique form 

of self-disclosure, which may be missing in conversations with their male friends. They also 

obtain positive identity and social support from a sensitive female companion (Giordano et 
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al., 2006). Mixed-gender friendships are more risky than same-gender friendships, especially 

for girls, considering that girls tend to be influenced by their male friends rather than by their 

female friends (Arndorfer & Stormshak, 2008; Deutsch, Steinley, & Slutske, 2014).  

While both genders experience the beginning of relationships as unfamiliar, males tend 

to find this transition easier than their female counterparts do, considering their more 

dominant interaction style (Maccoby, 1990). In contrast with this statement, another 

perspective is that girls experience this developmental leap with more ease, taking into 

account that their communication is better developed than that of boys (Giordano et al., 

2012). Boys were also found to portray more perceived awkwardness in communication with 

romantic partners than girls do (Giordano et al., 2006). 

2.6 Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, the term adolescence was defined and discussed, and the complexity of 

the term was highlighted. The domains of development, which include the physical, cognitive, 

and social domain, were reviewed. Romantic relationships were defined, followed by a 

detailed discussion on the different components of the construct of romantic relationships. 

This includes components such as the importance of socialisation as a prelude to the 

development of romantic relationships, as well the cognitive component needed to develop 

romantic relationships. Various gender differences in romantic relationships were also 

considered. 
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Chapter 3 –Identity Formation during Adolescence 

The aim of this chapter is to provide an overview of identity and investigate the relation 

between this construct and romantic relationships during adolescence. Firstly, identity is 

defined and conceptualised. Secondly, identity development during adolescence is discussed. 

This is followed by a discussion of the most prominent theories on identity formation. 

Fourthly, romantic relationships and identity formation are reviewed in relation, and the role 

of gender as a possible moderator is discussed. 

3.1 Identity  

Identity is a broad concept referring to more than merely a sense of who one is and 

one‟s contribution to society (Sokol, 2009). Identity consists of individuals‟ internal beliefs, 

drives and abilities (Marcia, 1980). Developing a personal identity can be a challenging task 

for adolescents (Luyckx & Robitschek, 2014). In this section, several definitions and 

conceptualisations of identity are discussed, followed by a description of identity 

development during adolescence. In conclusion, the most prominent theories on identity 

development are discussed. 

3.1.1 Definitions and conceptualisations of identity. Defining identity is not an easy 

task, considering that identity consists of several interrelated components. Although 

definitions of identity vary across literature, theorists share a common view of what this 

concept entails. The formation of an identity is not a predetermined attribute, but rather a 

relational phenomenon described best as a continuing process. Identity formation can be 

considered in terms of the self, self-concept, personality development, personal values, et 

cetera. The individual interprets the self as a particular kind of person and is then recognised 

as such in a specific setting (Gee, 2001). 

The most critical stage in identity formation is adolescence, considering that it is 

regarded as a midway between childhood and adulthood. During this time, the fourth element, 

namely identity, is added to the previous personality structures of ego, the self, and superego 

(Marcia, 2002).  

Identity formation can also be defined as the unconscious and conscious processes 

through which one defines the self. This definition can be viewed in relation to various 

domains such as the intra-psychic, social, relational and contextual domains (Dovidio, 
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Gaertner, Pearson, & Riek, 2005; Josselson, 2012). Therefore, identity can be considered as a 

personal-level construct, a social-level construct, and a relational-level construct. This 

comprises not only aspects that distinguish individuals from one another, but also that make 

individuals similar to one another (Adams, 2014; Erikson, 1968; Munday, 2006; Sluss & 

Ashforth, 2007; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). 

Personal identity refers to interpersonal characteristics that are important for defining 

individuals and originates from Erikson‟s (1968) conceptualisation of ego identity. Erikson 

(1068) did not believe that identity formation is confined to adolescence, but rather that 

identity formation is a construct that shifts and grows throughout the life span as individuals 

are confronted with new challenges and experiences (Erikson, 1970). Although numerous 

aspects of identity are fixed and unchanging in most cases (e.g., gender and ethnicity) 

individuals themselves determine many aspects. Individuals are given a choice regarding how 

they will define themselves (e.g., who and what they are) (Adams, 2014). Erikson (1970) 

describes identity as a subjective sense and an observable quality of personal continuity and 

sameness. He suggests this construct can be observed in young people who have found 

themselves and their communality. Erikson (1968) also describes identity as an overall sense 

of who one is presently and who one will become in the future. An internal locus of control 

permits individuals to explore various identities before committing to several consecutive life 

choices (Marcia, 2002). Identity formation is characterised by inner unity and continuity and 

relates to the complex manner in which the unique view of the self is established (Herman, 

2011). This specific dimension of identity emphasises the individual and the personal 

characteristics, goals, ideas, emotions, values, and beliefs of the individual (Adams, 2014). 

Individuals who have mature personal identities already have clear ideas of who they are. 

These individuals understand their place in the world and have future goals for who they are 

aiming to become (Hardy, Nadal, & Schwartz, 2017; King, 2006). 

There is a connection between social identity and membership of a specific group or 

groups. This identity dimension derives from Tajfel and Turner‟s (1986) social identity theory 

(SIT) and stresses the effect group membership has on intergroup relations. Socially, identity 

can be regarded as a two-measure construct suggesting that interactions in the social world 

influence identity, but identity also influences interactions in the social world (Simon, 2008). 

Lastly, relational identity refers to the various social roles individuals fulfil daily (e.g., 

mother, wife, or teacher) and can be regarded as the combination of social roles and personal 
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aspects of identity. Therefore, relational identity can be considered as accounting for the 

interpersonal processes that are important in portraying certain roles (Sluss & Ashforth, 

2007). It is important to remember that these three core dimensions are all interrelated 

(Adams, 2014; Sluss & Ashforth, 2007; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). 

3.1.2 Identity development during adolescence. Identity formation is one of the 

main aspects of development that occur during adolescence and is viewed as a critical task in 

moving from adolescence to adulthood (Berzonsky, Cieciuch, Duriez, & Soenens, 2011; 

Cramer, 2000; Erikson, 1968; Marcia, 1980). A strong sense of identity is a necessary prelude 

for a smooth transition to young adulthood. Consequently, it is crucial to understand identity 

and the contexts that support healthy identity development (Duerden, Widmer, Taniguchi, & 

McCoy, 2009). Erikson (1963, 1968) is one of the most influential writers on identity, and 

places this concept in the context of ego-psychoanalytic theory, viewing it as distinctive (not 

exclusive) to adolescence (Marcia, 1980). 

The majority of identity “work” occurs in late adolescence (Steinberg & Morris, 2001, 

p. 93). Adolescents tend to develop more abstract depictions of themselves in the transition 

that takes place from childhood to adolescence. Self-concept starts becoming more 

differentiated and better organised. Adolescents no longer view themselves in terms of social 

comparisons, but rather begin to perceive themselves in terms of personal beliefs and 

standards (Harter, 1998; Steinberg & Morris, 2001). 

In a longitudinal study examining the progression of identity formation across 

adolescence, it was reported that early adolescence is a period consisting of simultaneously 

exploring newly acquired identities, while actively considering alternate identities (Meeus, 

Van de Schoot, Keijsers, Schwartz, & Branje, 2010). Identity formation is marked by the 

amalgamation of childhood skills, beliefs, and identifications into a more coherent whole, and 

therefore is based on the assumption that adolescents are encouraged to find certain beliefs, 

values, and goals that are accepted personally and socially (Low, Akande & Hill, 2005). This 

provides the adolescent with a sense of continuity of past events and of direction for the future 

(Cicchetti, 2016; Marcia, Waterman, Matteson, Archer, & Orlofsky, 1993).  

Self-definition is one of the main concerns pertaining to adolescence and includes self-

exploration in relation to others (e.g., peers, parents/guardians, and society) (Kroger, 2007). If 

adolescents‟ goals, beliefs, and values are not accepted personally and socially, this can 
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become problematic, considering cohesion will not be found and adolescents may start 

doubting who they are and where they belong (Schultz & Schultz, 2009). Identity 

development can also be regarded as a psychosocial process, considering adolescents perform 

the process of identity construction in a social context, including the family, extended kin, 

peers, and others (Bartoszuk & Pittman, 2010; Pe‟rez-Sales, 2010).  

Thus, identity formation can be viewed as a critical psychosocial task that holds 

relevance throughout the life span but plays a particularly important role during adolescence 

and emerging adulthood. Broadly, this construct involves constructing and understanding who 

one is and how one came to be this way; therefore, it is an understanding of the self that is 

integrated and coherent across a certain time and context (McLean & Syed, 2016). 

3.2 Theories on Identity Development 

In this section, some of the most prominent theories on identity development are 

discussed. 

3.2.1 Erikson’s psychosocial theory on identity development. Identity development 

proceeds through eight interdependent developmental stages (Erikson, 1968, 1977). Each of 

these life stages encompasses a period consisting of heightened potential and increased 

vulnerability relating to particular components of the personality. These eight stages span 

from birth to old age and include several psychosocial developmental processes. The stages 

are basic trust vs. mistrust (birth to 1 year), autonomy vs. shame and doubt (1-3 years), 

initiative vs. guilt (3-6 years), industry vs. inferiority diffusion (6-11 years), identity vs. 

identity confusion (adolescence), intimacy vs. isolation (young adulthood), generativity vs. 

stagnation (middle adulthood), and ego-integrity vs. despair (old age). Near the end of each of 

these stages, there is a turning point that Erikson (1963) calls an identity crisis. This crisis is 

brought on by maturational changes stemming from within individuals and societal demands 

(Thom & Coetzee, 2004). An identity crisis can be perceived as a time in which intensive 

analysis and exploration of the self occurs (Erikson, 1970). Adolescents are in the fifth 

developmental phase, namely ego-identity vs. role confusion, in which resolution between the 

two poles is pursued. According to Adams and Berzonsky (2006), this takes place during the 

identity-formation process and includes the capability of the ego to synthesise and then 

incorporate prior identifications into a new, unique identification of oneself. Thus, the 
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formation of an inner sense of identity takes place in the ego-identity vs. role confusion phase 

(Erikson, 1968). 

The views of Erikson (1963, 1968) have become vital when attempting to comprehend 

the development of identity. Erikson (1968) states that in psychological terms, identity 

formation utilises a process of concurrent reflection and observation. Erikson (1968) describes 

identity formation as a sort of stress between synthesis and confusion. On the one hand, the 

stronger individuals‟ sense of identity synthesis is, the more conscious individuals will be of 

their competences and abilities. On the other hand, identity confusion leaves individuals more 

vulnerable for ill-being (Kroger & Marcia, 2011; Schwartz et al., 2011). 

3.2.2 Marcia’s identity status theory. According to Marcia, identity can be 

categorised into two defining dimensions, namely exploration and commitment (Waterman, 

2015). If individuals continue to stay in exploration without the ability to commit, an identity 

crisis may emerge. As mentioned earlier, an identity crisis can be perceived as a time in which 

intensive analysis and exploration of the self occurs (Erikson, 1970). Forming an identity is 

not a process that occurs neatly and involves commitment to more than one aspect of one‟s 

life. This includes sexual orientation, an ideological stance, and a vocational direction, and is 

achieved in “bits and pieces” (Marcia, 1980, p. 161). Identity exploration refers to the 

investigation of several meaningful alternatives, while identity commitment can be described 

as a personal investment or choice of specific alternatives (Marcia, 1966).  

Exploration during adolescence refers to a period of engagement in selecting several 

meaningful alternatives (Marcia, 1966). In this period, adolescents attempt to answer 

questions about who they are and who they wish to become (Waterman, 2015). This 

definition of exploration refers to exploration in breadth. Meeus, Iedema, and Maassen 

(2002) add another dimension to exploration, which is referred to as exploration in depth. 

Exploration in depth encompasses extensive evaluation of commitments previously made to 

assess how well such commitments fit one‟s personal standards. In a new perspective 

regarding identity exploration, exploration has been extended into three forms, namely 

exploration in breadth, exploration in depth, and ruminative exploration (Luyckx et al., 2008). 

Ruminative exploration can be defined as brooding or worrying without the ability to make a 

decision about one‟s life (Beyers & Luyckx, 2016).  



30 

 

Commitment can be described as “the degree of personal investment” that individuals 

exhibit (Marcia, 1966, p. 551) and refers to choices made in areas relevant to identity (Marcia, 

1980). Identity achievement is reached when one commits to a specific identity after a crisis 

period has been experienced and various options have been explored (Marcia, 1966). As an 

extension of Marcia‟s statuses (1966), the three-dimensional model of Meeus and Crocetti 

(Crocetti, Rubini, Luyckx, & Meeus, 2008; Meeus et al., 2010) was used to create identity 

trajectories. The focus of this model is the organisation of commitment. Three dimensions, 

namely commitment, in-depth exploration, and reconsideration of commitment are suggested 

as the underlying process of identity formation. Commitment refers to strong choices made by 

adolescents regarding several developmental domains, including the self-confidence that is 

derived from making these choices. In-depth exploration is represented by the maintenance of 

the present commitment that adolescents have made. This refers to the extent to which 

commitments that have already been made are explored actively by reflection of choices, 

information seeking about these commitments, and conversations about the commitments. 

Reconsideration of commitment indicates the willingness to seek new commitments and 

discard present commitments that are no longer satisfactory (Meeus, Van de Schoot, Keijsers, 

& Branje, 2012). 

Exploration and commitment can be differentiated into four identity statuses 

(Waterman, 2015). Marcia (1966, 1980) identified four identity statuses, namely the achieved, 

moratorium, foreclosed, and diffused statuses. Identity diffusion can be identified as the 

absence of identity commitment and no indication of existing exploration (although 

exploration may or may not have occurred earlier in the individuals‟ life) (Waterman, 2015). 

Foreclosure is marked by the existence of commitment and lack of past exploration. Thus, 

commitment has been formed by identification with significant others. Moratorium relates to 

the current exploration of alternatives when individuals are still in a crisis, considering that no 

commitment has yet been made. Moratorium status is often found among college students 

(Bartoszuk & Pittman, 2010). Identity achievement can be described briefly as a period of 

development of firm commitment because of a crisis in the past. In the achieved status, 

individuals have already explored and made several commitments, and are more likely to 

have assumed identities (McLean & Pasupathi, 2012). Marcia (2002) states that the most 

typical, and probably the most optimal, path to identity formation is the diffused-foreclosure-

moratorium-achievement path to initial identity. He adds that it is important to remember that 

the initial identity, which is formed during late adolescence, is not necessarily the last identity 
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that will be formed. One may experience a subsequent crisis throughout the life cycle, and a 

similar foreclosure-moratorium-achievement cycle may be experienced each time that 

disequilibrium occurs (Marcia, 2002). 

3.2.3 Tajfel and Turner’s social identity theory. Tajfel and Turner (Tajfel, 1972; 

Tajfel & Turner, 1979) developed their social identity theory (SIT) in the late seventies as a 

reaction to earlier reductionist theories that tended to emphasise the individuals‟ behaviour in 

certain groups, or tried to understand group behaviour by using theories that had been 

developed to understand individuals‟ behaviour (Baird, 2001). Social identity can be 

described as consisting of the aspects of individuals‟ self-image derived from the social 

category of which individuals perceive themselves as being part (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 

Theorists of SIT attempt to understand how a group contributes to an individuals‟ identity; 

therefore, they focus on the “group in the individual” (Hogg & Abrams, 1988, p. 3). 

Therefore, SIT can be defined briefly as a classic social psychological theory explaining 

intergroup conflict as a function of certain group-based self-definitions (Islam, 2014). 

SIT is based on the assumption that individuals tend to define themselves in terms of the 

social groups to which they perceive themselves to belong or not belong. These identifications 

serve as protection and bolstering for self-identity. The social psychological perspective 

argues that identity develops from negotiating with other individuals in one‟s in-group in a 

certain context (French et al., 2006). In SIT, an external locus of control reigns, with the focus 

on commitment to or association with a social unit or group. Individuals‟ personal qualities 

such as beliefs, goals, and values are now consistent with what they expect from group 

interactions. The characteristics that groups possess are important, seeing that they influence 

the choices that individuals will make (Ashmore, Deaux, & McLaughlin-Volpe, 2004; 

Verkuyten, 2005). 

Further, it is assumed that individuals attempt to maintain and/or improve their self-

esteem while striving towards a positive self-concept. Considering that certain social groups 

and categories are related to positive or negative connotations, social identity may be positive 

or negative in accordance with the evaluation of the groups that contribute to individuals‟ 

social identities (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Finally, the evaluation of one‟s own group may be 

regulated with reference to other groups by means of social comparisons. This can be viewed 

in terms of having certain value-laden qualities. Positively discrepant comparisons between 

in-group and out-group produce higher status, whereas negatively discrepant comparisons 
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between previously mentioned groups result in lower status (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 

Theoretically, it can be assumed that individuals generally attempt to attain or uphold a 

positive social identity. Positive social identity is established largely by favourable 

comparisons made between the in-group and relevant out-groups. When an individual‟s social 

identity is perceived as inadequate, he or she will attempt to either leave his or her existing 

group and join a more positively distinct group, or make his or her existing group more 

positively distinct (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 

Tajfel‟s definition (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) of a group includes three components, 

namely a cognitive component, an evaluative component, and an emotional component. The 

cognitive component involves individuals‟ awareness of the group to which they belong. The 

evaluative component is based on whether individuals evaluate the group to which they 

belong as positive or negative. The final component, the emotional component, encompasses 

the positive or negative emotions that are associated with the group membership. SIT is based 

on four underlying principles, which include social categorisation, social comparison, social 

identity, and self-esteem (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 

3.2.4 McAdams and McLean’s narrative identity theory. Narrative identity can be 

defined as the internalised, evolving story of the self that is constructed by individuals with 

the aim of making sense and meaning of their lives (McAdams, 2011). McAdams (1985) 

builds on Erikson‟s theory (1968) and suggests that narrative identity is developed during late 

adolescence and early adulthood. Societal expectations and the maturation of adolescents‟ 

formal operational functioning contribute to the development of narrative identity (McAdams, 

1985). 

To acquire a narrative identity, individuals must learn the ability to share their stories 

according to particular cultural parameters and in particular groups (e.g., families, peers, and 

other social contexts) (McAdams & McLean, 2013). The ability to construct a life story 

emerges during adolescence (Habermas & Bluck, 2000). This ability depends on individuals‟ 

social and cognitive abilities. The life story can be regarded as consisting of highly specific 

structures composed by associations of global coherence. Life stories make up self-

development and are a life span process that commences early in childhood and extends 

through old age (McLean, Pasupathi, & Pals, 2007). They add that this process is located in a 

cultural milieu, holding expectations of what a healthy narrative and self encompasses. 
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Thus, identity formation is a  central task of adolescence encompassing one of the key 

processes through which an identity is constructed, namely narrative meaning making 

(Habermas & Bluck, 2000; McLean et al., 2007). A constructed narrative can be described as 

a representation of past events and the details thereof. A narrative also provides a venue out of 

which the past can be evaluated and interpreted (McLean & Breen, 2009). Meaning-making 

can be defined as the degree to which individuals discover something about themselves from 

reflecting on past events (McLean & Pratt, 2006; McLean & Thorne, 2003). Therefore, 

narrative identity can be defined as the internalised and evolving life story through which the 

reconstructed past is integrated with the imagined future with the purpose of providing life 

with a certain degree of purpose and unity. Therefore, through synthesising episodic 

memories with envisioned goals, individuals can create a coherent account of identity in time 

(McAdams & McLean, 2013). According to McAdams (1998), the life story is used as a 

theoretical model as well as a research method in various fields of psychology. Life stories 

enable individuals to organise recollected memories and abstract knowledge of the past into a 

more coherent view (Habermas & Bluck, 2000). It is also an important way to establish self-

continuity and understanding. Engaging in narrative practices is an essential element with the 

aim of developing life stories and/or a narrative identity. This engagement might also be 

related to positive well-being (McLean & Breen, 2009). Meaning-making skills (and other 

kinds of interpretive narration) show age-related increases across adolescence, particularly 

during middle adolescence. This makes sense, considering that individuals become better at 

managing inconsistency and contradiction in their personal stories as they mature (McAdams 

& McLean, 2013). 

3.3 Gender Differences in Identity Formation 

Research done on gender differences in identity development revealed several 

inconsistent results. Arnett (2016) suggests that there are differences between genders, and 

that these differences may be attributed to pubertal development. In another study, no 

differences between the identity formation of males and females were found, and it was 

suggested that additional research needed to be done on this topic (Alessandria & Nelson, 

2005). 

Erikson (1968, 1974) suggests that males and females could differ with regard to 

identity formation, especially when considering this construct on domain level. Males are 

considered more committed in the vocational and ideological domains, whereas females are 
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considered more concerned in the relational domains (including marriage and child 

upbringing). Coherent with this finding, identity domains pertaining to the choice of activities 

in social relationships are conducted more effectively by women than by their counterparts. 

These domains include attitudes relating to sexual activities, family vs. career , and best 

friends and partners. Although females tend to be more reflective regarding sexual identities, 

priorities and attitudes relating to interpersonal and romantic relationships, no difference in 

being capable to form an identity was reported between genders (Magner & Hill, 2017). 

Few gender differences were observed in the frequency of identity status concerning 

what people want to do and/or believe as individuals (Waterman, 1999). Females tend to 

show higher levels in both identity commitment and exploration than males do (Montgomery, 

2005). Females also tend to be further in the identity development process in the categories 

regarding identity achievement and identity moratorium. Males tend to score higher in the 

foreclosure and diffused identity categories (Cramer, 2000; Schwartz & Montgomery, 2002). 

Similar results were found in a study conducted by Sandhu and Tung (2006) in a sample 

consisting of Northern Indian adolescents and emerging adults. 

To date, little research has been done about gender differences and social identity. Early 

research done by Nesdale and Flesser (2001) indicates that children develop attitudes toward 

their own group and other groups before starting elementary school. Children also tend to 

favour the in-group versus the out-group, regardless of their gender. Gender differences may 

also be attributed to the ways in which young women and men gain a sense of their identities 

based on how they form social relationships (Eagly, 2013). 

Considering that the developmental phase of life represents an influential context for 

constructing a narrative identity, gender clearly is one of the many sociological factors that 

are critical elements in shaping an individuals‟ narrative identity (Singer, 2004). Research 

done on gender and narrative identity indicates that boys engaging in higher levels of 

meaning-making concerning autobiographical stories, show lower levels of psychological 

well-being compared to boys engaging in less meaning-making (Chen, McAnally, Wang, & 

Reese, 2012; McLean, Breen, & Fournier, 2010). Some boys may be less prepared for the 

work required by narrative identity, considering they may have had less practice in processing 

emotions and ruminating the meaning of personal experiences. However, during late 

adolescence, boys‟ meaning-making efforts become associated with greater levels of well-

being and self-understanding (Chen et al., 2012; McLean et al., 2010). These age-related 
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changes in both genders may be due to increased cognitive development, which enables 

adolescents to represent themselves more abstractly. In addition, social pressures to figure out 

who they (adolescents) are become more prominent and encourage them to define themselves 

frequently in a wide range of conversational contexts (McAdams & McLean, 2013). 

3.4 Romantic Relationships, Identity Formation and Gender as a Possible Moderator 

Identity formation and the development and evaluation of romantic relationships have 

been discussed as essential developmental tasks in adolescent development. Controversy 

about the identity-intimacy link has been existing for years (Joshi & Deuskar, 2016; 

Montgomery, 2005; Seginer & Noyman, 2005; Soller, 2014). The influence gender has on 

this relationship has not yet been revised extensively. In this section, the relation between 

these constructs is discussed. 

As mentioned earlier, adolescents are in the fifth life stage marked by identity vs. role 

confusion (Erikson, 1968). Adolescents begin exploring various possibilities, and based on the 

outcomes of these explorations, they develop identities. This stage, depending on successful 

resolution of previous stages, is influenced by several social relationships. It was found that 

parents, peers, and friends influence several choices made by the individual. Choices include 

goals of education, dating partners, possible reasons for breaking up, and initiating sexual 

behaviour; therefore, providing an important context for exploration and commitment (Jones, 

Vaterlaus, Jackson, & Morrill, 2014). Considering that identity formation, as well as choices 

pertaining to romantic relationships, is influenced by social relationships, there might also be 

a possible relationship between how individuals evaluate romantic relationships and form 

identities in accordance with such social relationships. It was found that romantic attachment 

has a possible influence on the exploration dimension in identity formation, and in turn, it has 

implications for identity commitment. Therefore, when adolescents do not make secure 

attachments while in identity exploration, it can be more difficult to commit to relationships 

later in life (Kerpelman et al., 2012). 

The sixth life stage, known as intimacy vs. isolation, which usually emerges during 

young adulthood, encompasses the need (internally and externally) to amalgamate one‟s 

identity with those of others (Erikson, 1968). Erikson (1963, 1968) affirms that the ability to 

develop intimate relationships is grounded in established identities, while healthy identity 

formation during adolescence is a necessary prelude to healthy romantic relationships during 
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emerging adulthood. Therefore, it can be hypothesised that if healthy identity formation is 

needed to establish healthy romantic relationships, healthy identity formation may also be 

essential when evaluating one‟s romantic relationships. The experience of mature intimacy 

takes place concurrently with the progression toward a mature identity (Seginer & Noyman, 

2005). Therefore, the capacity to commit to one‟s partner without the “fear of ego-loss” 

(Erikson, 1968, p. 264) is an important task that needs to be accomplished during 

adolescence.  

Marcia (1980) states that identity contributes to intimacy because a secure self is needed 

to enable individuals to risk the vulnerability to commit oneself to another individual, even 

temporarily. It is paradoxical that intimacy as a strength can be acquired only through 

vulnerability, while vulnerability is possible only when an internal assurance of identity is 

present. Individuals who are further along in the identity achievement process are less focused 

on themselves and more certain of characteristics wanted in a romantic partner (Nelson & 

Barry, 2005). Therefore, it can be hypothesised that individuals in the process of identity 

achievement may also be more equipped to evaluate romantic relationships by using 

objectively motivated forms of evaluation. Companionship, worth, affection, and emotional 

support in romantic relationships were also reported as significantly related to identity 

achievement. Therefore, healthier, more positive romantic relationships are associated with 

individuals who are more certain of their identities (Barry et al., 2009). 

Collins (2003) describes five features relevant to current and long-term significance for 

individual functioning and identity development. Relevant to the present study are romantic 

involvement and cognitive and emotional processes in the romantic relationship. Cognitive 

and emotional processes include several aspects such as perceptions, representations of 

oneself, representations of one‟s partner and the relationship, and the moods that are elicited 

in romantic experiences. These moods are associated with not only involvement in the 

relationship, but also with the dissolution of the relationship. Ideas of relationships and the 

opinions of the social functions of relationships change as adolescents age and develop 

identities. In a longitudinal research study examining narratives of relationships, the structure 

and complexity of narratives used increased between middle adolescence to approximately the 

age of 25 (Waldinger et al. 2002). Adolescents progressively reported that the first feelings of 

recognisable love arose at a later age than they originally reported. This is likely due to 

modifications in personal definitions of love stemming from cognitive and emotional maturity 
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and a varied incidence of relationships (Montgomery & Sorell, 1998; Shulman & Scharf, 

2000). Within Collins‟ (2003) five-feature framework, it becomes clear romantic relationships 

are complex and multifaceted. Therefore, romantic relationships and the developmental 

significance of these relationships cannot be described without differentiating between aspects 

such as the involvement and identity of romantic partners, the content and quality of romantic 

relationships, as well as thoughts and feelings that are associated with these relationships. 

Identity formation during adolescence was found to possess a social construction 

dimension. Relationships with others, especially romantic relationships, may help adolescents 

to integrate relational experiences into certain roles. In turn, these roles may become a part of 

adolescents‟ identities (Pittman, Keiley, Kerpelman, & Vaughn, 2011). Eder, Evans and 

Parker (1995) state that females are more invested in romantic relationships, seeing that boys 

are often teased when showing signs of emotionality (Fine, 1987; Giordano et al., 2006). 

Therefore, Therefore, it maybe hypothesised that boys who are still in the early stages of 

identity exploration may use socially motivated forms of evaluating romantic relationships to 

avoid being teased by their peers.  

In their approach to adolescent identity formation, McLean et al. (2010) report that 

interactions adolescents have in close relationships (including romantic relationships) allow 

adolescents not only to create meaning for new experiences, but also to create meanings that 

eventually are integrated in their identity. Therefore, it may be hypothesised that the 

evaluation of romantic relationships plays a role in identity formation. If adolescents‟ earlier 

relationships are filled with arguments and/or violence, the communication skills needed to 

maintain stable and high-quality relationships might not be developed. In contrast to the 

aforementioned statement, stable relationships during adolescence may lead to open 

communication, patience, and healthy coping methods in romantic relationships during 

adulthood (Valle & Tillman, 2012).  

It was found that females are more intrinsically motivated than males are in romantic 

relationships (Kindelberger & Tsao, 2014) and tend to emphasise intimacy and commitment. 

This may indicate the use of more objectively motivated forms of evaluating romantic 

relationships, as well as a more achieved identity. Males and females also tend to consider 

different aspects as important in romantic relationships (Perry & Pauletti, 2011), which may 

be indicative of identity status. However, in another study investigating identity development 
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and romantic relationship qualities, it was hypothesised that gender differences in romantic 

relationships are lessening (Barry et al., 2009). 

Therefore, romantic relationships can be regarded as an important opportunity for 

adolescents to define the self, their identity, and sexuality (Brown, Feiring, & Furman, 1999). 

When considering the unique developmental demands of adolescents, as well as the unique 

functions of romantic relationships, a possible relationship may exist between how individuals 

develop their identities and the quality of these romantic relationships (Barry et al., 2009). 

Furthermore, considering that identity formation is a dynamic process developing in romantic 

relationships (Kunnen, Bosma, Van Halen, & Van der Meulen, 2005), it was hypothesised 

that the evaluation of romantic relationships and identity formation may also be closely 

related. Since gender differences were reported with regard to how males and females 

evaluate romantic relationships, as well as how their identities are formed, it can be 

hypothesised that gender moderates the relationship between the evaluation of romantic 

relationships and identity formation. 

3.5 Chapter Summary 

Chapter 3 has focused on the construct of identity formation and the identity-intimacy 

link. Identity formation was defined and discussed as a critical task taking place during 

adolescence. Thereafter, several theories of identity formation were discussed, including the 

original ideas of Erikson (1968), Marcia‟s statuses and dimensions (1966, 1980, 2002), the 

social identity theory of Tajfel and Turner (Tajfel, 1972; Tajfel & Turner, 1979), and the more 

contemporary, narrative identity theory developed by McAdams and McLean (2013). In 

conclusion, romantic relationships and identity formation in relation to each other were 

discussed. 
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Chapter 4 – Methodology 

In this chapter, the methodology that was employed in this study is discussed. Firstly, an 

overview of the research aim and questions is given. Secondly a discussion of the research 

design and approach that was utilised is provided. Thirdly, the research participants and 

sampling procedures are explained, including the composition of the final sample. Fourthly, 

the procedures of data collection are discussed. Fifthly, the measuring instruments that were 

employed are explained, and the processes of data analysis are described. Finally, the ethical 

considerations relevant to this study are discussed. 

4.1 Aim and Questions of the Present Research Study 

The aim of this study was to investigate whether a significant amount of variance in 

identity formation can be explained by the evaluation of romantic relationships, and whether 

gender plays a moderating role in the relationship between the evaluation of romantic 

relationships and identity formation. 

The following questions were investigated: 

1. Can a significant amount of variance in identity formation be explained by the 

evaluation of romantic relationships? 

2. Does gender play a moderating role in the relationship between the evaluation of 

romantic relationships and identity formation? 

With regard to Question 1, it was hypothesised that a significant amount of variance in 

identity formation can be explained by the evaluation of romantic relationships. 

With regard to Question 2, it was hypothesised that gender does play a moderating role 

in the relationship between the evaluation of romantic relationships and identity formation. 

4.2 Research Design and Approach 

The research was conducted using a quantitative, non-experimental approach, with a 

correlational research design. A quantitative research approach can be described as objective 

and systematic in process (Fouché et al., 2011). The data analysed in this approach are mainly 

numerical, and were gathered from selected participants answering questions regarding the 

measured variables. Quantitative research approaches are also empirical and quantifiable 
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(Belli, 2009). Advantages of quantitative research include that data are more reliable and 

objective, statistics can be used to generalise findings, cause and effect of the variables in a 

certain relationship can be established in highly controlled circumstances, and theories and 

hypotheses can be tested (Taylor & White, 2015). Limitations include that quantitative 

approaches are less detailed than qualitative research, therefore risking the possibility to miss 

a desired response from participants. It is also difficult to understand the context of a certain 

phenomenon, and data gathered may lack the robustness needed to explain complex issues 

(Taylor & White, 2015). In the current study, a quantitative approach was used to determine 

the relationship between the evaluation of romantic relationships and identity formation. 

Belli (2009) states that in non-experimental research, the variables are not manipulated 

by the researcher and are rather studied as they exist, which is not only a characteristic of this 

research type, but also an advantage. Non-experimental research is used when conducting 

research where no intervening or manipulation of the situation or participants is utilised 

(Belli, 2009). Limitations of this type of study include uncertainty regarding whether the 

outcome differences are due to specific independent variables. Therefore, the researcher needs 

to consider alternative explanations to analyse certain variables, and not make causal 

statements when presenting conclusions (Belli, 2009). Non-experimental research was used in 

this study because no manipulation of the independent variable took place, and relationships 

between the variables were investigated, as they existed at a certain time and place, without 

conducting any experiments on the participants. 

Correlational designs are used to investigate the relationship between two or more 

variables (Stangor, 2015), namely the evaluation of romantic relationships and identity 

formation in the present research. The strength and direction of the relationship between 

specific variables can also be determined by correlational research (Stangor, 2015). 

Limitations of this design include not describing causality, nor providing reasons to why a 

certain relationship exists (Stangor, 2015). A correlational research design was used in this 

study to determine whether a significant relationship exists between the evaluation of 

romantic relationships and identity formation, as well as the strength and direction of the 

aforementioned relationship (in other words, whether a significant amount of variance in 

identity formation can be explained by the evaluation of romantic relationships). 

The moderating role of gender in the relationship between the evaluation of romantic 

relationships and identity formation was also investigated. Moderating variables are 
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introduced in studies where the relationship between the independent variable and the 

dependant variable possibly may be influenced by a third variable. In general terms, a 

moderating variable can be described as a qualitative or quantitative variable affecting the 

direction or strength of the relationship between an independent and/or predictor variable and 

a dependant criterion variable (Rovai et al., 2014). 

4.3 Research Participants and Sampling Procedures 

The population of interest in this research study is adolescents. Adolescence is of 

importance in this study, considering that identity formation is one of the main development 

tasks of this life stage (Erikson, 1968). According to Newman and Newman (2017), 

adolescents are between 12-22 years of age. The WHO (2017) considers adolescents to be 

between the ages of 10 and 19.  

Black learners who attended a school in the Mangaung area in Bloemfontein were 

included in this study. These learners were all considered to be in one of the three adolescent 

stages, namely early, middle, or late adolescence and were in the age range between 14 and 19 

years. Both genders were included. In addition to this, learners who were not willing to 

participate in the study were excluded. 

Non-probability convenience sampling (Stangor, 2015) was used to recruit the 

participants. Convenience sampling is a non-probability sampling method by which 

participants are selected in terms of being available at a certain time and place (Springer, 

2010). Therefore, the participants were selected because they were easily available, and the 

sampling was not randomised. Advantages of this method include saving time and being 

inexpensive. A limitation of this method, however, is the loss of a representative sample and 

generalisable results. In non-probability sampling, the probability of selecting a member from 

the specific population is unknown (Springer, 2010). 

The researcher used convenience sampling (Stangor, 2015) to recruit adolescents that 

attended school in the Mangaung-area, Bloemfontein. A total of 199 surveys were completed 

by the participants. After elimination of incomplete surveys and surveys that included outliers 

(in terms of age), the final sample consisted of 169 adolescents.  

Table 1 represents the distribution with regard to Gender, Age and Grade of the present 

sample. 
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Table 1 

Distribution with regard to Gender, Age and Grade of the Sample 

Biographic characteristic Frequency (N) Percentage (%) 

Gender Male 76 45.0 

 Female 91 53.8 

 Unknown 2 1.2 

 Total 169 100 

Age 14 25 14.8 

 15 29 17.2 

 16 27 16.0 

 17 29 17.2 

 18 35 20.7 

 19 24 14.2 

 Total 169 100 

Grade 8 50 29.6 

 9 24 14.2 

 10 38 22.5 

 11 25 14.8 

 12 26 15.4 

 Unknown 6 3.6 

 Total 169 100 

 

When considering Table 1, it is evident that the 169 participants were represented 

relatively equally with regard to gender, with 45% of the sample consisting of males and 

53.8% of the sample consisting of females. The 169 participants were relatively equally 

distributed with regard to age and Grade distribution, with the highest percentage of the 

sample being aged 18 (20.7%). 

4.4 Procedures of Data Collection 

The data were collected by using self-report questionnaires that were distributed in class 

and then completed by willing participants. One advantage of using self-report questionnaires 



43 

 

is that it contributes to ensuring the participants‟ anonymity, which may encourage more 

participants to be willing to participate in a study. A second advantage includes being able to 

collect large amounts of data at a relatively low cost and in little time (Eysenck, 2005). A 

disadvantage of using questionnaires includes doubt surrounding the truthfulness of the 

participants. Participants interpreting questions subjectively may lead to an inadequate 

understanding of certain types of information regarding participants‟ emotions and feelings 

(Spain, 2008). Another limitation is not being able to reach a richer understanding of the 

process and/or contextual differences among the variables that are being measured (Paulhus & 

Vazire, 2009). 

In this study, all the participants had to complete the same battery of questionnaires 

measuring the evaluation of romantic relationships and identity formation. The questionnaires 

were distributed in various classes on various occasions. The researcher distributed 

questionnaires to willing participants and explained the study to the participants. The 

researcher was available in the classroom for the duration of the time the questionnaires were 

completed, and the participants were allowed to ask if they struggled with any of the 

questionnaires. The students spent between 30 and 45 minutes completing the questionnaires. 

Biographic information was obtained in the form of selected short questions at the 

beginning of the questionnaire regarding the age, gender (biological gender, including male 

and female) and home language of the participants. The participants had to indicate their age, 

as well as the Grade in which they were at the time by selecting one of the given options on 

the questionnaire. The home language of the participants was also requested in the form of a 

short, open-ended question. Considering that English was not the home language of many 

learners, the researcher asked the participants if any of them were uncomfortable answering 

the questionnaires in English. The learners stated that they are comfortable with answering the 

questionnaires in English, since it is also the medium of instruction at school. 

4.4.1 The Romantic Evaluation Scale (RES). To measure the information that 

adolescents use to evaluate romantic relationships, the Romantic Evaluation Scale (RES) 

developed by Wayment and Campbell (2000b) was used. The scale consists of 30 items 

measured on a 7-point Likert-type scale, with items ranging from "not at all true for me” (1) 

to “very true for me" (7). The RES includes the following ten subscales that are used to 

evaluate one‟s relationship: Objective Information, Feedback from Others, Personal 

Standards, Past Negative, Past Positive, Feared Future, Future Ideals, Upward Social 
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Comparison, Lateral Social Comparison, Upward Social Comparison, and Downward Social 

Comparison (see Table 2). Wayment and Campbell (2000a) found high alpha coefficients in 

all subscales (ranging from .71 to .91) in a sample of college students. Previous studies on 

adolescents were not available at the time this research was conducted (EBSCOhost, 2017). 

Table 2 

Explanation of the Subscales of the RES 

Subscales Explanation 

Objective Information, Personal 

Standards, Feared Future, and 

Future Ideals 

A form of information gained from comparing a relationship 

with relatively more objective standards – contextually, the 

term “objective” can be used only loosely, considering that 

standards of a “happy relationship” differ among individuals 

and are not universal. 

Feedback Evaluative information obtained from external sources, 

including friends and experts, about the state of individuals‟ 

romantic relationships and acquaintances. 

Past Negative and Past Positive Evaluative information that is closely related to individuals 

and their own personal experiences in past, present, or 

possible future relationships. These types of information are 

based on personal goals and ideals and may be positive or 

negative. 

Upward, Lateral, and Downward 

Social Comparison 

These relate to evaluative information based on comparing 

one‟s own relationship with those of others, this comparison 

may be upward, downward or lateral. 

 

In this study, at first, the reliability of the ten subscales was determined. Since each 

subscale consists of only three items, it was expected that the alpha coefficients would be 

quite low (see Table 3). Next, a factor analysis of the RES items was completed. This analysis 

yielded two clear dimensions, each measured by 12 items. The first dimension relates to 

Objectively Motivated Forms of Evaluation (including the four subscales Objective 

Information, Personal Standards, Feared Future, and Future Ideals). The second dimension 

includes Socially Motivated Forms of Evaluation (with the four subscales Feedback, Upward, 

Lateral, and Downward Social Comparison). High scores on each of the two dimensions 
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relate to either higher objectively or socially motivated forms of evaluating romantic 

relationships. These two dimensions showed high internal reliability with Cronbach alpha 

coefficients of .761 and .733 respectively. 

Table 3 

Reliability of the ten Subscales and two Dimensions of the RES 

Subscale 
Number of 
items (N) 

Cronbach‟s Alpha 

Objective Information 3 .564 

Feedback 3 .499 

Personal Standards 3 .437 

Past Negative 3 .446 

Past Positive 3 .471 

Feared Future 3 .486 

Future Ideals 3 .479 

Upward Social Comparison 3 .465 

Lateral Social Comparison 3 .486 

Downward Social Comparison 3 .428 

   

Objectively Motivated Forms of Evaluation 

dimension 

12 .761 

Socially Motivated Forms of Evaluation dimension 12 .733 

 

4.4.2 The Ego Identity Process Questionnaire (EIPQ). To measure identity, the Ego 

Identity Process Questionnaire (EIPQ) developed by Balistreri et al. (1995) was used. This 

questionnaire operationalises identity by assessing the dimensions of exploration and 

commitment that are present during ego identity formation. The two subscales include 

Exploration and Commitment. According to Meeus et al. (2012), identity achievement 

signifies that active exploration is followed by commitment, both leading to identity 

achievement. The scale consists of 32 items measured on a 6-point Likert-type scale ranging 

from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (6). The scores of negatively worded statements 

are reversed. Total scores for the subscales Exploration and Commitment range from 16 to 96 

with a total identity formation score ranging between 32 and 192. Higher scores indicate 

identity achievement. In a previous study on high school students (Dumas, Ellis, & Wolfe, 
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2012), reliability scores for Identity Exploration and Identity Commitment were .66 and .68 

respectively. These reliability coefficients, although lower than preferred, are consistent with 

previous studies that used the EIPQ on populations of the same age group (Bartoszuk & 

Pittman, 2010) as well as college students (Balistreri et al., 1995). Furthermore, construct and 

concurrent validity (with, for example, Marcia‟s ego status interview) has also been 

demonstrated (Balistreri et al., 1995). 

In this study, initially, the Cronbach alpha coefficient for the full version of the EIPQ 

was much lower than expected (.513 for the 32 items). Using item analyses, problematic 

items were removed. The EIPQ was shortened to 16 items, with eight items measuring 

Identity Exploration and eight items measuring commitment. In this shortened version, the 

Cronbach alpha coefficient for the total identity score was .746, with .655 for Identity 

Exploration and .629 for Identity Commitment. 

4.5 Data Analysis 

Reliability of the measures used in this study was determined using Cronbach‟s alpha 

coefficient, which measures internal consistency (Boslaugh & Watters, 2008). Acceptable 

reliability coefficients differ across the various disciplines, depending on what the measure is 

intended to be used for. Reliability coefficients that are acceptable in the social sciences range 

between .6 and .7 (Foxcroft & Roodt, 2013). Descriptive statistics were determined for both 

the categorical and continuous data. Frequency distributions were utilised for the biographic 

data. Descriptive statistics were completed for the continuous data (which included the 

measurements related to the evaluation of romantic relationships and identity formation), in 

the form of score Range (R), Means (M), and Standard Deviations (SD). As mentioned in the 

previous section, factor analysis was also conducted for the ten subscales of the RES. The two 

dimensions, namely objectively motivated forms of evaluating romantic relationships and 

socially motivated forms of evaluating romantic relationships, were used in consecutive 

analyses. 

To answer the first research question, the Pearson product moment correlation method 

(Boslaugh & Watters, 2008; Howell, 2014) was used to measure the direction and strength of 

the relationship between the evaluation of romantic relationships and identity formation 

among adolescents. Secondly, various multiple regression analyses were completed to 

determine the amount of variance in identity formation that can be explained by the 
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evaluation of romantic relationships. Standard multiple regression analyses were used to 

explore the amount of variance in identity formation (Identity Exploration, Identity 

Commitment, and total score) that can be explained by the two dimensions of the evaluation 

of romantic relationships (objectively or socially motivated forms of evaluation). In addition 

to this, hierarchical multiple regression analyses were conducted to determine the unique 

contribution of each of the ten subscales of the RES towards Identity Formation (Identity 

Exploration, Identity Commitment and total score). To answer the second research question, 

moderated regression analyses were used to determine whether gender has a moderating 

effect on the relationship between the evaluation of romantic relationships and Identity 

Formation (Identity Exploration, Identity Commitment and total score). For this analysis, the 

raw scores of all continuous variables were converted into standard scores and cross products 

(between gender and each of the two dimensions of the evaluation of romantic relationships) 

were used. Statistical levels of significance on the 1% and the 5% levels were considered. 

4.6 Ethical Considerations 

Authorisation to conduct this study was obtained from the Free State Department of 

Education (see Appendix B) and the Research Ethics Committee of the Faculty of the 

Humanities of the University of the Free State (see Appendix C). The principal of the high 

school that participated in this research also provided permission (see Appendix D). 

The research study and the purpose thereof was explained to the participants before they 

completed the questionnaires. Informed consent/assent was gathered from the participants, 

ensuring that they agreed to participate in the study (see Appendix E). The participants were 

assured that all the information gathered would be managed confidentially and remain 

completely anonymous, thereby securing the participants‟ right to privacy. No details that 

could result in identifying the participants were disclosed in the research study. The 

completed questionnaires were stored securely. Avoidance of potential harm and/or risk was 

ensured through diligently explaining the purpose of the study beforehand and discussing any 

potential harm and risks (though there was a very small risk of any harm). Voluntary 

participation was encouraged, and the participants were informed that they would be allowed 

to withdraw from the study if they felt uncomfortable at any time.  Counselling services were 

arranged. The particpants were informed that counselling will be made available to them, 

should they express the need for psychological assistance. 
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4.7 Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, the research methodology was discussed. The aim of the study was 

explained, followed by the research questions that were investigated. The aim was achieved 

by the use of a non-experimental quantitative approach and correlational designs, each of 

which was reviewed in this chapter. The research participants, which consisted of black 

adolescents attending high school in the Mangaung area, Bloemfontein, were considered. 

Self-report questionnaires, which were the sampling procedure that was implemented, were 

discussed in this chapter. The data collection methods were reviewed, by explaining the scales 

and subscales that were used in this study. The data analysis procedures that had been utilised 

to answer the research questions were explained, and the procedures that had been followed 

were examined. Lastly, this chapter also included the ethical considerations that were 

important in this research study. 
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Chapter 5 – Results and Discussion 

In this chapter, the results are presented. Thereafter, the results that were obtained are 

discussed in relation to previous literature and findings in the field. 

5.1 Results 

In this section, the results that were obtained in the current study are presented. Firstly, 

descriptive statistics are summarised in the form of minimum and maximum scores, as well as 

the means and standard deviation scores for the continuous variables. Secondly, the inferential 

results pertaining to both the research questions are presented. 

5.1.1 Descriptive statistics. The Range (R), Means (M), and Standard Deviations 

(SD) that were obtained by the sample of 169 participants are presented in the following 

section. These findings relate to the evaluation of romantic relationships (the ten subscales of 

the RES, as well as the two dimensions, objectively and socially motivated forms of 

evaluation) and identity (the subscales Identity Exploration and Identity Commitment, as well 

as the Identity Formation total score). This information is summarised in Table 4. 
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Table 4 

Minimum, Maximum, Means and Standard Deviation Scores Relating to the Evaluation of 

Romantic Relationships and Identity Formation 

Variable Gender group N* Min Max Mean SD 

RES Subscales       

Objective Information Total group 169 3 21 14.91 4.057 

Feedback Total group 169 3 21 13.59 4.074 

Personal Standards Total group 169 4 21 15.41 3.519 

Past Negative Total group 169 3 21 11.96 4.261 

Past Positive Total group 169 3 21 13.46 4.090 

Feared Future Total group 169 3 21 15.19 3.809 

Future Ideals Total group 169 5 21 16.07 3.379 

Upward Social Comparison Total group 169 3 21 14.17 3.865 

Lateral Social Comparison Total group 169 3 21 14.21 3.786 

Downward Social Comparison Total group 169 3 21 11.04 4.214 

RES (Dimensions)       

Objectively Motivated Forms of Evaluation 

(Scale range of 12-84) 

Male 76 22 80 59.83 11.230 

Female 91 34 83 62.73 10.594 

Total group 169 22 83 61.57 11.015 

Socially Motivated Forms of Evaluation 

(Scale range 12-84) 

Male 76 14 75 52.70 12.512 

Female 91 13 75 52.70 10.226 

Total group 169 13 80 53.00 11. 554 

Identity (EIPQ)       

Identity Exploration 

(Scale range 8-48) 

Male 76 19 48 33.86 6.661 

Female 91 19 48 34.32 6.688 

Total group 169 19 48 34.13 6.680 

Identity Commitment 

(Scale range 8-48) 

Male 76 21 47 35.47 6.012 

Female 91 14 48 37.74 5.754 

Total group 169 14 48 36.73 5.942 

Identity Formation (total score) 

(Scale range 16-96) 

Male 76 44 93 69.33 11.069 

Female 91 41 96 72.05 10.422 

Total 169 41 96 70.86 10.787 

*Two participants did not provide information regarding their gender. 
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Considering the individual subscales of the RES, each with a possible score range of 

between 3 and 21, participants obtained mean scores slightly above the scale midpoint of 12. 

Participants scored highest in the subscales related to the future (Feared Future and Future 

Ideals) and Personal Standards. Participants scored lowest in subscales related to the past 

(Past Negative and Past Positive) and Downward Social Comparison. For Objectively 

Motivated Forms of Evaluation (with a possible score range of 12 to 84), participants‟ scores 

ranged from 22 to 83, with a mean of 61.57 and standard deviation of 11.015. If a possible 

total score of 84 is considered, the participants in this sample scored in the high ranges of the 

scale. This was true for the male participants (M = 59.83; SD = 11.23) and female participants 

(M = 62.73; SD = 10.594). For Socially Motivated Forms of Evaluation (with a possible score 

range of 12 to 84) participants‟ scores ranged from 13 to 80, with a mean of 53 and a standard 

deviation of 11.554. If a possible total score of 84 is considered the participants in this sample 

also scored in the high ranges of the scale, both for males (M = 52.7; SD =  12.512) and 

females (M = 52.7; SD = 10.226). It is clear that all participants (males and females) make 

more use of objectively motivated forms of evaluation. 

For Identity Exploration (with a possible score range of 8 to 48) participants‟ scores 

ranged from 19 to 48, with a mean of 34.13 and a standard deviation of 6.680. If a possible 

total score of 48 is considered, the scores of participants in this sample are in the high ranges 

of the scale. This was true for both males (M = 33.86; SD = 6.661) and females (M = 34.32; 

SD = 6.668). For Identity Commitment (with a possible score range of 8 to 48) participants‟ 

scores ranged from 14 to 48, with a mean of 36.73 and a standard deviation of 5.942. If a 

possible total score of 48 is considered, the scores of participants in this sample are in the high 

ranges of the scale. This was true for both males (M = 35.47; SD = 6.012) and females 

(M = 37.74; SD = 5.754). For Identity Total (with a possible score range of 16 to 96) 

participants‟ scores ranged from 41 to 96, with a mean of 70.86 and standard deviation of 

10.787. If a possible total score of 96 is considered, the scores of participants in this sample 

are in the high ranges of the scale. This was true for both males (M = 69.33; SD = 11.069) and 

females (M = 72.05; SD = 10.422). Thus, it is clear that all the participants, both males and 

females, are in the process of actively exploring and committing towards the formation of an 

identity. Participants make marginally more use of commitment than of exploration. 

5.1.2 Inferential statistics. According to Salkind (2013), inferential statistics can be 

used to make interpretations from a smaller group of data (the sample) to a possible larger 
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group (a specific population). The results of the inferential statistics regarding the two 

research questions are presented in the next section. First, results pertaining to Research 

Question 1 will be discussed (in sections 5.1.2.1 and 5.1.2.2), followed by a discussion of the 

results of Research Question 2 (in section 5.1.2.3). 

5.1.2.1 Results pertaining to the correlation between the evaluation of romantic 

relationships and identity formation (Research Question 1). In Research Question 1, it was 

investigated whether a significant amount of variance in Identity Formation can be explained 

by the evaluation of romantic relationships. At first, correlations between the variables (and 

subscales) were determined. The correlation matrix is presented in Table 5. 

Table 5 

Correlations between the Evaluation of Romantic Relationships (Objectively and Socially 

Motivated Forms of Evaluation) and Identity Formation (Identity Exploration, Identity 

Commitment, and Total Score) 

 

Objectively 

Motivated Forms 

of Evaluation 

Socially 

Motivated 

Forms of 

Evaluation 

Identity 

Exploratio

n 

Identity 

commit-

ment 

Identity 

Formation 

(total score) 

Objectively Motivated 

Forms of Evaluation 
1 .546** .473** .455** .544** 

Socially Motivated 

Forms of Evaluation 
 1 .378** .215** .352** 

Identity Exploration   1 .459** .872** 

Identity Commitment    1 .835** 

Identity Formation 

(total score) 
    1 

** p < = .01 

Considering Table 5, significant correlations (on the 1% level of significance) were 

found between all of the variables. Identity Formation (total score) correlated statistically 

significant with both Socially Motivated Forms of Evaluation (r = .352) and Objectively 

Motivated Forms of Evaluation (r = .544). Considering the subscales of Identity Formation, 
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Identity Commitment correlated significantly with Socially Motivated Forms of Evaluation 

(r = .215) and Objectively Motivated Forms of Evaluation (r = .455), and Identity Exploration 

with Socially Motivated Forms of Evaluation (r = .378) and Objectively Motivated Forms of 

Evaluation (r = .473). 

This correlation analysis was followed by a standard multiple regression analysis. In 

combination, the two dimensions of the evaluation of romantic relationships (Objectively and 

Socially Motivated Forms of Evaluation) yielded an R of .548 and R
2
 of .3, indicating that 

together, the two dimensions of the evaluation of romantic relationships explain 30% of the 

variance in Identity Formation (total score). This is significant on the 1% level of significance 

(F(2,166) = 35.547; p = .000).  

In Table 6, the individual contribution of each of the two dimensions is presented. The 

non-standardised (B) and standardised (β) regression coefficients and the squared semi-partial 

correlations (sr
2
) for each of the predictors in the regression model are reported. When 

considered individually, the objective information dimension made the only significant 

contribution, explaining 20.1% of the variance in Identity Formation (β = .500; p = .000). 

Table 6 

Standard Regression Results for the Predictors (Objectively and Socially Motivated Forms of 

Evaluation) in the Regression Model Predicting Variance in Identity Formation (Total Score) 

Variable B β sr sr
2 

p 

Objectively Motivated Forms of 

Evaluation 

.490 .500 .448 .201 .000 

Socially Motivated Forms of Evaluation .074 .079 .079 .006 .309 

 

In addition to investigating the explanation of the variance in Identity Formation (total 

score), two further regression analyses were completed for the identity subscales, Identity 

Exploration and Identity Commitment. In the standard multiple regression that was employed 

to investigate how much of the variance in Identity Exploration can be explained by both the 

dimensions of the evaluation of romantic relationships, an R of .494 and R
2
 of .244 were 

obtained, indicating that the two dimensions of the evaluation of romantic relationships 
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explain 24.4% of the variance in Identity Exploration. This is significant on the 1% level of 

significance (F(2,166) = 26.783; p = .000).  

In Table 7, the individual contribution of each of the two dimensions is presented. 

When considered individually, both Objectively Motivated Forms of Evaluation, as well as 

Socially Motivated Forms of Evaluation, made a significant contribution. Objectively 

Motivated Forms of Evaluation explained 11.8% of the variance in Identity Exploration 

(β = .380; p = .000), while Socially Motivated Forms of Evaluation explained 2.6% of the 

variance in Identity Exploration (β = .171; p = .036). 

Table 7 

Standard Regression Results for the Predictors (Objectively and Socially Motivated Forms of 

Evaluation) in the Regression Model Predicting Variance in Identity Exploration 

Variable B β sr sr
2 

p 

Objectively Motivated Forms of 

Evaluation 

.230 .380 .343 .118 .000 

Socially Motivated Forms of Evaluation .099 .171 .162 .026 .036 

 

In the standard multiple regression that was employed to investigate how much of the 

variance in Identity Commitment can be explained by both the dimensions of the evaluation 

of romantic relationships, an R of .457 and R
2
 of .209 were obtained, indicating that the two 

dimensions of the evaluation of romantic relationships explain 20.9% of the variance in 

Identity Commitment. This is significant on the 1% level of significance (F(2,166) = 21.918; 

p = .000).  

In Table 8, the individual contribution of each of the two dimensions is presented. 

When considered individually, only Objectively Motivated Forms of Evaluation made a 

significant contribution. The Objectively Motivated Forms of Evaluation dimension explained 

17% of the variance in Identity Commitment (β = .482; p = .000). 
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Table 8  

Standard Regression Results for the Predictors (Objectively and Socially Motivated Forms of 

Evaluation) in the Regression Model Predicting Variance in Identity Commitment 

Variable B β sr sr
2 

p 

Objectively Motivated Forms of 

Evaluation 

.260 .482 .413 .17 .000 

Socially Motivated Forms of Evaluation -.025 -.048 -.045 .002 .559 

 

In summary, relating to Research Question 1, Identity Formation (total score) 

statistically correlated significantly with both the socially motivated forms of evaluation 

(r = .352) and Objectively Motivated Forms of Evaluation (r = .546). When considered 

individually, the objective information dimension made the only significant contribution, 

explaining 20% of the variance in Identity Formation (β = .500; p = .000). With regard to 

Identity Exploration, the Objectively Motivated Forms of Evaluation dimension explained 

11.8% of the variance in Identity Exploration, and the Socially Motivated Forms of 

Evaluation dimension explained 2.62% of the variance in Identity Exploration. With regard to 

Identity Commitment, only Objectively Motivated Forms of Evaluation made a significant 

contribution by explaining 17% of the variance in Identity Commitment. 

5.1.2.2 Results of the hierarchical regression analyses completed for each of the 

subscales of the RES and identity formation. In addition to the analyses completed above, 

the effect that each of the ten subscales of the RES had on Identity Formation (total score) was 

also investigated. 

The correlation matrix is provided in Table 9. 
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Table 9  

Correlations between the Sub-Scales of the Evaluation of Romantic Relationships and Identity Formation 

 Identity 

Formation 

(total 

score) 

Objective 

Information 

Feedback Personal 

Standards 

Past 

Negative 

Past 

Positive 

Feared 

Future 

Future 

Ideals 

Upward 

Social 

Comparison 

Lateral 

Social 

Comparison 

Downward Social 

Comparison 

Identity Formation 1 .421** .327** .472** .227** .291** .327** .405** .264** .404** .45 

Objective 

Information 

 1 .354** .411** .391** .364** .311** .398** .327** .434** .135 

Feedback   1 .341** .381** .516** .430** .263** .369** .387** .283** 

Personal Standards    1 .250** .238** .463** .517** .313** .400** .172* 

Past Negative     1 .421** .284** .252** .350** .358** .401** 

Past Positive      1 .333** .209** .376** .358** .290** 

Feared Future       1 .372** .257** .411** .275** 

Future Ideals        1 .289** .287** .047 

Upward Social 

Comparison 

        1 .587** .299** 

Lateral Social 

Comparison 

         1 .303** 

Downward Social 

Comparison 

          1 



57 

 

Various significant correlations were found on the 1% level of significance between 

each of the subscales of the RES and Identity Formation, except for Downward Social 

Comparison. Although significant correlations were found between various subscales of the 

RES, multicolinearity is not present. Multicolinearity is usually indicated by r > .9 (Hair, 

Black, Babin, & Anderson, 2010). 

This was followed by a stepwise hierarchical multiple regression analysis to determine 

the unique percentage of variance in Identity Formation (total score) explained by each of the 

ten subscales of the RES. The same was done for Identity Exploration and Identity 

Commitment. 

In the first step of the regression analysis, all ten of the subscales were used, after which 

each one of the subscales was omitted from the model, in turn, to determine the resultant 

reduction in R
2
, thus indicating the unique variance that can be explained by each particular 

subscale of the RES. The results pertaining to Identity Formation (total score) are displayed in 

Table 10. 

Table 10 

Results of the Hierarchical Regression Analysis Completed for each of the Subscales of RES 

and Identity Formation (Total Score) 

Subscale omitted R
2 Contribution 

to R
2 F p

 

None (all subscales) .351 .351 8.555 .000 

Objective Information .337 .014 3.470 .064 

Feedback .347 .004 .929 .337 

Personal Standards .317 .034 8.328 .004 

Past Negative .351 .000 .005 .946 

Past Positive .346 .005 1.166 .282 

Feared Future .351 .000 .063 .802 

Future Ideals .339 .013 3.075 .081 

Upward Social Comparison .350 .001 .304 .582 

Lateral Social Comparison .330 .021 5.094 .025 

Downward Social Comparison .340 .011 2.634 .107 
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In combination, the ten subscales of the RES collectively explained 35.1% (R
2
 = .351) 

of the variance in Identity Formation (total score) (F(2, 166) = 8.555; p = .000). Individually, 

two subscales made a unique statistically significant contribution. Personal Standards was 

statistically significant on the 1% level of significance (F(2, 166) = 8.328; p = .004) and 

explained 3.4% of the variance in Identity Formation (total score). Lateral Social Comparison 

was statistically significant on the 5% level of significance (F(2, 166) = 5.094; p = .025) and 

explained 2.1% of the variance in Identity Formation (total score).  

The results pertaining to Identity Exploration are displayed in Table 11. 

Table 11 

Results of the Hierarchical Regression Analysis Completed for each of the Subscales of RES 

and Identity Exploration 

Variables omitted R
2 Contribution 

to R
2 F p

 

None (all subscales) .317 .317 7.346 .000 

Objective Information .283 .034 7.848 .006 

Feedback .303 .014 3.224 .074 

Personal Standards .297 .021 4.772 .030 

Past Negative .313 .005 1.117 .292 

Past Positive .313 .004 .934 .335 

Feared Future .314 .004 .842 .360 

Future Ideals .313 .004 .953 .330 

Upward Social Comparison .310 .007 1.694 .195 

Lateral Social Comparison .284 .034 7.804 .006 

Downward Social Comparison .317 .000 .000 .993 

 

In combination, the ten subscales of the RES collectively explained 31.7% (R
2
 = .317) 

of the variance in Identity Exploration (F(2, 166) = 7.346; p = .000). Individually, three 

subscales made a unique statistically significant contribution. Objective Information was 

statistically significant on the 1% level of significance (F(2, 166) = 7.848; p = .006), which 

explained 3.4% of the variance in Identity Exploration. Personal Standards was statistically 

significant on the 5% level of significance (F(2, 166) = 4.772; p = .030), which explained 2.1% 

of the variance in Identity Exploration. Lateral Social Comparison was also statistically 
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significant, on the 1% level of significance (F(2, 166) = 7.804; p = .006), which explained 3.4% 

of the variance in Identity Exploration. 

Results pertaining to Identity Commitment are presented in Table 12. 

Table 12 

Results of the Hierarchical Regression Analysis Completed for each of the Subscales of RES 

and Identity Commitment 

Variables omitted R
2 Contribution 

to R
2 F p 

 

None (all subscales) .263 .263 5.629 .000 

Objective Information .263 .000 .020 .888 

Feedback .262 .000 .090 .764 

Personal Standards .232 .030 6.508 .012 

Past Negative .258 .005 1.056 .306 

Past Positive .260 .003 .629 .429 

Feared Future .253 .009 2.020 .157 

Future Ideals .245 .017 3.724 .055 

Upward Social Comparison .262 .001 .220 .640 

Lateral Social Comparison .260 .003 .675 .413 

Downward Social Comparison .227 .036 7.694 .006 

 

In combination, the ten subscales of the RES collectively explained 26.3% (R
2
 = .263) 

of the variance in Identity Commitment (F(2, 166) = 5.629; p = .000). Individually, two 

subscales made a unique statistically significant contribution. Personal Standards was 

statistically significant on the 5% level of significance (F(2, 166) = 6.508; p = .012) and 

explained 3% of the variance in Identity Commitment. Downward Social Comparison was 

statistically significant on the 1% level of significance (F(2, 166) = 7.694; p = .006) and 

explained 3.6% of the variance in Identity Commitment. 

In summary, significant correlations were found between each of the subscales of the 

RES and Identity Formation, except between Identity Formation and Downward Social 

Comparison. In combination, the ten subscales of the RES collectively explained 35.1% of the 

variance in Identity Formation (total score). Personal Standards uniquely explained 3.4% and 
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Lateral Social Comparison 2.1% of the variance in Identity Formation (total score). For 

Identity Exploration, the ten subscales of the RES combined explained 31.7% of the variance. 

Objective Information uniquely explained 3.4%, Personal Standards explained 2.1% and 

Lateral Social Comparison explained 3.4% of the variance in Identity Exploration. For 

Identity Commitment, the ten subscales of the RES combined explained 26.3% of the 

variance. Personal Standards unique explained 3% and Downward Social Comparison 

explained 3.6% of the variance in Identity Commitment. 

5.1.2.3 Results pertaining to the moderating effect of gender on the relationship 

between romantic evaluation style and identity formation (Research Question 2). To 

determine whether gender significantly moderated the relationship between the two 

dimensions of the evaluation of romantic relationships and identity formation, three 

moderated multiple regression analyses (for Identity Formation, Identity Exploration, and 

Identity Commitment), using product terms (for the interaction between gender and each of 

the two dimensions of the evaluation of romantic relationships) were conducted. 

Firstly, the moderated regression results for the effect of gender on the relationship 

between the two dimensions of the evaluation of romantic relationships and Identity 

Formation (total score) are summarised in Table 13. 

Table 13 

Moderated Regression Analysis for Identity Formation (Total Score) 

Mode

l 
Variables entered R R

2 R
2
 

change 

F 

change 
p 

1 Objectively Motivated Forms of 

Evaluation dimension 

.544 .295 .295 70.035 .000 

2 Gender .547 .299 .004 .926 .337 

3 Gender x Objectively Motivated 

Forms of Evaluation 

.548 .300 .001 .257 .613 

1 Socially Motivated Forms of 

Evaluation 

.352 .124 .124 23.677 .000 

2 Gender .376 .142 .018 3.395 .067 

3 Gender x Socially Motivated 

Forms of Evaluation 

.378 .143 .001 .200 .655 
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From Table 13, it is evident that gender did not have a statistically significant moderator 

effect on the relationship between either of the two dimensions of the evaluation of romantic 

relationships and Identity Formation. This is evidenced by the insignificant increase in 

variance explained when product terms are added to the analyses: for Objectively Motivated 

Forms of Evaluation (R
2
 change = .001; p = .613) and for Socially Motivated Forms of 

Evaluation (R
2
 change = .001; p = .655). 

Secondly, the moderated regression analyses completed for Identity Exploration yielded 

no statistically significant results. The results obtained are presented in Table 14. 

Table 14 

Moderated Regression Results for Identity Exploration 

Model Variables entered R R
2 R

2
 

change 

F 

change 
p 

1 Objectively Motivated Forms 

of Evaluation 

.473 .224 .224 48.072 .000 

2 Gender .473 .224 .000 .046 .830 

3 Gender x Objectively 

Motivated Forms of 

Evaluation 

.474 .224 .001 .123 .727 

1 Socially Motivated Forms of 

Evaluation 

.378 .143 .143 27.835 .000 

2 Gender .381 .146 .003 .517 .473 

3 Gender x Socially Motivated 

Forms of Evaluation 

.383 .147 .001 .220 .640 

 

From Table 14, it is clear that gender had no statistically significant moderating effect 

on the relationship between either the objectively (R
2
 change = .001; p = .727) or socially (R

2
 

change = .001; p = .640) motivated forms of evaluating romantic relationships and Identity 

Exploration. 

Thirdly, in the moderated regression analysis completed for Identity Commitment, 

gender was significant as main effect, but had no statistically significant moderating effect on 

the relationship between either the objectively (R
2
 change = .001; p = .631) or socially (R

2
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change = .000; p = .783) motivated forms of evaluating romantic relationships and Identity 

Commitment. The results obtained are presented in Table 15. 

Table 15 

Moderated Regression Results for Identity Commitment 

Model Variables entered R R
2 R

2
 

change 

F 

change 
p  

1 Objectively Motivated Forms of 

Evaluation 

.455 .207 .207 43.666 .000 

2 Gender .473 .224 .017 3.619 .059 

3 Gender x Objectively Motivated 

Forms of Evaluation 

.475 .225 .001 .232 .631 

1 Socially Motivated Forms of 

Evaluation 

.215 .046 .046 8.076 .005 

2 Gender .282 .079 .033 6.008 .015 

3 Gender x Socially Motivated 

Forms of Evaluation 

.283 .080 .000 .076 .783 

 

For interest‟s sake, moderated multiple regression analyses were also completed to 

investigate the possible moderating role of age group and family structure. Also with these 

variables, no statistically significant results were obtained, indicating that the age group and 

family structure of participants did not moderate the relationship between romantic evaluative 

style and Identity Formation. 

In summary, the three moderated multiple regression analyses conducted to determine 

whether gender significantly moderated the relationship between the two dimensions of the 

evaluation of romantic relationships and identity formation yielded no significant results. 

5.2 Discussion 

In this section, the results of the present study are discussed in relation to the 

appropriate theoretical framework and previous research that was done in this field. Firstly, 

descriptive results are reviewed and discussed in relation to existing literature. Secondly, 

results pertaining to the relationship between the evaluation of romantic relationships and 
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identity formation are discussed. Thirdly, the results pertaining to gender as a moderator in 

the aforementioned relationship are discussed. 

5.2.1 Findings regarding descriptive characteristics of the present sample. In this 

section, tendencies in the present sample in relation to the evaluation of romantic relationships 

and identity formation are discussed.  

When considering the individual subscales of the RES, participants scored highest in the 

future-related (Feared Future and Future Ideals) and Personal Standards subscales. This 

finding is consistent with previous research indicating that personal standards and the use of 

future-related information are the most useful information types for meeting all four motives 

(enhancement, accuracy, improvement, and verification) for evaluating romantic relationships 

(Gotwals & Wayment, 2002: Wayment & Campbell, 2000a; Wayment & Taylor, 1995). 

Participants scored lowest in subscales related to the past (Past Negative and Past Positive) 

and the Downward Social Comparison subscale. This finding is in contrast with findings by 

Wayment and Campbell (2000a), who reported that using past negative experiences to 

evaluate relationships is one of the three most used information types. Downward social 

comparison and past negative relationships are used mostly when the motive for evaluation is 

enhancement, considering this may lead to a more favourable view of one‟s own relationship 

(Corcoran et al., 2011; Wills, 1981). Thus, the findings of this study suggest that the 

participants in the present sample did not evaluate their relationships with the goal of 

enhancing the views of their current romantic relationships. 

In the present study, participants of both genders made more use of the objectively 

motivated forms of evaluating romantic relationships than the socially motivated forms of 

evaluating romantic relationships. In an earlier study, Wayment and Campbell (2000a) also 

found that social comparison was one of the least used types of evaluating information. The 

use of information that is more objective to evaluate romantic relationships indicates the need 

to  evaluate one‟s relationship more accurately (Festinger, 1954), suggesting that accuracy 

frequently was the motive for evaluating romantic relationships in the present sample. 

Improved reasoning, abstract thinking, and a more mature way of thinking enable adolescents 

to make healthier choices pertaining to romantic relationships. This is evident in the conscious 

effort made by adolescents to make their own decisions (for example, in the regulation of 

emotions) rather than rely on attachment figures such as peers and family (Allen & Miga, 

2010). The present study confirms this developmental perspective. The more frequent use of 
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objectively motivated forms of evaluation is inconsistent with the view that peer approval is 

one of the most important aspects in romantic relationships (Cavanagh, 2007). 

Considering that participants of both genders scored high in the use of objectively 

motivated forms of evaluating relationships, and obtained similar scores on the use of socially 

motivated forms of evaluating romantic relationships, the findings support an early study 

reporting that there are no gender differences in the standards used for evaluating 

relationships (Vangelisti & Daly, 1997). 

As expected for an adolescent sample, both male and female participants in the present 

sample obtained high scores for identity formation. These findings suggest that the 

participants are exploring actively and committing towards an achieved identity. This is in 

alignment with the view of Marcia (2002), suggesting adolescence is a period of being faced 

with exploring important life alternatives, and intending to commit to certain aspects of life. 

Participants scored marginally higher on the Identity Commitment subscale than on the 

Identity Exploration subscale, indicating that most participants already may have assumed 

identities (McLean & Pasupathi, 2012). Females scored slightly higher than males did on both 

the Identity Exploration and Identity Commitment subscales. This is consistent with findings 

of previous studies (Montgomery, 2005). 

5.2.2 Findings pertaining to the relationship between the evaluation of romantic 

relationships and identity formation. In this study, the evaluation of romantic relationships 

explained a significant amount of variance in Identity Formation (total score, Identity 

Exploration, and Identity Commitment).  

5.2.2.1 Explaining the variance in identity formation. Together, the two dimensions 

of evaluating romantic relationships explained 30% of the variance in Identity Formation, 

with only Objectively Motivated Forms of Evaluation making a significant unique individual 

contribution, explaining 20.1% of the variance in Identity Formation. When the subscales of 

the RES were considered, the ten subscales collectively explained 35.1% of the variance in 

Identity Formation, with significant individual contributions from Personal Standards (3.4%) 

and Lateral Social Comparison (2.1%).  

These findings, indicating a significant relationship between the evaluation of romantic 

relationships and identity formation, are consistent with Erikson‟s work (1963, 1968) 

regarding the link between identity and intimacy. Healthy identity formation and the 
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establishment of healthy romantic relationships are interrelated. The findings also confirm an 

argument by Kunnen et al. (2005) stating that identity formation is a dynamic process that 

develops in romantic relationships. Thus, this study supports Pe‟rez-Sales‟ (2010) views that 

identity is shaped by what is happening around us, as well as Dovidio et al.‟s (2005) views 

that identity formation can be viewed in relation to social, relational, and contextual domains. 

These findings can be explained by Tajfel and Turner‟s (1986) social identity theory, 

which focuses on the effect group membership and interaction have on individuals. Group 

characteristics and interaction are deemed important, seeing that they influence the choices 

made by individuals (Ashmore et al. 2004; Verkuyten, 2005). Another explanation for the 

findings in this study can be found in the work of McLean et al. (2010), who suggest that the 

interactions adolescents have in close relationships allow them to create meanings that will 

eventually be integrated in their identities. The findings of this study also correspond with the 

hypothesis that identity formation and the choices that pertain to romantic relationships are 

influenced by social relationships. This is in line with the research of Jones et al. (2014) and 

Marcia (1980), who argue that parents, peers, and partners influence several choices made by 

individuals while in the process of exploring and committing, two elements essential in 

identity formation. 

Thus, the findings in this study support Wayment and Campbell‟s (2000a) hypothesis 

that romantic relationships are an important aspect of identity, and that there are similarities in 

the way one evaluates oneself and the way one evaluates one‟s relationships. 

5.2.2.2 Explaining the variance in identity exploration. The two dimensions of 

evaluating romantic relationships explained 24.4% of the variance in Identity Exploration, 

with both dimensions making a significant individual contribution, Objectively Motivated 

Forms of Evaluation explaining 11.8%, and Socially Motivated Forms of Evaluation 

explaining 2.62% of the variance in Identity Exploration. Individually, Objective Information 

(3.4%), Personal Standards (2.1%), and Lateral Social Comparison (3.4%) explained a 

significant amount of variance in Identity Exploration.  

Kroger (2007) argues that self-definition is one of the main concerns pertaining to 

adolescence and includes self-exploration in relation to others (e.g., peers, parents/guardians, 

and society). Considering that both objectively and socially motivated forms of evaluation 
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explained a significant amount of variance in identity exploration, the findings of the present 

study support this view. 

5.2.2.3 Explaining the variance in identity commitment. Regarding the variance in 

Identity Commitment, the two evaluative dimensions combined explained 20.9% of the 

variance in Identity Commitment, with only Objectively Motivated Forms of Evaluation 

explaining a significant 17%. Individually, Personal Standards (3%) and Downward Social 

Comparison (3.6%) provided significant explanations for the variance in Identity 

Commitment. 

Conclusions suggesting that the evaluation of romantic relationships contributes to 

Identity Commitment support the view of Marcia (1980) that a secure self is needed to risk 

the vulnerability to commit oneself to another individual. Findings that objectively motivated 

forms of evaluation contributed significantly to explaining the variance in identity 

commitment corresponds with findings of previous studies that reported that individuals in 

identity commitment usually have a more mature personal identity and a clearer sense of who 

they are, where they fit into the world, and the future goals they have for who they wish to 

become (Hardy et al., 2017; King, 2006). Nelson and Barry (2005) state that individuals who 

have advanced further in the identity formation process (i.e. identity commitment) are more 

certain of characteristics that they want in romantic relationships. The findings may suggest 

that, because these individuals are more mature, measures that are more objective tend to 

influence their choices when evaluating romantic relationships. 

5.2.3 Findings pertaining to gender as a moderator in the relationship between 

the evaluation of romantic relationships and identity formation. With regard to Research 

Question 2, the moderating role of gender, it was concluded that gender did not play a 

significant moderating role in the relationship between the evaluation of romantic 

relationships and Identity Formation (for the total score, Identity Exploration, or Identity 

Commitment). Gender does not affect the direction or the strength of the relationship between 

these variables. 

Thus, this study supports an early review of empirical studies by Kroger (1997), who 

discards the idea of clear gender differences in both identity structure and in the manner 

relationships are connected to the identity formation process. Considering that males and 

females consider different aspects as important in romantic relationships (Perry & Pauletti, 
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2011), which may be indicative of an identity formation process, it was hypothesised that 

gender moderates the relationship between the evaluation of romantic relationships and 

identity formation. The conclusions of this study do not support this hypothesis. 

5.3 Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, the statistical results for the present study were presented. First, the 

descriptive results were discussed, followed by the inferential results pertaining to the two 

research questions. Lastly, the interpretations of these findings were discussed, and previous 

research findings were compared and discussed in relation to the conclusions of the current 

research. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion, Limitations and Recommendations 

In this chapter, the key findings of the research study are presented, followed by a 

discussion on the contribution value of the present study. Next, the limitations of the present 

study are documented. Lastly, recommendations for future research are presented. 

6.1 Key Findings 

The primary aim of this study was to investigate whether a significant amount of 

variance in identity formation can be explained by the evaluation of romantic relationships, 

and whether gender plays a moderating role in the relationship between the evaluation of 

romantic relationships and identity formation.  

The first research question was: Can a significant amount of variance in identity 

formation be explained by the evaluation of romantic relationships? 

 It was found that a significant amount of the variance in identity formation could be 

explained by the evaluation of romantic relationships. The findings are consistent with 

previous literature and research suggesting that similarities exist in the way one evaluates 

oneself and in the way one evaluates one‟s relationships (Wayment & Campbell, 2000a).  

The second research question was: Does gender play a moderating role in the 

relationship between the evaluation of romantic relationships and identity formation? 

It was concluded that gender does not play a moderating role in the relationship 

between the evaluation of romantic relationships and identity formation in the present sample.  

This study contributes to literature in support of a link between identity and intimacy 

and contributes to the scarce literature and studies done on the evaluation of romantic 

relationships, especially in the South African context. 

6.2 Limitations of the Present Study 

Certain limitations were encountered during the course of this study. The following 

limitations should be considered in interpreting the results. 

The present research was conducted using a quantitative, non-experimental approach 

with a correlational research design. Quantitative approaches, being less detailed than 
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qualitative research is, may miss in-depth responses from participants. It is also difficult to 

understand the context of a certain phenomenon, and data gathered may not explain complex 

issues (Taylor & White, 2015). Limitations of a non-experimental approach include 

uncertainty regarding whether the outcome differences are due to specific independent 

variables. Therefore, the researcher needs to consider alternative explanations to analyse 

certain variables and not make causal statements when presenting conclusions (Belli, 2009). 

Stangor (2015) argues that limitations of a correlational design include not being able to 

describe causality or provide reasons why a certain relationship exists. 

The sample size, as well as the use of non-probability, convenience sampling should be 

considered. The use of this method can be regarded as biased, seeing that not everyone in the 

population has the same chance of being selected. Therefore, the findings of this study are not 

generalisable to the general population. 

Data were collected using self-report questionnaires with the limitation that answers 

obtained could be deceptive. Participants may portray themselves in a socially desirable 

manner, may not know themselves well, or may misinterpret the questions asked. The age and 

maturity of the participants also may have led to misinterpreting or misunderstanding some of 

the questions regarding identity and romantic relationships. In addition to this, most 

participants did not complete the questionnaires in their home language, and some of the 

terminology may have been difficult to understand. This might explain the low reliability of 

the EIPQ. 

Regardless of the limitations that are mentioned above, the findings of this study could 

still provide insight into the importance of the evaluation of romantic relationships and how 

this affects identity formation. 

6.3 Recommendations for Future Research 

Further research regarding the evaluation of romantic relationships and identity 

formation needs to be done globally and in the South African context.  

Using a mixed-methods approach and including qualitative research in future studies 

may contribute to a better understanding of participants' evaluation of romantic relationships 

and identity formation. Structured interviews can be conducted to obtain more accurate 

descriptions of the variables to support self-report questionnaires. Longitudinal research can 
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also be considered, resulting in not only observing the aforementioned variables in a specific 

period, but also considering the long-term development of these variables.  

The self-report questionnaires could also be translated into the participants' home 

languages, or trained interpreters can be used when administering the questionnaires. Social 

factors that may influence the aforementioned variables in black adolescents can also be 

explored by including socio-economic status in the biographic questionnaire.  

Making use of stratified sampling methods and criterion group studies may provide a 

clearer perspective on the effect of different moderators, e.g. gender, cultures, context, and 

age. Exploring this relationship in emerging adulthood or young adults may also result in 

interesting findings. Comparisons between different cultural, ethnic, and socio-economic 

groups can also yield valuable information. 

Future research studies in this field can explore how individuals develop certain 

evaluation standards and ideals and what these standards and ideals entail. Furthermore, the 

role of other social relationships, such as parents and peers, on identity formation can be 

examined. Research can be done on whether different motives and information are used for 

evaluating different relationships. Exploring other motives and information that may be used 

for evaluating the self or one‟s social relationships may add interesting knowledge in this 

field. Components relating to identity, such as personality dispositions, self-esteem, and 

attachment styles, can also be explored to investigate whether these components affect 

individuals‟ preferences for using specific types of evaluative information.  

To conclude, research studies on the evaluation of romantic relationships, identity 

formation, and possible moderators in the relationship between these variables can make a 

positive contribution to existing theory. It can also add to insight into how romantic 

relationships are evaluated, and into the understanding of the formation of adolescents' 

identity.  

6.4 Chapter Summary 

The aim of this study was to investigate whether a significant amount of variance in 

identity formation can be explained by the evaluation of romantic relationships, and whether 

gender plays a moderating role in the relationship between the evaluation of romantic 
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relationships and identity formation. In this chapter, the key conclusions that could be derived 

from the present study were reviewed.  

In this study, it was found that a significant amount of variance in identity formation 

(30%) could be explained by the evaluation of romantic relationships. It was also found that 

gender does not play a moderating role in this relationship. 
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Appendix A – Questionnaires 

BIOGRAPHIC DETAILS 

 

Please answer the following questions by marking the appropriate box with an X 

 

Gender Male Female 

 

Age 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 21+ 

 

Grade 8 9 10 11 12 

 

What is your home language?  

 

What career do you have in mind?  

 

Do you live with your biological parents?  Both parents  Only one  None 

Are your biological parents … 
Never 

married 
Married  Divorced 

How many siblings do you have?   

Who is your primary caregiver?  

What is your mother‟s highest education 

level? 
 

What is your father‟s highest education 

level?  
 

 

Indicate all the people who are currently living in your household:  

 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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EGO IDENTITY PROCESS QUESTIONNAIRE (EIPQ) 

 

For each of the following statements, circle the number that best describes how that statement 

applies to you. There are no right or wrong answers, so don't spend a lot of time on any one 

item. Be sure not to skip any items.  
 

Question 

1
 S

tro
n

g
ly

 D
isag

ree 

2
 D

isag
ree 

3
 S

lig
h

tly
 D

isag
ree 

4
 S

lig
h

tly
 A

g
ree 

5
 A

g
ree 

6
 S

tro
n

g
ly

 A
g

ree 

I have definitely decided on the occupation I want to 

pursue. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

I don‟t expect to change my political principles and ideals. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

I have considered adopting different kinds of religious 

beliefs. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

There has never been a need to question my values. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

I am very confident about what kinds of friends are best for 

me. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

My ideas about men‟s and women‟s roles have never 

changed as I became older. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

I will always vote for the same political party.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

I have firmly held views concerning my role in my family. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

I have engaged in several discussions concerning behaviors 

involved in dating relationships. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

I have considered different political views thoughtfully. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

I have never questioned my views concerning what kind of 

friend is best for me. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

My values are likely to change in the future. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

When I talk to people about religion, I make sure to voice 

my opinion.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 

I am not sure about what type of dating relationship is best 

for me. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

I have not felt the need to reflect upon the importance I 

place on my family. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

Regarding religion, my beliefs are likely to change in the 

near future. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

I have definite views regarding the ways in which men and 

women should behave. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

I have tried to learn about different occupational fields to 

find the best one for me.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 

I have undergone several experiences that made me change 

my views on men‟s and women‟s roles. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

I have consistently re-examined many different values in 

order to find the ones which are best for me. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
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Question 

1
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tro
n

g
ly

 D
isag

ree 

2
 D
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ree 

3
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h

tly
 D

isag
ree 

4
 S

lig
h

tly
 A

g
ree 

5
 A

g
ree 

6
 S

tro
n

g
ly

 A
g

ree 

I think what I look for in a friend could change in the 

future. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

I have questioned what kind of date is right for me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

I am unlikely to alter my vocational goals. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

I have evaluated many ways in which I fit into my family 

structure. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

My ideas about men‟s and women‟s roles will never 

change. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

I have never questioned my political beliefs. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

I have had many experiences that led me to review the 

qualities that I would like my friends to have. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

I have discussed religious matters with a number of people 

who believe differently than I do. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

I am not sure that the values I hold are right for me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

I have never questioned my occupational aspirations. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

The extent to which I value my family is likely to change in 

the future. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

My beliefs about dating are firmly held. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
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ROMANTIC EVALUATION SCALE (RES) 

 

Please read through the following statements carefully and rate the relevance each of the 

statements in your personal romantic relationships (past/present). 

 

Question 

1
 N

o
t at all tru

e fo
r m

e 

2
 S

eld
o
m

 tru
e fo

r m
e 

3
 N

o
t tru

e 

4
 N

eu
tral 

5
 T

ru
e 

6
 M

o
stly

 tru
e fo

r m
e 

7
 V

ery
 tru

e fo
r m

e 

1. I think about how many times my partner has said nice 

things to me. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2. I think about my idea of what defines a worthwhile 

relationship. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3. I learn from the experiences of people who have happier 

relationships than I do. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4. I compare my relationship with unhappy relationships I 

have had in the past. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5. I observe couples who are about as happy with their 

relationships as I am with mine. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6. I think about how I would like my relationship to be in the 

future. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

7. I compare my relationship to relationships that are not as 

successful as mine. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8. I reflect on happy relationships I have had in the past. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

9. I think about feedback from others that I have received 

about my relationship. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

10. I compare my current relationship to what I fear my 

relationship could become. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

11. I think about how frequently we disagree or argue with 

each other. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

12. I reflect on my own standards of what makes a good 

relationship. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

13. I observe couples who are happier in their relationships 

than I am. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

14. I think about times in the past when I was unhappy with 

my relationship. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

15. I compare my relationship to those of others who seem to 

be about as content as I am in their relationships. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

16. I envision my ideal relationship. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

17. I learn from relationships that are not as happy as mine. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

18. I compare my relationship now to my own previous 

happy relationships. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

19. I ask for input from my peers. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

20. I think about what I fear the relationship could become in 

the future. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Question 

1
 N

o
t at all tru

e fo
r m

e 
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o
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 tru
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r m
e 

3
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o
t tru

e 

4
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5
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ru
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6
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o
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 tru
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r m
e 

7
 V

ery
 tru

e fo
r m

e 

21. I think about objective information such as how often we 

go out and do things together. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

22. I compare my relationship with my own personal 

standards of what my relationship should be like. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

23. I compare my relationship with other relationships that 

seem to be more successful than mine. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

24. I reflect on past mistakes in my romantic life. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

25. I learn from other couples who are as happy in their 

relationships as I am. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

26. I compare images of what my relationship is like now to 

how I hope my relationship will be in the future. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

27. I observe the relationships of couples that are not as 

successful as mine. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

28. I think about positive experiences in my past 

relationships. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

29. I remember what others have told me about the strengths 

and weaknesses of my relationship. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

30. I envision my „worst fears‟ about what my relationship 

could be like in the future. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Appendix B – Authorisation from Department of Education 
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Appendix C – Ethical Clearance 
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Appendix D – Consent from Principal 
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Appendix E – Participant Informed Consent 

 

Dear Participant 

Thank you for your willingness to participate in this research study. The purpose of this research 

study is to explore your experiences and perceptions regarding being an adolescent in South Africa 

today. The information will be used by postgraduate Psychology students. 

Participation in this study is voluntary and should you feel the need, you may withdraw from the 

study at any time. All your identifying data will be held in the strictest confidence. While the data 

will be published, all information will be kept confidential and responses will be kept anonymous. 

You will be expected to complete a few biographic questions and some surveys.  

If you have any questions or concerns, please feel free to talk to the facilitator.  

Thank you 

 

 

______________________    ______________________ 

Postgraduate student     Prof Luzelle Naudé 

        Email: naudel@ufs.ac.za 

 

Informed consent 

I have read and understand the information on the form and I consent to volunteer to be a 

participant in this study. I understand that my responses are completely confidential and that I have 

the right to withdraw at any time.  

Name and Surname: ________________________________________ 

 

Signature:    ______________________________________ 

 

Date:    ______________________________________ 
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Appendix F – Turn It In Report 

 


