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ABSTRACT 

 

 Contemporary relationships now exist within the context of technology saturated 

homes and lifestyles.  This is particularly true for current young adults and subsequent 

generations.  Evidence exists to suggest that modern technology, including television, 

cellular phones, computers and the Internet, can be used in ways that cause and 

perpetuate problems in committed relationships.  Conversely, existing research suggests 

that such technologies can be employed to facilitate relationship formation, maintenance, 

and growth.  Nevertheless, it has previously been uncertain what determines whether 

individuals use current technologies in relationship promoting or inhibiting ways.  This 

study involved 323 individuals in committed relationships.  These participants were 

surveyed to assess individual differentiation of self, personal access and uses of 

technology, and types and levels of intimacy within their committed relationships.  

Additionally, participants were asked to describe any perceived or experienced benefits 

and harms of technology use within their relationships.   

 Results from this study suggest that greater differentiation of self is related to 

lower amounts of both solitary and conjoint technology use as well as with higher levels 

of emotional, social, sexual, intellectual, and recreational intimacy.  Additionally, higher 

amounts of solitary technology use are associated with poor intimacy in committed 

relationships.  In this regard, it appears that technology acts as a time sponge and affects 

the amount of time and effort that is invested in building intimacy in relationships.  In 

addition, technology use reflects intimacy in close relationships in that higher levels of 
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technology use can be used as a volitional avoidance of conflict and increased intimacy 

with a partner.  As a third concern, the influx of available information, images, and 

opportunities for connection with other people allows for technology facilitated relational 

consumerism (i.e., individuals in committed relationships are perpetually invited and 

easily able to look for and interact with additional or alternative partners).  As a result, 

some people may be distracted from investing in their existing relationships.   

 Contrary to the potential drawbacks of technology use within the context of 

committed relationships, the results of this study implicate several beneficial uses of 

technology.  In particular, participant comments and empirical results suggest that, in 

many cases, conjoint technology use between committed partners can strengthen 

intimacy in the relationships.  Intellectual intimacy appears to have the strongest 

association with conjoint technology use, yet other types of intimacy may benefit from 

conjoint use as well (e.g., snuggling on the couch together while watching a movie, 

listening to music, increased communication via cell phones, email, etc.).   

Additionally, the results of this study suggest that the ease of communication and 

interaction via technology may allow for technology facilitated relational investment.  In 

other words, individuals that are initially apprehensive or anxious about face to face 

interaction may be able to develop rapport and build a connection and relationship with a 

partner through technology (e.g., instant messaging, email, etc.) which then opens 

opportunities for more direct interaction and more breadth and depth of intimacy for the 

couple.  Similarly, technology allows existing couples that experience difficulties and 

conflict to invest in their relationship with each other and resolve conflict.   

x 



In short, technology can be used both in ways that benefit and in ways that detract 

from committed relationships.  The interpersonal and intrapersonal dynamics of 

differentiation of self appear to at least partially control whether technology is used in 

intimacy promoting or intimacy inhibiting ways.  Conclusions and implications of this 

study are given.   
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Numerous studies have supported the notion that, across cultures, humans have an 

innate need and drive for forming and maintaining intimate relationships (e.g., 

Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Bowlby, 1969; Maslow, 1954). For many, this quest for 

intimacy is played out through coupling with another person in a committed relationship, 

often marriage. While many marriages thrive and many individuals develop a strong 

sense of intimacy in their relationships, a significant portion of all relationships will end 

in disruption (i.e., separation or divorce). The National Center for Health Statistics 

reports that 20% of first marriages end in disruption within the first 5 years and, within 

10 years, one third or more end in disruption (Bramlett & Mosher, 2002). Presumably, 

this propensity toward dissolution of relationships involves struggles in developing and 

maintaining intimacy.  

Much research has highlighted various aspects of human life and relationships 

that provide the basis for intimacy development (see Gaia, 2002 for review). Beyond the 

general body of knowledge that exists regarding the nature and process of intimacy 

development, the current infusion of technology, with its gadgets and information, into 

day-to-day life is an intriguing and burgeoning component of contemporary society that 

doubtlessly impacts intimacy in relationships. Technology is a prominent force that can 

promote and inhibit intimacy development.  
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Currently, the world is experiencing a great boom in technological developments: 

“We are in the midst of a digital convergence revolution and the Internet has given us the 

reason and the motivation to move everything to a digital format. Analog is a thing of the 

past; digital is a thing of the now” (Descy, 2004, p. 7). Many of the advances in 

technology are specifically tailored for daily personal use. As a result, technology and 

media consumption have become fused into the structure of contemporary life. As one 

example of this, research supported by the Kaiser Family Foundation shows that 99% of 

U.S. families with children and adolescents have a television and 73% have three or more 

sets (Roberts, Foehr, & Rideout, 2005).  

Beyond the television, home life is now inundated with VCRs and DVD players, 

cable and satellite services, high definition television, giant liquid crystal display (LCD) 

and plasma screens and extensive home theatre sound systems. Personal computers are 

becoming increasingly common in most households (Roberts et al., 2005) along with the 

software and video games that accompany them. The majority of Americans now have 

Internet access in their homes (Victory & Cooper, 2002) including access to email, 

instant messaging, chat rooms, and other online groups and information. Further, multiple 

personal communication and organization devices are now available such as cell phones 

and pagers (including text messaging services), hand held personal digital assistants 

(PDAs), and portable music devices (e.g., I-Pods and other MP3 players). In short, 

technology and media resources have now become a tidal wave of information and 

opportunity. Roberts et al. suggest that, while five years ago they aptly described the 

nature of home environments as “media rich,” now they would label homes as “media 
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saturated.”  Having become such an integrated part of day-to-day life, technology is now 

beginning to be recognized as having a vast and systemic influence on human life and 

relationships.  

Technology may have the most integrated and focused influence on the lives of 

individuals of the “net-generation” (Leung, 2004). Born between 1979 and 1997, Net-

geners are now in various stages of development spanning from early adolescence to 

early adulthood. Intimacy development is keenly poignant during this period of young 

adulthood (Erikson, 1959). This is the time of greatest focus on coupling. In light of this 

intersection between technology infusion and the timely task of forming intimate 

connections with others, it is important to consider how technology may benefit and/or 

hinder that process. Relevant to this issue, contemporary artist Andy Warhol once said, 

“When I got my first television set, I stopped caring so much about having close 

relationships” (n.d.). Mr. Warhol’s statement was likely spoken facetiously, yet it points 

out a potential truism about the influence of technology on present-day relationships. 

Television and other forms of technology can be used to regulate the closeness that is 

experienced with others. Some relationships may be neglected or otherwise damaged 

through individual use of technology. For example, Larson (1995) found that some 

people view television as a means to isolate themselves and “tune out the world.”  

Similarly, the Internet provides an opportunity for people to engage in online infidelity 

which detracts from primary relationships (e.g., Young et al., 2000). On the other hand, 

for some individuals that have strong relationship ties with others, technology is used for 
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its wide variety of applications to maintain and strengthen those ties further 

(Haythornthwaite, 2001). 

Taken together, it appears that technology can be used both in ways that benefit 

and in ways that detract from relationships. As a result, intimacy in relationships may be 

specifically affected and/or reflected by technology use. To be more specific, technology 

may affect intimacy by creating opportunities for increased connection (e.g., email to stay 

in touch while away on business; a five minute cellular phone conversation between tasks 

at work). Further, technology use may reflect intimacy in relationships if individuals 

purposefully use technology (e.g., television, video games, Internet) to evade interaction 

with a partner (i.e., volitional avoidance) or simply when partners do not allocate much 

time for relationship building while much of their time is spent through technology 

consumption (i.e., loss of opportunity). In the latter sense, technology becomes a “time 

sponge” that soaks up opportunities for connection.  

Interactions between partners in a relationship can be influenced by both the 

process and content of technology use. In terms of content, research findings are mixed 

and subjective. Some material that can be found online, in television shows, movies, and 

magazines can be seen as problematic or detrimental to relationships. For example, some 

research suggests that some media content fosters violence (e.g., Congressional Public 

Health Summit, 2000), promiscuity (e.g., Calfin, Carroll, & Schmidt, 1993), and 

objectification of women (e.g., Committee on Public Education, 2001), all of which can 

impact intimacy development and maintenance. Similarly, some research asserts that the 

use of pornography and “adult” entertainment (both prolifically delivered via new 
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technology) leads to difficulties in couple relationships (e.g., Bergner & Bridges, 2002). 

Yet, the same content is touted as beneficial by others (e.g., Robinson et al., 1999). As a 

further example, Internet relationships are believed to have an aversive impact on 

primary relationships (e.g., Underwood & Findlay, 2004) while others suggest that such 

involvements are potentially useful in building relationships (e.g., McKenna, Green, & 

Gleason, 2002).  

Because of the subjective and, at times, controversial nature of information about 

media content, it may be a more significant endeavor to consider the process of media 

and technology use as it influences couples’ relationships. Therefore, rather than 

addressing the “what” of technology consumption, the focus of this research is on the 

“how” and “why” of technology use. This focus suggests several important questions that 

should be addressed. For example, how do partners involve or not involve each other in 

their use of technology and why do individuals use technology in the ways that they do?  

These questions are answered by considering the process of using technology.  

The process of technology and media use can influence intimacy development in 

many ways. Similar to research on content, research findings have been published 

supporting polarized views of the influence of technology and media use on relationships. 

On the one hand, numerous studies have outlined the problematic aspects of the 

expanding integration of technology into everyday life. For instance, Internet use can be 

highly time consuming and can lead to Internet addiction (Young, 2004) and limited 

social interaction with others (i.e., social isolation; Sanders, Field, & Diego, 2000).  

5 



Conversely, there are some indications that technology is used by some couples to 

build their relationship. For example, Flora and Segrin (1998) found that partners that 

interact with each other and perceive positivity in their partner during joint leisure time 

(e.g., watching TV together) find the interactions to be satisfying and beneficial to the 

relationship. This suggests that conjoint use of television, as well as other forms of 

technology, may be a meaningful way to build or strengthen relationships. Conjoint use 

of technology also facilitates simultaneous communication across great distances via cell 

phones, instant messaging, chat rooms, email, etc. Studies show that use of such 

communication tools can support the continuation and strengthening of meaningful 

relationships (e.g., Stafford, Kline, & Dimmick, 1999).  

Taken together, the existing research suggests the question, “Is technology a 

vehicle for promoting distance or connection in relationships?”  However, while some 

scholars appear to promote one view or the other, it seems clear that technology use can 

both benefit and cause problems for couple relationships. Thus, rather than embracing an 

either/or approach to the beneficial or detrimental influence of media and technology use, 

it may be more meaningful to study the factors that determine whether such use results in 

benefits or difficulties for any given relationship. The research question that follows from 

this argument, then, is, “What leads couples or individuals to use technology to create 

distance or to foster connection in their relationships?” 

One body of literature that begins to address this issue concerns the motivations, 

uses and gratifications of media consumption. For example, several studies specifically 

address the reasons people give for why they view television (Lee & Lee, 1995; Weaver, 
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2003).  Further, beyond television use, more recent studies are beginning to address the 

reasons why people are using the Internet and other forms of technology in their daily 

lives and relationships (Amiel & Sargent, 2004; Aoki & Downes, 2003). Some 

researchers have found connections between individual temperament and media and 

technology use (Sherry, 2001). Others associate media and technology use with 

personality differences, such as sensation seeking (Potts, Dedmon, & Halford, 1996). A 

final growing body of literature supports the notion that media and technology use is 

related to parasocial attachment (for review see Giles, 2002). Briefly, the parasocial 

interaction literature indicates that some people may use media and technology as a way 

to engage others or have relational needs met without actual face-to-face interaction.  

Viewing all of the existing literature together, it appears that there are both 

intrapersonal and relational motivations for technology use. As such, technology use and 

its impact on relationships may be determined by pre-existing personal and relational 

factors. In a well written chapter on the impact of technology on couple life, Imber-Black 

(2000) describes, from a clinical perspective, what she calls a “new triangle.” Her work 

indicates that technology, at least for some people, is used to draw focus away from 

relationships. Her choice of triangle as the term for the phenomenon that she has 

observed suggests an intriguing and meaningful potential to use Bowen family systems 

theory as a theoretical lens to explore the link between technology use and intimacy.  

Bowen family systems theory (BFST) is primarily focused on an individual’s 

capacity to develop self awareness and integrity (i.e., differentiation; Kerr, 1981) and to 

form and maintain close relationships with important others (Schnarch, 1997). People 

7 



that have a keen awareness of their personal nature and are able to consistently behave in 

ways that are congruent with that developed self are said to be highly differentiated. 

Having developed their individual identity, they are able to share who they are with 

others (i.e., their thoughts, feelings, wants, goals, actions). Such self-disclosure is a 

component of intimacy in relationships.  

Conversely, people that are poorly differentiated do not develop a strong sense of 

self awareness or self worth. They tend to be more reactive due to emotional fusion with 

others, particularly in times of conflict or other emotional intensity (Kerr, 1981). Without 

that sense of self, poorly differentiated people will become over-involved with others 

(i.e., fused or enmeshed) or emotionally distant (i.e., emotional cutoff). In either case, it 

becomes difficult to form and maintain intimate relationships, which is where technology 

use may come into play.  

Bowen taught that poorly differentiated people tend to use “triangles” to regulate 

connection and distance with others (Kerr, 1981). When situations become emotionally 

intense between two people, they will divert their attention to a third party to lower the 

intensity and stabilize the relationship. For example, a woman that has a conflict with her 

husband might call her sister to vent about the situation rather than dealing with the 

anxiety of the situation and resolving the conflict with her husband. Research on 

technology and media use indicates that rather than involving a third person during 

emotionally intense situations, people may be using technology as a triangled third party 

instead.  
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As an example, Gantz (2001) found that some couples purposefully select one 

individual to stay up later watching television so that they do not have to interact with 

each other. Gantz offered the following quote from one participant: “It gives me a chance 

to fall asleep before he comes in and starts messing with me and if I’m sleeping he won’t 

bother me” (p. 298). Another participant stated, “Toward the end of our marriage I was 

staying up a lot later. She went to bed and I just didn’t want to join her so I stayed up and 

watched TV” (p. 298). Both couples were uncomfortable with intimacy and elected to 

triangle with technology rather than addressing the concern in the relationship. Aside 

from television, triangling could occur via other distractions (e.g., music or 

computer/video games) or through communication with others (e.g., telephone, email, 

instant messaging, and chat room conversations with family members, friends or online 

acquaintances). In each case, individuals are engaging with someone or something else 

and distancing from their partners. As a result, technology interferes with intimacy 

development. People could triangle in non-technology focused ways as well. However, 

the important consideration here is that the infusion of technology into daily life 

facilitates triangling in ways that were not previously possible. The proliferation of media 

and technology has opened virtually perpetual opportunities for triangling. 

Highly differentiated couples may have a very different experience of technology 

integration within their relationship. They are more comfortable with closeness and tend 

to seek out opportunities to foster greater intimacy (Schnarch, 1997). As noted, research 

indicates that conjoint use of technology may lead to increased intimacy and relational 

satisfaction. Being well differentiated is associated with marital satisfaction and less 
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intense conflict (Miller, Anderson, & Keala, 2004). On the other hand, poorly 

differentiated people are resistant to intimacy and, consequently, tend to have poor 

relational satisfaction, less intimacy, more conflict, and more anxiety. As such they are 

likely to engage in triangles, which are facilitated by the vast set of opportunities 

provided by the infusion of technology into daily life. As a result, poor differentiation 

may be related to increasing solitary consumption of media and technology and to 

difficulties in intimacy development and maintenance.   

In summary, individual differentiation has a clear influence on relational intimacy 

development. Due to differentiation levels, people choose to invest in building their 

relationships or to avoid intensity and intimacy in their relationships. Recognizing that 

technology is intricately integrated into the fabric of daily life for current young adults, it 

is likely that differentiation levels impact the way that individuals use technology to 

regulate closeness and distance in their relationships. In particular, levels of 

differentiation and intimacy in relationships may be seen through amounts of conjoint 

and solitary technology use. Based on these conclusions, the purpose of this study is to 

explore the relationships between differentiation of self, conjoint and solitary use of 

technology, and intimacy development in relationships.   
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 

Intimacy development is the primary task of young adulthood (Erikson, 1959). 

Intimacy and connection with others are innate needs for all people (Bowlby, 1969; 

Maslow, 1954). However, intimacy is a complex and multifaceted construct and 

individuals have varying levels of success in their efforts to form intimate relationships. 

Bowen family systems theory (Kerr & Bowen, 1988) provides a theoretical foundation 

for understanding what determines whether individuals remain relatively distant in their 

relationships or are able to build close connections. Bowen theory describes family and 

interpersonal dynamics that determine the context for identity and intimacy development 

(e.g., family of origin experiences, previous developmental success, relationship 

interactions, and socialization).  

Additionally, media and technology use are major components of the 

contemporary American lifestyle (Roberts, Foehr, & Rideout, 2005), particularly for 

adolescents and young adults. The saturation of homes with technology has extensive 

influence on family interaction (Hughes & Hans, 2001; Meszaros, 2004), which has 

major implications for intimacy development. Technology can be used in ways that build 

relationships and in ways that limit intimacy development. Bowen theory provides a 

rationale for individuals’ differential use of technology and offers guidelines for a 

systematic study of the confluence of family dynamics, technology use, and intimacy 

development in young adulthood.  
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The focus of this chapter is to discuss the theoretical and empirical literature that 

supports these presuppositions concerning intimacy development. Specifically, types of 

intimacy, levels of intimacy, theoretical and empirical support for Bowen theory, 

influences on intimacy development, and the pervasiveness and influence of technology 

in American life will be addressed. Finally, based on this body of literature, specific 

hypotheses for an empirical investigation of the influence of technology on intimacy 

development will be given.  

Types of Intimacy 
According to Erikson’s (1959) theory of psychosocial development, individuals 

pass through stages of growth throughout their lives. Following successful completion of 

the task of identity formation through the teenage years, individuals are ready to focus on 

relationships and intimacy. Young adulthood, therefore, is believed to be the prime 

period for intimacy development. Dahms (1972) taught that intimacy is comprised of 

multiple elements which develop in a hierarchical, stage-like pattern. This pattern begins 

with intellectual intimacy (e.g., conversation and self disclosure), progresses to physical 

intimacy (e.g., holding hands, hugging, and sexuality) and then leads to emotional 

intimacy (e.g., availability, support, and emotional expressiveness and responsiveness). 

In addition to the progressive stages of intimacy, Dahms’ work emphasizes the 

multidimensional nature of intimacy.  

More recent scholars have expanded on the belief that there are many types of 

intimacy. In their discussion of intimacy, Hook, Gerstein, Detterich, and Gridley (2003) 

present a four component model. Based on existing literature they suggest that intimacy 
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involves: (a) love and affection, (b) personal validation, (c) trust, and (d) self-disclosure. 

Similarly, Scanzoni and Scanzoni (1988) assert that intimacy includes “companionship 

(someone to be with and do things with), empathy (someone who listens, understands, 

and cares), and physical affection (someone with whom love can be expressed through 

touch, caresses, and sexual intercourse)” (p. 314). Other researchers and theorists offer 

additional examples of components of intimacy (e.g., Berscheid, 1985; Levine, 1991).  

Taken together, there is an apparent consensus in the literature that intimacy is a 

multifaceted construct. Therefore, as a summary of the existing ideas regarding the 

components of intimacy, there are at least five types of intimacy. There is an intellectual 

intimacy that includes mutual knowledge, interest and self disclosure. There is a physical 

component involving touch, affection and sexuality. There is an emotional component 

that includes feelings of love and fondness, emotional expression, responsiveness, safety, 

validation, trust and connection. There is a behavioral intimacy or friendship in which 

partners spend time together, and interact with each other (i.e., companionship) in 

recreational pursuits. Finally, there is a sense of support, shared history and shared 

friendships that could be considered social intimacy or common social support. Each of 

these five types of intimacy (emotional, social, sexual, intellectual, and recreational) has 

been operationalized by Schaefer and Olson (1981) in their creation and validation of the 

Personal Assessment of Intimacy in Relationships or PAIR Inventory.   

Levels of Intimacy 
Beyond differing types of intimacy, various levels of intimacy exist as well. 

Erikson (1959) taught that, during young adulthood, individuals face a task of learning to 

13 



form intimate connections with others, including a primary partner, on the one hand, or to 

be left in isolation on the other. Much like all of the stages in Erikson’s theory, this 

presents a highly dichotomous view of the crisis of young adulthood. Recognizing this 

polarized view of intimacy versus isolation, Orlofsky, Marcia, and Lesser (1973) 

expanded on Erikson’s theory and identified five statuses or outcomes of being faced 

with the task of intimacy development. These intimacy statuses reflect varying levels of 

success with forming intimate connections with others in one’s life including intimate, 

preintimate, pseudointimate, stereotyped relationships, and isolate statuses.  

Orlofsky et al.’s (1973) work brought increased richness to the understanding of 

intimacy development because it showed that intimacy looks different for different 

people. More specifically, in terms of intimacy, people cannot be divided into camps of 

those that have and those that have not. Intimacy development is a complex phenomenon 

with a range of possible experience for individual persons. In contrast to the breadth of 

intimacy, Orlofsky et al.’s research regarding intimacy status highlighted the need for 

depth of intimacy. Consistent with this research, the PAIR Inventory (Schaefer & Olson, 

1981) is designed to assess both breadth and depth of intimacy.  In addition to assessing 

for five different types of intimacy, the PAIR Inventory is used to measure the intensity 

of each type.   

Recognizing that individuals differ in their depth and breadth of intimacy 

development, some people seem to struggle in forming deep and rewarding intimate 

relationships with a primary partner while others are able to form rich, complex 

connections with an intimate other. Therefore, it is important to identify factors that 
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promote and limit intimacy development. Research and theory suggest that intimacy 

development is not an end result but a life long process that is affected by many factors, 

beginning in childhood. Erikson (1959), for example, taught that success in any stage of 

development is contingent upon success with previous stages. Murray Bowen similarly 

taught that the nature of one’s adult relationships is directly affected by a person’s 

experiences with her/his family of origin (Kerr, 1981). Bowen family systems theory 

offers a specific lens through which to view the struggles and successes that people 

encounter in their attempts to form and improve intimacy in their relationships.  

Bowen Family Systems Theory 
A major focus of Bowen family systems theory (BFST) is that meaningful 

intimacy in relationships with others is based on individual development of self (i.e., self-

awareness, integrity, and emotional autonomy). This development of self will influence 

all other areas of a person’s life (Freidman, 1991), including intimacy, family interaction, 

relationship experiences, and the socializing influences that people are exposed to.  

One key presupposition of BFST is that individual development is inextricably 

tied to the nature of emotional interactions in one’s family of origin (Kerr & Bowen, 

1988). Families exist as an emotional unit (Kerr, 1981) and emotional fusion (i.e., lack of 

differentiation from the family of origin) will limit one’s ability to develop true intimacy 

with others. Conversely, overcoming emotional fusion through increased differentiation 

is what allows a person to form meaningful and functional adult romantic relationships. 

An initial requirement for true differentiation is that people need to be keenly aware of 

themselves in every way (e.g., thoughts, feelings, wants, actions). One who truly knows 
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her/himself can have integrity to that self and share that self with others. Further, having 

integrity (i.e., being true to self) allows people to live life purposefully rather than 

waiting in the shadows or living to please others and resenting others for it. Being true to 

one’s self leads to personal growth and to less reactivity to others.  

Beyond emotional fusion with family members, Bowen asserted that the inability 

to differentiate between cognition and emotion also leads to reactivity and problems in 

interpersonal relationships (Kerr, 1981). This is an important key. Bowen taught that 

reactivity is the main symptom of poor differentiation. According to Friedman (1991), 

differentiation is “one’s ability to regulate one’s reactivity” (p. 138). When a person is 

reactive, it often involves presenting a “pseudoself” (Kerr) or, in other words, behaving in 

a way that is not true to how s/he really feels and who s/he really is. Instead, the person 

puts on a mask (i.e., pseudoself) and reacts to the emotional intensity of a situation. This 

is most likely to occur when a person is not aware of, or feels insecure about, her/his true 

self (Bowen referred to the true self as the “basic” or “solid” self; Kerr). This lack of self 

can lead to great amounts of anxiety and is likely to involve poor self worth. On the other 

hand, being true to self improves self worth. When people know themselves and choose 

to be true to self it requires that they truly believe that their wants, thoughts, words, etc. 

are worthwhile, particularly when they are contrary to others’ (i.e., going against the 

grain). A person has to really honor her/his self to feel that her/his needs are important 

enough to supersede others’ expectations by living purposefully and true to self (i.e., with 

integrity).  
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From a Bowenian perspective, then, people experience problems and 

dissatisfaction with their lives due to poor differentiation and fusion in relationships 

(Kerr, 1981). Change occurs when any member of a family becomes more differentiated 

(Kerr). When that happens, because change in one part of the system changes the whole 

system, the whole family will become more differentiated as well. A major part of the 

process of change is for individuals to seek for a keen awareness of self and brainstorm 

ways that they can face their anxiety and be more differentiated. Ideal relationships exist 

when each partner is able to truly understand his/her self (both who they are and who 

they want to be) and have integrity to that knowledge of self. In such relationships a safe 

environment is provided in which each person actually shares that true self with her/his 

partner (e.g., through self disclosure and the various types of intimacy). However, most 

couples are not this differentiated and intimate.  

In short, according to Bowen theory (BFST), the difficulties of overcoming 

emotional fusion with one’s family of origin and learning to be a differentiated individual 

are primary elements of this struggle toward intimacy development. Many contextual 

factors influence and challenge the development of intimacy. The level of personal 

differentiation will mediate the impact of such factors. Individuals that come from a well 

differentiated family of origin—that fostered connection between family members as well 

as emotional autonomy—are less likely to struggle with intimacy development. 

“Differentiation is your ability to maintain your sense of self when you are emotionally 

and/or physically close to others—especially as they become increasingly important to 

you” (Schnarch, 1997, p. 56). Individuals from poorly differentiated families, on the 
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other hand, may have great difficulty forming intimate relationships and may be more 

intensely affected by the barriers to intimacy that are prevalent in society.  

Empirical Support for Bowen Theory 
As with any theory, Bowen family systems theory has its proponents and 

antagonists. For a time, no empirical research was used to test the presuppositions of 

Bowen theory. However, fairly recently, there has been an increasing interest in studying 

the theory in varying contexts. This research has produced psychometric measures of 

family and interpersonal dynamics related to differentiation (Haber, 1993; Skowron & 

Freidlander, 1998; Skowron & Schmitt, 2003), several studies testing the usefulness of 

Bowenian concepts, and the beginning of at least one longitudinal (20 year) study 

(Klever, 2003). This research has generally been supportive of the validity and usefulness 

of the theory and its implications for relationships, particularly the connections between 

differentiation and anxiety, psychological distress and marital satisfaction (for review, see 

Miller, Anderson, & Keala, 2004).  

For example, it has been found that differentiation of self (the primary construct 

of Bowen theory) is associated with attachment related anxiety and attachment related 

avoidance (Skowron & Dendy, 2004), which are both related to individual development 

of attachment with significant others in one’s life (Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998). 

Skowron and Dendy specifically found that adults that were more differentiated were 

more likely to exercise effortful control in their relationships. In other words, 

differentiated people are more likely to take personally responsible stances (i.e., “I” 

positions), and are less likely to be emotionally reactive in their interactions with 
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partners. As a result, they are able to regulate impulsivity and emotional outbursts (i.e., 

exercise effortful control). The connection of differentiation of self with effortful control 

adds face validity to the construct—principles of differentiation should be related to 

similar constructs. Similarly, Murdock and Gore (2004) found that higher levels of 

differentiation of self were associated with improved functioning in stressful 

circumstances. These effects remained even when coping styles were controlled for 

indicating that differentiation of self is not simply the same as coping (i.e., discriminant 

validity).  

In a longitudinal study, Klever (2005) found that family of origin stressors can 

predict difficulties in family functioning in one’s nuclear family as would be predicted by 

Bowen theory. Related studies have found that higher levels of differentiation are 

significantly associated with lower levels of conflict in relationships (Haber, 1984) and 

higher levels of relational satisfaction as measured both by the Locke-Wallace Marital 

Adjustment Test (Richards, 1989) and the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Skowron, 2000; 

Skowron & Friedlander, 1998). Finally, Jenkins, Buboltz, Schwartz, and Johnson (2005) 

found that differentiation levels were significantly predictive of successful psychosocial 

development and adult psychological adjustment. Based on this research, the authors 

concluded that aspects of differentiation of self (emotional reactivity, “I” position, etc.) 

are connected with a person’s ability to resolve developmental crises across the lifespan, 

including identity and intimacy development.  

In short, while there is a need for additional research concerning concepts of 

Bowen theory, existing literature is largely supportive, both conceptually and empirically, 
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of its usefulness as a theoretical lens with which to view interpersonal dynamics and 

psychological adjustment. Specifically, research has clarified the connection between 

differentiation of self and conflict regulation, relationship satisfaction and overall success 

with resolving the crises of psychosocial development. Therefore, having established the 

theoretical and empirical viability of Bowen family systems theory, it is important to turn 

attention to the connection between Bowen theory and intimacy development.  Multiple 

factors affect an individual’s capacity toward, and experience of, intimacy development 

in young adulthood. As these factors are addressed, each factor will be conceptually 

linked, when possible, to the presuppositions of Bowen theory.  

Factors that Support and Inhibit Intimacy Development 

Family of Origin Influences 
The context of one’s family of origin can have a great impact on the development 

of intimacy. People learn much regarding intimacy through family experiences, 

interactions, patterns of emotional fusion, connection, and cutoff, and through 

generational transmission.   Specifically, patterns of interaction that occur in one 

generation are often passed down and reenacted in successive generations. This process is 

known as multigenerational transmission (Friedman, 1991).  

As an example, high levels of intimacy can occur in all relationships in a family, 

including between married partners (e.g., Carlson & Sperry, 1999), between parents and 

children (e.g., Casey, 1992), and between siblings (e.g., Markowitz, 1994), or even across 

generations, with grandparents (e.g., Woodward, 1997). Children from families that are 

highly differentiated and free to be intimate with each other tend to foster higher levels of 
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intimacy in their own families of procreation. The inverse of this would also be true in 

that poorly differentiated families tend to experience less intimacy in the family of origin 

and in successive generations.  Additionally, poor differentiation, emotional fusion 

(distance or over involvement) and reactivity (Kerr, 1981) are associated with attachment 

difficulties (attachment avoidance and anxiety; Skowron & Dendy, 2004) that will limit a 

caregiver’s ability to provide a safe haven and a secure base (Bowlby, 1969) to foster a 

secure attachment. In either case, whether low or high levels of differentiation exist in a 

family, comfort with intimacy and the extent of one’s depth and breadth of intimacy can 

be passed from generation to generation.  

All in all, dysfunctional family life at a young age can create serious limitations 

on a person’s ability, desire, and willingness to seek intimacy with others. Early 

difficulties with intimacy can lead some people to form strong defense mechanisms 

against vulnerability with others (Kissee, Murphy, Bonner, & Murley, 2000). As such, 

those who come from difficult backgrounds may avoid intimacy with others. Conversely, 

in the absence of attachment difficulties, abuse, neglect, relational trauma, dysfunctional 

family life, etc., it is logical to assume that intimacy development would be facilitated by 

strong relationships with parents, appropriate models of intimacy, and the like. In short, 

the nature of one’s experiences in the family of origin, which determine an individual’s 

level of differentiation, have direct effects on intimacy development.   

Prior Developmental Tasks 
 Related to family of origin experiences, an individual’s specific successes and 

difficulties with developmental tasks can affect intimacy development in young 
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adulthood.  Interestingly, research on Bowen theory has shown a distinct connection 

between levels of differentiation and success in each stage of psychosocial development 

(see Jenkins et al., 2005).  Success is needed with each of the developmental tasks 

associated with the various stages of life from birth through young adulthood in order to 

allow full opportunity for success in later stages (Erikson, 1959).  Several brief examples 

will be addressed below along with relevant connections with intimacy development and 

the presuppositions of Bowen theory.   

Trust versus mistrust. Erikson (1959) asserts that, during infancy, humans learn to 

have either basic trust or basic mistrust of others. In that basic trust is related to 

differentiation of self (Jenkins et al., 2005), it is easy to understand that emotional cutoff 

limit the consistency of connection and responsiveness that foster basic trust.  As a result, 

basic mistrust of others can lead one to not feel safe enough to risk investing, or being 

vulnerable, in relationships, which is undoubtedly a stumbling block for intimacy 

development. While the issue of basic trust or mistrust is primarily concerned with young 

children, psychoanalytic theory asserts that this basic mistrust is quite difficult to 

overcome (Miller, 2002), leading to problems for some people even into adulthood.   

Autonomy versus shame and doubt. Erikson’s (1959) second developmental stage, 

autonomy versus shame and doubt, also sheds light on the issue of intimacy development. 

The lack of autonomy results in continued dependence on others (i.e., mother) and 

increased shame and self-doubt. Lack of growth in this area inhibits one’s ability to be 

one’s self, and also fosters enmeshment (i.e., over-involvement) with one’s caregiver. 

Bowen called this type of hyper-connectivity with others emotional fusion (Kerr, 1981) 
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and asserted that fusion prevents people from developing self and becoming 

differentiated. Under these circumstances, a child, or an adult that may still be affected by 

such early experiences, will not feel safe to explore the world or develop new 

relationships (Bowlby, 1988).  

Initiative vs. guilt. In Erikson’s (1959) third stage, the developmental task is to 

form an ability to take initiative, to explore, and to try new things. However, sometimes 

this developmental task is not achieved and children feel too much guilt to step outside of 

the box of perceived or overt expectations. In that case, they can lose a sense of self and 

seek only to do what is expected or what they are told. “In addition to guilt, another 

danger is that the child may forever feel that he must always be doing something, always 

competing, always ‘making,’ in order to have any worth as a person” (Miller, 2002, p. 

154). Intensive focus on others’ expectations of what to do or be can lead people to be 

pleasers or even to be rebellious, both of which involve a high degree of pseudoself rather 

than purposeful development of one’s basic self (Kerr, 1981).  

Young ones that get caught up in doing have difficulty forming a clear sense of 

self because the being and feeling are sacrificed for the overemphasized focus on doing. 

The lack of being (i.e., finding confidence in personal identity “just for who you are”) 

hampers identity development in adolescence, which indirectly limits intimacy 

development—one who does not know and love one self cannot know and love others. 

The lack of feeling limits intimacy development directly, as intimacy is multifaceted and 

involves an emotional intimacy component (Erikson, 1963).  
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Industry vs. inferiority. The next developmental stage is one of becoming 

industrious, competent, and knowledgeable, as opposed to forming a great sense of 

inferiority (Erikson, 1959). Forming a sense of industry contributes to the formation of 

one’s identity. As Erikson claimed, “I am what I learn” (p. 82). However, an over 

emphasis on industry, due to fears of inferiority or inadequacy could lead people to fill 

their lives with tasks and not have room for relationships (i.e., intimacy). In a more 

individualistic sense, those that focus too much on tasks would not have time for 

introspection, self-knowing, etc., and could not be intimate with themselves either. In 

other words, they would not develop keen awareness of self and become highly 

differentiated and free to be true to self and close to others.  

Identity and repudiation vs. identity diffusion. Identity formation culminates in 

adolescence and is a product of development from all previous stages (Erikson, 1959). 

Intimacy is, among other things, a product of self-awareness and mutual self-disclosure 

with others. A young man or woman that has formed a clear picture of who s/he is, a true 

sense of self, is in a position to be intimate with others through honest self-disclosure. 

Further, a person who is able to be self-aware, self-disclose, and interact with others in a 

purposeful way (thus fostering increased intimacy) is said to be well-differentiated 

(Bowen, 1976). Thus, identity formation is related to becoming highly differentiated and 

is a key factor in being able to be intimate with others and content with self.  

Lack of differentiation, on the other hand, limits one’s ability to develop identity, 

and intimacy. Poor differentiation can be seen in many relational dynamics such as 

triangling (e.g., forming emotional alliances with one parent to the exclusion of the 
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other), emotional fusion, and emotional cut-off (Titleman, 1998). In each case, one who 

is poorly differentiated is too emotionally fused with their family of origin to be intimate 

with others—significant emotional resources would be tied up in the former relationships.  

Lower levels of differentiation involve poor awareness of self; not knowing what 

you feel or want because you don’t think about it. Poorly differentiated people are 

worried about what everyone else wants from them. Consequently, they are not free to 

consider their own needs and make purposeful decisions and efforts to be intimate with 

others. They live behind a mask, show others a pseudo-self, and live a life full of pleasing 

and approval seeking or reacting to and distancing from others. As such, they are not free 

to be present, purposeful, and intimately involved with people. Erikson (1959) called this 

poor sense of self “identity diffusion.”  

In short, success with identity formation and each previous developmental task 

can have a great impact on intimacy development. Subsequently, individuals are faced 

with the challenge of forming and maintaining adult romantic relationships. Several other 

factors can influence intimacy development in young adulthood including actual 

relationship experiences and the broader effects of socialization, both of which appear to 

be highly influenced by the prevalence of media and technology in contemporary homes.   

Technology as a Context of Socialization 
Beyond intimacy development as seen through various relationship interactions, 

research has suggested that wide sweeping socialization effects can impact intimacy 

development. More specifically, the depictions of intimacy within relationships that are 

found in pop-culture magazines, on television, in films, and in books, etc. can have a 
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socializing impact on individual members of society (Craig, 1992). Specific to the 

context of intimacy development, the media teaches men how close, intimate, 

understanding, and emotional a man can be with others before he begins to become 

unmanly. The violation of such implicit gender rules is often deemed inappropriate due to 

presumed associations with femininity and/or homosexuality (Donald, 1992). The result 

of such widespread implicit rules is a great limitation on the window of socially 

appropriate behaviors and experiences that a man can have in the realm of intimacy.  

The effects of media can have a similar impact on women in terms of body image 

(Hargreaves, 2002), objectification (Committee on Public Education, 2001), and 

socialization toward more passive and domestic roles (Sobieraj, 1996; Thompson & 

Zerbinos, 1997). Regarding the impact of media on intimacy development, Bowen theory 

would suggest that the level of differentiation will mediate the intensity of the impact of 

these socializing influences. A person that is poorly differentiated is more likely than a 

highly differentiated person to borrow self (Kerr, 1981).  

Borrowing self is the process of observing and striving to emulate the 

characteristics of another due to lack of a clear or desirable self image. With the 

prevalence of media and technology in society and the average home, it is predictable 

that a person that lacks keen awareness of self and self worth would be more likely to 

borrow self from fictional characters depicted in the media. It may also be that poorly 

differentiated persons may spend more time with media seeking to learn more socially 

desirable traits (i.e., more of what others expect) rather than seeking to develop true 

individual identity.   
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Related to this, rather than using media to find ways to borrow self, some research 

has suggested that certain individuals form parasocial relationships with media 

personalities (e.g., Giles, 2002) as a replacement for the intensity of actual relationships. 

Parasocial relationships occur when a person believes that s/he has a connection, 

friendship, etc., with a person that they only know through media exposure (e.g., 

perceptively mutual romantic involvement with a character in a TV show). Much of this 

research has suggested that interpersonal attachment style (Bowlby, 1969) will determine 

whether or not parasocial relationships are formed and the extent of such relationships 

(e.g., Cole & Leets, 1999). This is consistent with the finding that there is a connection 

between Bowen theory and attachment theory (Skowron & Dendy, 2004).  

Media and technology as an escape and triangling. Aside from media exposure, 

many recent technological developments have had a great impact on the development of 

intimacy in young adulthood. Internet dating and other online resources, for example, 

have influenced the way that people form and maintain relationships (Clark, 1998; 

Merkle & Richardson, 2000). The anonymous nature of the Internet allows individuals to 

quickly form connections and relationships with others and also facilitates the 

perpetuation of pseudo-intimate behaviors (Young et al., 2000). For example, a person 

can log on to the Internet, browse pictures and biographical data of thousands of other 

people and then contact and interact with these other people without ever disclosing a 

truthful bit of information about her/himself. As a result, a false sense of intimacy can be 

created, in that a person can interact with others and feel a connection with them, but 

never actually present his or her true self as a participant in the relationship.  
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Forming pseudo intimate relationships through technological connections can be 

explained through the principle of triangles in BFST. Triangles are relationships that are 

formed through involving a third party when relationships become unstable through 

intense intimacy expectations or conflict (Kerr, 1981). Bowen theory would suggest, 

then, that people form online relationships and technology mediated distance 

relationships rather than close face-to-face relationships as a way to avoid intense 

emotional connection. Technology then becomes a triangled third member of 

relationships that necessarily maintains distance between partners.  

Technology and media can be triangled into relationships in other ways as well. 

For example, when couples experience intense conflict, one or both partners may 

disengage from the relationship and engage someone (or something) else. Traditionally, 

this has been seen through affairs or over-involved family members or friends.  In recent 

years, media use and technological advancements have made it possible to engage even 

non-human entities (e.g., the television) rather than having to divert to another person, 

such as through parasocial relationships. This is seen in research that suggests that people 

use media to escape from social interactions (e.g., Frisby, 2002). Further, it may become 

more of an issue as time goes on due to the increasingly realistic nature of media and 

technology (Comstock & Paik, 1994). The more realistic an experience can be via 

technology, there may be a diminishing need for intimacy and vulnerability with others.   

On the other hand, it is possible that more differentiated persons may glean 

benefits from the media and technology that enhance interpersonal intimacy. 

Technological developments can, in some ways, facilitate greater intimacy within 
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relationships, if people use them to build the relationship rather than to avoid the 

relationship. For example, electronic mail (e-mail) allows people to stay in contact with 

each other even when great geographic distance exists between them (Stafford, Kline, & 

Dimmick, 1999). A person can write a brief e-mail to show a partner, parent, friend, 

sibling, etc. that s/he is thinking about the other during a break at work. Further, cellular 

phones allow people to contact others no matter where they may be at any given time. 

Aoki and Downes (2003) found that many current young adults assert that cell phones 

can be used for a variety of positive purposes including staying in touch with family and 

friends.  Medical technology, other communication technologies, and other societal 

developments could also be cited as ways that technology impacts the development and 

maintenance of intimacy in relationships. Thus, technology represents a burgeoning 

source of contextual influences in the development of intimacy.  

Technology and Intimacy Development 
Technology has become a major component of American family life. It is the 

backdrop for family of origin experiences, a companion to everyday developmental steps, 

a model and medium for relationship interactions, and the context for socialization. In 

short, technology use affects the promotion and expression of intimate relationships. In 

an effort to more fully understand the known effects and potential influences of 

technology use, a detailed review of existing research is given below.  

The Influence of Technology in American Life 
Home and family life are now inundated with technology and media use. A major 

research project sponsored by the Kaiser Family Foundation (Roberts et al., 2005) 
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focused on the impact of media exposure within the daily lives of families with children 

and adolescents in the United States. In the reported findings of this study, it is indicated 

that the majority of these families have access to television, CD or tape players, radio, 

VCRs, DVD players, computers, video game consoles, cable or satellite services, Internet 

access, and premium TV channels (e.g., HBO, Showtime, etc.). More specifically, 99% 

of American households with children have at least one television set and 73% have three 

or more televisions; 83% have a video game system; and 74% have Internet access (86% 

have computers). Often, many of these media sources are found in individual’s 

bedrooms, the occurrence of which was found to increase the amount of time spent using 

the media.  

Roberts et al. (2005) assert that many of their current findings represent 

significant increases relative to the findings of their previous study (Roberts, Foehr, 

Rideout, & Brodie, 1999). Further, other research asserts that, of all age groups, children 

and adolescents are the most likely to use computers and the Internet (National 

Telecommunications and Information Administration, 2000). As such, technology rich 

environments are the context in which today’s young people are raised and the 

integration of technology and media is becoming more intensive as the years pass.  

The proliferation of technological developments for daily home use has led 

researchers to recognize current trends in family life as establishing what they label the 

“networked home” (Venkatesh, Kruse, & Shih, 2003). These scholars have traced the 

evolution of technology in home and family life through a process of four stages: (1) the 

electrification stage (marked by the introduction of electric appliances); (2) the 
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automation stage (e.g., the advent of simple programmable machines such as the 

telephone and VCRs); (3) the intelligentification stage (the current stage of thinking 

machines and “smart appliances” such as computers and sensing microwave ovens); and 

(4) the human substitution stage (e.g., a time in the relatively short future when robotics 

are more commonly used).  

Venkatesh et al. (2003) assert that the increasingly technological status of family 

life is facilitating the capability of a home to be an activity center (e.g., cleaning, cooking, 

laundry) an entertainment center, a work center (e.g., telecommuting), a communication 

center, a shopping/financial center, a family interaction center, an information center, and 

a learning center. However, while modern homes are afforded each of these potentialities, 

it is uncertain that widespread adoption and use of all such technologies will occur. In a 

preliminary study, Venkatesh (2000) indicated that the increasing use of technology is 

most likely for households that already use some technology applications (e.g., computers 

and Internet) and for younger rather than older families. As such, the availability of 

extensive technology may have the greatest impact on the lives of young adults.  

Recognizing the extensive potential for technology use within the home, Hughes 

and Hans (2001) have reviewed the existing literature regarding the access and uses of 

computers and the Internet and drawn conclusions regarding the impact of such use on 

family life. They assert that computer and Internet use can affect dating and courtship, 

intimacy in relationships, the potential for extramarital relationships, the formation and 

maintenance of social networks, access and involvement with family life education, and 

also work life and its integration within the home.  
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For the past decade, scholars have taken polarized positions regarding the 

potential effects of technology use. On the one hand, some researchers have heralded the 

great benefits of the increasing integration of technology into family life. Rheingold 

(1993), for example, has asserted that accessibility to computers and the Internet fosters 

education, global understanding, more extensive communication, and a better life for 

families and individuals.  

On the other hand, some scholars suggest that new technologies have lead to 

detrimental effects within families. As an example, Stoll (1995) suggested that increasing 

use of computers and the Internet will foster increased distance between family members, 

isolation of families from the external world, and generally more limited connection in 

relationships. Similarly, Kraut and colleagues (1998) found that more extensive use of the 

Internet was associated with less time spent interacting and communicating with family 

members. However, Hughes and Hans assert that there is reason to believe that as 

Internet access is increasingly common than was the case in 1998 and the novelty of it is 

diminished, the reduction in family interaction should be reassessed.  

Hughes and Hans (2001) caution against unfettered acceptance of predictions of 

the impact of technology. Rather, they assert that surprisingly little empirical research has 

been conducted regarding the effects of computer and Internet use on family life: 

For the most part, family scientists are not engaged in exploring the role of 
technology in family life . . . Research is needed that focuses not on technology 
itself but rather on technology within the context of studying family issues (p.787-
788).  
 

In her discussion of what she calls the “wired family” Meszaros (2004) comes to the 

same conclusion, as did Burton (1992) and Papadakis (2003). The implication of this 
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convergence of conclusions is that scholars agree that technology is a consistent presence 

in family life and the resulting effects of technology as a new member of family systems 

need to be aggressively studied. An additional conclusion that these scholars agree upon 

is that the study of technology needs to be theory driven. In sum, technology is intricately 

woven into the tapestry of everyday life and is now a major contextual factor that needs 

to be studied more fully to understand individual and relationship development.  

Recognizing the need for additional research to more fully understand the ways 

that technology use impacts interpersonal relationships, it is important to know what 

related research has found. There are several major foci in existing media and technology 

literature that are relevant to the understanding of intimacy development. First, many 

studies have examined the extent of television viewing and the motives for watching 

television. Related to this, another focus of research has been the effects of television 

watching on family life. Finally, with the increased availability of computers, Internet 

access, and other forms of technology (e.g., cell phones), research has begun to focus on 

the motives and effects of Internet and technology use.  

Television Viewing Motives 
 Americans generally watch an average of three to four hours of television per day 

(Nielsen Media Research, 2000). In addition to specifically watching television shows, 

Putnam (2000) reports that the average American home has a television turned on for 

seven hours each day. Tichi (1991) suggests that televisions have become the “electronic 

hearth” for the American family. Silverstone (1994) contends that television is 

fundamental to daily life for many people because it provides a sense of security, order 
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and predictable routine. Television has been called an “invisible family member” that 

provides a source of companionship (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signorelli, 1986; 

Bryant & Bryant, 2001):  

 The longer we live with television, the more invisible it becomes. As the number 
of people who have never lived without television continues to grow, the medium 
is increasingly taken for granted as an appliance, a piece of furniture, a storyteller, 
a member of the family (Gerbner et al., p. 17).  

 
While many other forms of technology are increasing in popularity, television is 

still clearly the most widely accessible and time consuming of all media types. The 

Kaiser Family Foundation study of media use reported that, on average, late adolescents 

(ages 15-18) watch 3 hours and 40 minutes of screen media (television, movies, DVDs, 

videos, and prerecorded TV), listen to music for 2 hours and 24 minutes, read for 45 

minutes, and use computers and the Internet for recreational purposes for 1 hour and 22 

minutes everyday (Roberts et al., 2005). This group of adolescents is soon to be the next 

generation of young adults that will begin the task of intimacy development.  

In order to understand why people watch television as much as they do many 

studies have addressed the uses and gratifications literature (Rubin, 1981; 1983). Rubin 

identified nine primary motivations for TV viewing: pass time, information, 

entertainment, companionship, social interaction, habit, arousal, relaxation, and escape. 

Lee and Lee (1995) identified similar motives including: committed/ritualized viewing, 

mood improvement, informational/cognitive benefit, social learning (i.e., learning how to 

deal with social situations), social grease (i.e., gaining experience that facilitate 

interactions with others), and an engrossing different world (i.e., emotional arousal; 

escape to a different life). Together, these motives represent a rather comprehensive view 
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of uses and gratifications. However, additional research has found multiple factors that 

are related to these categories of motives.  

Some studies have found that there are biological characteristics that are 

associated with the reasons people watch television. In a review of the nature/nurture 

debate, Sherry (2004) promotes a belief that communication researchers need to move 

beyond a nurture only mindset and begin to recognize the significance of inborn traits. 

Consistent with this position, Sherry (2001) found that temperament traits (e.g., task 

orientation, rigidity/flexibility, mood, and activity level) were significantly associated 

with television viewing motives (e.g., companionship, arousal, diversion, pass time, 

relaxation, and learning). This finding suggests that people watch television for reasons 

that are rooted in biologically heritable traits.  

Related to this, Bhatia and Desmond (1993) found that media choices were 

related to gender, as well as affective states and relationship status. Males that experience 

higher levels of negative affect in their lives were found to be more extensive media users 

(e.g., listen to music and watch television) than those with more positive affective states. 

Conversely, females were not found to use media as an escape from unpleasant affective 

states. Bhatia and Desmond suggest that this may be because women are more likely than 

men to self disclose and share relationship concerns with other women. This research also 

found that males that were involved in satisfying relationships were less likely to 

experience negative affective states and were found to use less recreational media, 

whereas satisfied females consumed a wider range of media.  
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These findings can be partially explained by gender differences that have been 

found in research regarding Bowen theory. Females were found to be more likely than 

males to experience emotional reactivity and struggle to take “I” positions (Kosek, 1998; 

Skowron & Schmitt, 2003). As such, women may be more outwardly expressive (i.e., 

emotionally reactive) and may turn to other women during negative affective states or 

when relationships go awry while men internalize and engage media and technology. 

However, previous studies have found that there are no gender differences in overall 

levels of differentiation (Elieson & Ruben, 2001; Haber, 1993; Maynard, 1997; Skowron 

& Friedlander, 1998). This suggests that gender may be an important factor to consider 

regarding aspects of differentiation of self. Still, the mixed findings exhibit a need for 

additional research. Nevertheless, gender, relationship status, and emotional experience 

can all impact individual motives for television viewing (Bhatia & Desmond, 1993) and 

these factors may be related to differentiation of self.  

Weaver’s research (2003) sheds some additional light on the influence of gender. 

He found that women were more likely than men to watch television to pass time and for 

companionship while men were more likely than women to report watching television for 

information or stimulation. This suggests that women may prefer to watch television for 

relational reasons while men may have more individualistic motives. As such, men may 

be more likely to prefer solitary use of technology while women may prefer conjoint use.  

Beyond gender, personality has also been linked to differences in television 

viewing (Weaver, 2003). Weaver studied the connections between neuroticism, 

extraversion, and psychoticism and television viewing motives. His results indicated that 
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individuals that scored high in neuroticism were significantly more likely to indicate 

watching television to pass time, for companionship, for relaxation, and for stimulation. 

Amiel and Sargent (2004) found similar results in their study of personality types and 

Internet use motives.  These findings are interesting in light of the nature of neuroticism, 

which is characterized by “traits such as emotionality, shyness, and social isolation” 

(Weaver, p. 1434). Poorly differentiated individuals are found to be emotionally reactive, 

increasingly anxious around others, and cut-off (i.e., isolated) from others (Skowron & 

Friedlander, 1998). Taken together, these findings suggest that poorly differentiated 

persons may be more neurotic and may “display a particularly strong affiliation for 

television” (Weaver, p. 1434). 

In short, temperament, affective states, personality, gender, and relationship status 

and satisfaction can all affect individuals’ motives for media use. Further, Bowen theory 

is potentially helpful in accounting, at least partially, for the reasons people attribute to 

their use of media. At any rate, for many reasons people watch television and research 

shows that people watch quite often. Fortunately, scholars have studied the impact that 

watching television has on individual lives and relationships.  

Television Viewing Effects 
As with many issues, some scholars take a polarized view of the effects of 

television viewing. On the one hand, in early discussions of television viewing 

(Maccoby, 1951), watching the television was considered a mindless activity in which 

people became engrossed in the program and watched together devoid of any interaction. 

The National Institute of Mental Health [NIMH] (1982) reported that watching television 
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leads to less conversation and interaction than when the television is off. Similarly, 

watching television together has been shown to have little benefit for relationships 

(Holman & Epperson, 1984). Further research has indicated that while television viewing 

can be used to decrease direct conflict in relationships it does not foster meaningful 

relationship interaction and does little more than reduce surface tensions (Orthner & 

Mancini, 1990).  

Other research has shown that coviewing can be related to relationship problems. 

For example, Walker (1996) discusses relationship conflict that can ensue from power 

discrepancies in use of remote control devices. Similarly, Finucane and Horvath (2000) 

reported three perceptively negative effects of television viewing, including avoidance 

(e.g., to avoid disagreements or interactions with other people), competence/dominance 

(e.g., wanting a partner to conform to preferences for silence or conversation during 

viewing) and interpersonal control (e.g., controlling a partner through remote control use 

or programming preferences).  

Yet, while research has indicated that watching television can have numerous 

problematic effects on relationships, some research has found coviewing to be beneficial 

to couples. For example, Brody, Stoneman and Sanders (1980) found that, while verbal 

interactions diminish, touching and other forms of nonverbal communication are more 

prevalent. Consistent with this, Gantz (1985) wrote, “Coviewing, even without 

communication interaction, may be sufficient to reinforce the sense of togetherness 

valued in close relationships” (p. 75).  
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Contrary to Maccoby’s (1951) description of television viewing as a “parallel” 

(i.e., non-interactive) activity, Finucane and Horvath (2000) found that the majority of 

couples in their study saw television viewing as interactive and beneficial to their 

relationships due to the physical proximity and shared experience of watching together. 

Many couples considered coviewing a method of “convenient recreation”. One 

respondent in their study reported:  

It provides, I think, a relaxed atmosphere, which when you have high-stress jobs 
and busy lives, I think you need that, or else you’re always at each other . . . It 
doesn’t take anything else from you. It doesn’t require you to think; you can just 
sit there and be a vegetable, and watch TV. And there are times when you just 
need to be a vegetable, and you can curl up on the couch together, you can lay on 
the floor on a pillow and watch TV, and be together, and not be thinking, and 
sometimes, that’s what you need (Finucane & Horvath, p. 315). 
 

Beyond spending time together, another participant stated that television viewing 

facilitated communication that would otherwise not occur. She said that, if she and her 

partner were not watching television, “he probably would be going out in the garage . . . 

and if I weren’t watching it, I’d be reading, so there really then, there would be no 

communication” (p. 316).  

In addition to providing opportunities for communication, time together or shared 

proximity, several other potential benefits of television viewing have been identified. 

Finucane and Horvath (2000) found that it provides an opportunity for social learning 

(e.g., to learn about what is happening in the world). Further, in a study of low income 

families (Tubbs, Roy, & Burton, 2005) it was found that television viewing was seen as 

having many benefits, including education, developmentally appropriate entertainment, 

socialization /social learning, prompting conversation, mutual enjoyment, relaxation and 
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time together. These benefits were seen as even more beneficial within the context of low 

income families because of the fact that television viewing involves minimal or no 

expense and no travel.  

Taken together, research has shown that watching television can have negative 

effects for relationships and that it can be beneficial. The advantageous versus 

problematic effects appear to be related to relationship characteristics. As an example, 

Gantz (1985) reported that more satisfied couples found television viewing to be a shared 

activity devoid of problems. On the other hand, couples that reported less marital 

satisfaction indicated having more frequent disagreements about program preferences. As 

such, television can be used as a medium of connection or as a medium of conflict and 

distance.  

In later research, Gantz (2001) studied the process of conflict in marriage about 

television viewing. Regarding this he wrote:  

Given the value placed on intact families and the increased recognition of the 
fragility of contemporary families (e.g., marital relationships), it is important to 
understand the dynamics of television’s fit in the home (p. 289-290). 
 

One source of conflict that was identified through his research was that, although most 

couples did not see this as a problem, for some couples it was problematic for one spouse 

to stay up later than the other watching television. Some expressed concern that they 

were not able to be together. On the other hand, several couples in the study that 

apparently were having difficulties in the relationship reported that they prefer that one 

partner stay up later because it keeps them apart at bed time. Another couple indicated 

that television provided them with relief from awkward silence prior to their divorce: “[it 
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was] something to do rather than looking at each other with nothing to say” (p. 299). 

About 27% of participants indicated that either they or their partners have used television 

to get out of a disagreement that they were having, 32% reported being concerned that 

television viewing interfered with talking together, or with doing things together (23%) 

or resolving disagreements (15%).  

One additional study addresses the importance of the process of interaction during 

television use. In a study of joint leisure time, Flora and Segrin (1998) reported that the 

influence of activities (TV watching, playing a game, or relaxing together) on leisure 

satisfaction depends on the quality of social interaction during the activity. Some 

activities foster greater social interaction as indicated by talking together, gazing (i.e., eye 

contact) with each other, and touch. In this study, they found that relaxing together 

promoted more positive interaction than watching TV or playing a game. However, an 

additional finding of this study was that perceptions of partner’s positivity, as indicated 

by “how enjoyable, supportive, or cheerful one’s partner is” (p. 713), were correlated 

with feelings of satisfaction with joint leisure time. Regarding their findings, Flora and 

Segrin write: 

It appears from this research that joint activity time acts as a potential stage for 
interaction. It is when friends and romantic partners execute rewarding behaviors, 
such as good social skills and positivity, upon that stage that relationships benefit. 
Without considering the quality of time spent together, joint leisure time cannot 
uniformly be guaranteed to enhance relationships (p. 717).  
 

The implication of this research is that the way that couples use television viewing in 

their relationship will determine the amount of benefit (or harm) that is derived from the 

activity. Additionally, Flora and Segrin’s research suggests that satisfying joint leisure 
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time is needed in relationships and coviewing of television can be a satisfying leisure 

activity for couples. Related research has indicated that leisure satisfaction is strongly 

related to relationship satisfaction (Eichenauer, 1996).  

In summary, the effects of television viewing on relationships are both concerning 

and helpful. Alexander (1994) writes, “Family members can watch television to be 

together, or to get away from each other; as a basis for talk or to avoid talk; television can 

be a source of conflict or an escape from conflict; and so on” (p. 53). The factors that 

determine whether television is used beneficially or in problematic ways appear to be 

centered on the relationship dynamics and the process of interaction between partners. In 

short, television viewing effects reflect and perpetuate the nature of relationships.  

Motives and Effects of Internet and Other Technology Use 
Beyond the television, research has found similar results through studying the use 

of the Internet and other forms of technology as well. For example, Haythornthwaite 

(2001) presents a detailed description of ways that people use various forms of 

technology (e.g., email, chat, instant messaging, cell phones) to improve relationships ties 

with others. Her report indicates that individuals that already have strong ties with others 

will use more types and spend more time using technology to build their ties even 

stronger. On the other hand, individuals that have weak relationship ties with others tend 

to be less likely to use technology to benefit their relationships. Such individuals likely 

use only one form of technology (if any) to maintain connections with a significant other 

and use it less frequently than those with strong ties. In short, as new forms of media and 

technology are developed and available those with strong connections with others are 
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likely to use the new media in ways that further develop their ties while those with 

weaker relational ties will be less prone to use technology to engage others.  

Consistent with Haythornthwaite (2001), Stafford et al. (1999) studied the use of 

email in individuals’ homes and found that email can be used as a meaningful way to 

maintain important relationships. Additionally, many Internet users that participated in 

the Pew Internet and American Life Project (Fallows, 2004) indicated that using the 

Internet allowed them to maintain better connections with family members, which they 

felt resulted in better family relationships. This project pointed out benefits to both 

immediate and extended families (e.g., seeking advice and sharing concerns via email).  

Taken together, based on existing research it can be concluded that technology 

can be used to facilitate intimacy development and maintenance. Technology can also be 

used as a substitute for intimacy. It can be used as a facilitator of self expression, a shared 

activity, or a way of connecting with and learning about others. Conversely, technology 

and media use can be a time sponge and “soak up” precious time that could be used to 

build relationships with others. Moreover, individuals can engage forms of technology to 

purposefully avoid connections with others (i.e., volitional avoidance). The effects of 

technology use appear to be determined by interpersonal dynamics and the process of 

use. In the end, technology use both affects and reflects intimacy in relationships.  

Perhaps, the connection between relationship dynamics and technology use can 

best be understood through the lens of Bowen family systems theory. Specifically, for 

poorly differentiated persons, technology facilitates and intensifies pseudo behaviors. For 

example, it is easy to change or falsify one’s identity online. Further, media and Internet 
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capabilities are making computer mediated experience more and more realistic (e.g., 

video games, movies, online graphics; Comstock & Paik, 1994) including advancements 

in tactile technology (e.g., Brunker, 1999). As such, online interactions can provide 

increasing levels of emotional intensity without the vulnerability of face-to-face 

interaction, true self-disclosure, etc.  

For example, Leung (2004) found that some young adults become addicted to the 

Internet when they are extensively open with others emotionally without the overt 

vulnerability of face-to-face interaction.  Such users spent excessive amounts of time 

interacting with unknown others and found great pleasure in being able to control the 

online environment and escape from their real life concerns.  Such behaviors may be 

indicative of pseudo living and poor differentiation.  Another study regarding the 

predictors and motives of Internet use (Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000) supports the idea 

that differentiation is related to uses of the Internet:  

Internet users who avoided face-to-face interaction, or found it to be less 
rewarding chose the Internet as a functional alternative to fulfill interpersonal 
needs. This finding would resonate well with suggestions that computer mediated 
communication is used for ‘identity fixes’ and to establish or alter one’s self 
identity (e.g., Haraway, 1991; Stone, 1995), and to reinvent one’s virtual 
personality (e.g., Bolter, 1996; Cutler, 1996; Lipton, 1996). . . . [Conversely,] it 
appears that those who were more mobile, economically secure, satisfied with 
life, comfortable with approaching others in an interpersonal context, and who felt 
valued in their interpersonal encounters preferred the more instrumental Internet 
uses, such as information seeking (p. 191, 192).   
 
In another study, Séguin-Levesque, Laliberté, Pelletier, Blanchard and Vallerand 

(2003) found that successful integration of Internet use with other aspects of one’s 

personal life versus obsessive Internet use which limited other aspects of one’s personal 

life, was determined by differences in relationship dynamics.  Individuals with greater 
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dyadic adjustment (a measure of relationship satisfaction and consensus), less relational 

conflict, and higher self motivation in the couple experienced more harmonious (as 

opposed to obsessive) Internet use.  Greater conflict, poor dyadic adjustment, and low 

self motivation were related to increased obsessive (i.e., problematic) Internet use.  In 

that relational satisfaction, conflict levels and self motivation are conceptually linked to 

levels of differentiation, this research offers support for the belief that differentiation 

levels can predict beneficial use of the Internet which can build relational intimacy versus 

problematic use which leads to difficulties in relationship and intimacy development.   

As a final point of interest, for more differentiated persons, technology may 

facilitate greater self-discovery and self-disclosure. Research indicates that people may 

feel less inhibition and be more willing to self disclose via technology. Technology takes 

away the initial judgment of physical appearance and may allow individuals to get to 

know the “real” person in a step-by-step process. Beyond simply reflecting individual 

levels of differentiation it appears that Internet use can, in fact, facilitate greater 

differentiation, if people are willing to face the anxiety of self-disclosure and present their 

true self in their online interactions.   

McKenna, Green, and Gleason (2002) report that “greater expression of one’s true 

self on the Internet results in the rapid formation of close relationships” (p. 28).  In their 

report of three consecutive studies, McKenna et al. indicated that participants did indeed 

form meaningful relationships with online others.  They suggest that this relationship 

formation is facilitated by the absence of “gating features” such as physical appearance. 

Apparently, the lack of gating features allows people to feel free to get to know others 
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that they might not have approached otherwise.  Further, McKenna et al. report that the 

friendships that were formed online were stable over time (at a two year follow up) and 

were highly likely to transition into face-to-face relationships.  The contingent factor that 

they reported was that such gains in relationship and intimacy development were 

determined by individuals’ willingness to share their true selves with online others, 

which, they assert, is facilitated by the nature of online interaction (i.e., lack of gating 

features) for those that sought such.  These findings built upon the author’s previous 

research (McKenna & Bargh, 2000) and were supported by an additional study (Bargh, 

McKenna, & Fitzsimons, 2002) which asserts that people are more likely to express their 

“true self” online than in face-to-face interactions.   

In short, individual levels of differentiation may determine whether individuals 

use technology to invest in intimacy development or as a pseudo-intimate alternative. 

Intimacy is an innate need. If people ignore or avoid it they will experience anxiety 

because they are not being true to part of who they are. As a result, they will choose to do 

something to relieve the anxiety. Some will choose to face the anxiety and find ways to 

build intimacy in their life and relationships with others (e.g., through conjoint 

technology use). Others will choose to use their resources to meet the need artificially 

and perpetuate pseudo living (e.g., through solitary technology use). As such, conjoint 

versus solitary use of technology may be related to differentiation levels.  

 Summary 
In summary, many and varied factors go into the mix of intimacy development. 

Thus, the development of intimacy in young adulthood is an extremely complex 
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phenomenon. According to Erikson (1959), it is a necessary step in individual human 

development, the absence of which would lead to isolation and loneliness. In light of this, 

forming a more detailed understanding of many of the contextual factors that influence 

intimacy development promises to be a beneficial endeavor. Intimacy development is 

affected by many factors, such as family of origin experience and broad socialization 

experiences, both of which are influenced by pervasive technology use and availability. 

As such, technology saturated homes are now the context for intimacy development for 

current young adults. While much research has been conducted regarding other 

contextual factors, the infusion of technology into family life has not been studied in 

relationship to direct effects on intimacy development. Perhaps, greater understanding of 

people’s process of technology use could facilitate more meaningful, qualitative and 

quantitative, development of intimacy. 

It appears that technology may be used both to facilitate and as a substitute for 

intimacy development. Specifically, technology can be used as a medium of connection 

or as a conjoint activity. Conversely, technology can detract from relational intimacy 

simply by absorbing time (i.e., time sponge) or by being used as an escape from intimacy 

and intensity in existing relationships (i.e., volitional avoidance). Bowen theory offers a 

theoretical foundation for understanding what determines whether people use technology 

to build intimacy or foster distance in their relationships. A main principle of Bowen 

theory is that relational interactions are mediated by individual levels of differentiation.  

Further, using Bowen family systems theory as a lens with which to view 

intimacy development sheds some light on the interpersonal and intrapersonal processes 
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that may impact and mediate such development of intimacy within the context of a 

technology flooded society. The greater the differentiation that exists in a relationship, 

the greater the likelihood for increased intimacy. Lower levels of differentiation involve 

reactivity, borrowing of self, and triangles that focus attention away from relationships 

rather than toward them, which diminishes the amount of intimacy that is developed in 

the relationship. Technology represents a plausible and widely available medium that 

could be used to invest in relationships or to divert attention from them. Interestingly, 

therapists are beginning to be confronted with the realities of the triangling effects of the 

growing phenomenon of media and technology use (Imber-Black, 2000). Further inquiry 

into the principles of BFST should be conducted to clarify the relationship between 

differentiation, technology use, and intimacy development.  

Research Hypotheses 
In short, differentiation is a determining factor in individuals’ decisions about 

seeking to build or avoid intimacy. Further, differentiation levels will guide the process 

of technology use in individuals’ lives. Subsequently, the way that people approach 

technology consumption will have a direct impact on the breadth and depth of intimacy 

development. Therefore, it is hypothesized that conjoint technology use will occur to a 

greater extent (types and duration) in the lives more highly differentiated people and will 

lead to more complex intimacy development. On the other hand, it is hypothesized that 

poorly differentiated people will engage in more solitary technology use and will 

experience more extensive distance in their relationships with others. More specifically, 
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based on the conclusions presented in this review of existing research, the following 

hypotheses have been developed and were tested.  

H1: Differentiation will be negatively related to overall weekly television use.   

H2: High levels of overall television use will negatively impact intimacy development. 

H3: Differentiation will be positively related to conjoint media use.  

H4: Differentiation will be negatively related to solitary media use.  

H5: Differentiation will be positively related to higher levels and more types of intimacy. 

H6: Conjoint media use will be associated with greater (breadth and depth) intimacy. 

H7: Solitary media use will be associated with less (breadth and depth) intimacy.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODS 
 

Consistent with the stated hypotheses of this study, specific efforts were made in 

this study to examine the relationships between media and technology use, intimacy in 

interpersonal relationships, and differentiation of self.  The nature of the population of 

interest (i.e., the sample), measures, and procedures of the study are all outlined below.  

Participants 
Developmental theory suggests that young adulthood is the most poignant time 

period for intimacy development (e.g., Erikson, 1959). As such, the sample for this study 

was selected from a population of young adults. Additionally, in order to assess for 

breadth and depth of intimacy with a significant other, only individuals that were 

currently involved in a committed relationship were invited to complete the study.     

Initially, 541 participants completed the study.  However, 94 participants were 

dropped because they were not currently in a committed relationship (with respect to 

their current relationship status they indicated that they were either “not dating” or 

“casually dating”).  Additionally, 124 participants were removed from the study due to 

incomplete data.  Therefore, the final sample that was used for the statistical analyses 

consisted of 323 individuals.  Specific demographic characteristics of the final sample 

can be seen in Table 1 below; including age, sex, geographic location (according to the 

four U.S. Census Bureau Regions), highest level of education completed, ethnicity, 

religion, relationship status, and sexual orientation.   
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Table 1 
Participant Demographics 

Demographic Category Result 

Age Mean (standard deviation) 

Range 

26.74 (7.98) years 

18-73 

Sex Female 

Male 

70.3% 

29.7% 

Geographic Location  
(U.S. Census Bureau 
Region) 

Northeast 

Central 

South 

West 

Unspecified  

2.2% 

3.7% 

73.7% 

17.3% 

3.1% 

Education High School Diploma 

Associate’s Degree 

Bachelor’s Degree 

Master’s Degree 

Doctoral Degree 

Unspecified 

38.1% 

9.6% 

19.8% 

22.9% 

5.0% 

4.6% 

Ethnicity Asian/Pacific Islander 

Black/African American 

7.1% 

4.0% 
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Table 1 (cont.) 

Ethnicity (cont.) Hispanic/Latino 

White/Caucasian 

Other 

8.0% 

79.9% 

1.0% 

Religion Christian 

Agnostic, Atheist, None 

Buddhist, Hindu, or Jewish 

Other, unspecified 

83.9% 

11.1% 

2.7% 

2.2% 

Relationship Status Seriously Dating 

Cohabitating 

Engaged 

Married 

Divorced/Separated/Widowed 

Long Distance Relationship 

36.8% 

8.0% 

7.4% 

48.0% 

2.2% 

4.6% 

Sexual Orientation Heterosexual 

Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual 

Unspecified 

90.4% 

1.2% 

8.4% 

N = 323 

 

In addition to the demographics listed in Table 1, participants were questioned regarding 

their personal access to various types of technology in their home (see Table 2).   
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Table 2 
Participants’ Access to Technology 

Type of Technology Access Availability 

Computer 
Number of Computers 

99.7% 
Mean(SD): 2.24(1.22); Range: 0-9 

Television 
Number of Televisions 

99.1% 
Mean(SD): 2.48(1.48); Range: 0-10 

DVD player 97.8% 

Radio/CD Player 97.2% 

Internet Access 
Type of Access 

96.3%  
84.2% high-speed; 12.1% dial-up 

Cell phone/Pager 95.7% 

Telephone 
Number of Telephones 

84.2% 
Mean(SD): 2.33(1.73); Range: 0-10 

VCR 83.6% 

Cable/Satellite 75.9% 

Portable Music System (e.g., I-Pod) 68.7% 

Video Game Console (e.g., X-box, Play 
Station 2, Game Cube) 
 

50.2% 

Home Theater Sound System 44.9% 

PDA (e.g., Palm Pilot, Pocket PC) 27.6% 

Big Screen TV 24.8% 

Premium Channels (e.g., HBO, Showtime) 24.8% 

High Definition Television 16.4% 

N = 323 
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In order to obtain a broad sample, participants were recruited through multiple 

means at ten universities across the United States.  The locations were selected to offer 

broad access to a diverse set of young adults.  At each site, where possible, a notice was 

placed in a campus wide electronic message list that is sent to all students inviting 

participation. Also, professors and instructors at each location informed their students of 

the opportunity to participate and handed out contact information for those that were 

interested.  Due to this broad sampling methodology, it was not possible to determine 

response rates for the study.   

Procedures 
Data for this study were collected during a two week period in February of 2006.  

In return for participation, individuals were notified of potential to win one of five $50 

gift cards.  Regardless of recruitment site or method, all participants completed the study 

through an anonymous Internet-based modality.  To complete the study, participants 

visited the website for the study, read an informed consent document and, upon agreeing 

to participate, were directed to begin the measures.  Once all measures are completed, 

they were given an email address to independently send a message to in order to be 

included in the drawing for the gift cards.  The separate email process was used to 

maintain anonymity.   

Once the study was completed, those participants that sent an email to be included 

in the gift card drawing were put into a numbered list (listed by email address only in the 

order that they sent the request to participate) and five email addresses were selected to 

receive gift cards.  A message was sent to the five email addresses informing the 
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participant that they had been selected and inviting the person to send a preferred mailing 

address and preferred location for the gift card.  Subsequently, gift cards were mailed out 

to the selected participants.   

Measures 
Technology use. In order to assess participants’ extent and experience of media 

and technology use a questionnaire was developed for this study by the principal author 

based on existing literature. Initially, the actual amount of time spent watching television 

(or movies) was measured by inviting participants to approximate the number of hours 

spent watching television each day during a typical week using a six-point scale (0 = 

none, 1 = less than an hour, 2 = between one and two hours, 3 = between two and three 

hours, 4 = between three and four hours, and 5 = over four hours). Ratings for the seven 

days of the week were then consolidated for an overall index of time spent watching 

television ranging from 0 to 35. Previous research has indicated that individuals 

consistently underreport their use of media (e.g., Quill, 2004) and that the use of journals 

or personal logs and researcher observation/shadowing is increasingly more accurate, 

respectively. However, the purpose of this study is to gauge media use of participants 

respective to each other and detailed measurements of actual use via researcher 

observation were not warranted.  

Additionally, in order to assess conjoint vs. solitary use of technology, 

participants were asked to rate the amount of time they spend both by themselves and 

with their partners engaging in each of 13 activities. These activities were determined by 

considering the lists of media and technology commonly used by individuals in previous 
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studies (e.g., Fallows, 2004; Roberts, Foehr, & Rideout, 2005) and adding additional 

activities based on the principle researcher’s experiences of common uses of technology 

(e.g., listening to talk radio, using the telephone, and using the computer to work at 

home).  Specifically, participants were asked how often they watch television or movies, 

listen to music (radio, CDs, MP3s, etc.), listen to talk radio, surf the Internet, send, read, 

or write email, communicate using instant messaging (ICQ, MSN/AOL/ Yahoo 

Messenger, etc.), communicate with others in chat rooms or online groups, view 

pornography (online or offline) or visit adult websites, play computer or video games, use 

a computer for work outside of regular working hours, use a computer for any other 

reason, communicate using a cell phone or pager, or using a regular telephone.  

The frequency of engaging in each activity was rated by participants on a 5-point 

scale (0 = never, 1 = rarely, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often, and 4 = quite often) both for 

personal use and conjoint use with a partner. Based on participant responses, scores for 

the thirteen items were consolidated such that an index ranging from 0 to 52 was created 

for both solitary and conjoint technology use. Additionally, the various activities were 

initially divided into five categories: (1) entertainment, (2) communication, (3) 

information, (4) tasks, and (5) pornography.  The activities in each of the five categories 

were tested for appropriateness using factor analysis as outlined in the Results section.  

Subsequently, the scores were summed for each category.    

Intimacy in committed relationships. Intimacy in committed relationships was 

assessed using the Personal Assessment of Intimacy in Relationships (PAIR) inventory 

(Schaefer & Olson, 1981).  The PAIR Inventory is a 36-item measure that includes 6 
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subscales for emotional, social, sexual, intellectual, and relational intimacy and for 

conventionality.  Taken together, the PAIR Inventory provides a comprehensive 

assessment of breadth and depth of intimacy in relationships.  Each item in this measure 

is rated on a five point Likert-type scale (0 = “strongly disagree”; 1 = “disagree”; 2 = 

“neutral”; 3 = “agree”; and 4 = “strongly agree”).  Scoring for the PAIR Inventory was 

conducted using the administration and scoring manual that accompanies the measure.  

This assessment has proven to have a strong alpha reliability for each of the six subscales 

(emotional (.75), social (.71), sexual (.77), intellectual (.70), recreational (.70), and 

conventionality (.80)).   

 Differentiation of self. In order to assess for differentiation of self, participants 

completed the Differentiation of Self Inventory-Revised (DSI-R; Skowron & Schmitt, 

2003).  The 46-item DSI-R is comprised of four subscales that assess for emotional 

reactivity (11 items), “I” position (11 items), emotional cutoff (12 items), and fusion with 

others (12 items).  The DSI-R has high internal consistency for the overall measure (α = 

.92) and for each of the four subscales (αer = .92, αip = .92, αec = .92, and αfo = .92).  All 

items in each subscale are rated on a 6-point Likert type scale ranging from 1 (“not at all 

true of me”) to 6 (“very true of me”).  Examples of items include “People have remarked 

that I’m overly emotional” (i.e., emotional reactivity), “I tend to remain pretty calm even 

under stress” (i.e., “I” position), “I have difficulty expressing my feelings to people I care 

for” (i.e., emotional cutoff), and “I usually need a lot of encouragement from others when 

starting a big job or task” (i.e., fusion with others).  Items that reflect higher levels of 

differentiation (e.g., “I tend to feel pretty stable under stress.”) are scored as written.  
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Items that reflect poor differentiation (e.g., “My self-esteem really depends on how others 

think of me.”) are reverse scored.   

 Scores for each of the fours subscales are computed by summing the results for 

the subscale and then dividing by the number of items in the subscale.  Each subscale 

then has an overall score between 1 and 6.  Similarly, the results for the total measure are 

summed and then divided by 46 (the total number of items) to determine an overall score 

of differentiation of self; scores range incrementally between 1 and 6.   

Additional questions.  In order to offer participants an opportunity to voice their 

opinions and experiences regarding the influence, for better or worse, that technology 

may have on relationships and intimacy, two final questions were asked.  Both questions 

are open-ended and participants were allowed to write as much or as little as they would 

like to in response to these questions.  Participants were asked to answer each question 

“to the best of your ability and with as much detail as possible.”  First, participants were 

asked, “In what ways, if any, do you think that different types of technology are used to 

benefit relationships or build intimacy?”  Second, participants were asked, “In what 

ways, if any, do you think that different types of technology are used to harm relationship 

or avoid intimacy?”   

Proposed Analyses 
 The hypotheses for this study were tested using structural equation modeling.  

The nature of the data are appropriate for this form of statistical analysis in that the 

sample is large and the study is designed to assess the relationships between multiple 

constructs that are each developed as a function of multiple indicators.  The proposed 
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structural model, including the various constructs, their indicators, and key hypothesized 

structural paths is found below (see Figure 1).   

Constructs and indicators.  There are four major constructs within the proposed 

structural model.  The first major construct is differentiation of self.  This construct is 

associated with four indicators, each of which is a subscale within the DSI-R (Skowron & 

Schmitt, 2003): emotional reactivity, “I” position, emotional cutoff, and fusion with 

others.  The second and third major constructs are conjoint technology use and solitary 

technology use, each of which has five related but unique indicators.  The indicators are 

the results of participants’ ratings of both conjoint and solitary media/technology use for 

each of the five categories listed previously: entertainment, communication, information, 

tasks, and pornography.  The five indicators for each of the two constructs are based on 

the same categories, but each technology activity is rated independently for both conjoint 

use and solitary use.  As such, the indicators are unique to the two separate constructs.   

The fourth construct is intimacy development and this construct has five 

associated indicators.  Each of the indicators is related to one of the subscales of the 

PAIR Inventory (Schaefer and Olson, 1981) including: emotional, social, sexual, 

intellectual, and recreational intimacy.  In addition to the four major constructs and their 

associated indicators, there is a stand alone indicator in the proposed model.  Weekly 

television viewing amounts, as measures by the sum of daily estimates for the seven days 

of the week, was used as an indicator within the proposed model.   

Key hypothesized structural paths and their significance.  Based on the 

hypotheses for this study, there are multiple hypothesized structural paths.  First, based  
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Figure 1. 
Proposed structural model.   

 

on hypothesis one (H1), there is a direct “causal” path from differentiation of self to 

weekly television viewing amounts.  Related to this, there is also a direct path from 

weekly television use to intimacy development.  This path represents the “time sponge” 

hypothesis (i.e., H2) which states that high amounts of television use will take time away 

from opportunities to develop and maintain intimacy.  As such, this path is hypothesized 

to reflect a negative association between the two involved constructs.  Next, there are 

“causal” paths from differentiation of self to both conjoint and solitary technology use.  

These paths represent the hypotheses (H3 and H4) that differentiation will influence the 
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amounts of conjoint and solitary use.  Along with the “causal” path from differentiation 

of self to solitary technology use indicating that if people are poorly differentiated they 

are more likely to engage in solitary use, there is another “causal” path from solitary use 

to intimacy development.  Taken together, these paths represent the idea of “volitional 

avoidance” which is that poorly differentiated people avoid intimacy and, as such, will 

intentionally divert attention elsewhere.  As a result of higher levels of solitary 

technology use, lower levels of each type of intimacy will be achieved (H7).   

Relating to the “causal” path that exists between differentiation of self and 

conjoint use of technology, an additional path exists from conjoint use to intimacy 

development. This path represents the “facilitation” hypothesis (H6), which is that some 

individuals are anxious about relationship and intimacy development but they are still 

interested in such.  Consequently, they may make small differentiating moves by 

engaging in conjoint technology use with a partner, take risks and share their true selves 

with the partner and, as a result, greater intimacy is developed with the partner.  Finally, 

related to this, a single direct path also exists from differentiation to intimacy 

development representing the hypothesis (H5) that, regardless of technology use, 

individuals who are more differentiated will be more available, invested and successful 

with intimacy development.   

In addition to the “causal” paths, it was anticipated that both conjoint and solitary 

technology use would be correlated with weekly television use.  As such bidirectional 

paths are found between the two technology use constructs and the weekly television use 

stand alone indicator.  Similarly, it was hypothesized that conjoint and solitary 
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technology use would be correlated with each other and a bidirectional path exists 

between these constructs as well.   
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 
 

The focus of the analyses within this study was to evaluate the relationships 

between differentiation of self, technology use, and levels and types of intimacy.  

Initially, confirmatory factor analysis was completed using the thirteen types of 

technology use (e.g., watching television and movies, using email, etc.) in order to 

determine the appropriateness of the categories of technology use that were previously 

suggested based on logical divisions.  Next, correlations were assessed between the 

distinct variables in the study.  Then, structural equation modeling was used to test the 

overall hypothesized relationships between the noted major constructs.  

Categories of Technology Use 
Participants in the study were asked to rate their frequency of use of thirteen types 

of technology.  Each item was independently rated for solitary use and conjoint use with 

a partner.  Initially, five categories were suggested based on logical divisions between the 

types of technology.  However, in that pornography use was the only activity in the 

“porn” category, it was collapsed into the entertainment category instead of leaving it as a 

stand alone indicator.  This resulted the use of only four categories.  These four 

categories were largely supported by factor loadings in the confirmatory factor analysis 

process.  However, two types of technology use (standard telephone use and listening to 

talk radio) were dropped because they did not accomplish significant factor loadings on 

any of the factors.  Additionally, two of the categories (pastime and entertainment) were 
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collapsed to one category leaving three final categories.  Factor loadings for each type of 

technology use within each category (i.e., factor) are found in Table 3.   

Upon further consideration of the naming of the three remaining technology use 

categories, it was decided to change the names slightly to reflect the theoretical 

underpinnings of the study more directly.  The final categories included experiential 

technology use, connection-focused technology use, and task-oriented technology use.  

Experiential technology use includes playing video games, conversing with others in chat 

rooms, viewing pornography, listening to music, and viewing television and movies.  

These activities were named experiential technology use because they each allow people 

to participate in a simulated experience that otherwise might occur in direct interactions 

with others.  Connection-focused technology use includes communication via instant 

messaging, cell phones or pagers, and email. These activities were termed connection-

focused because they each allow people to connect with others via technology-mediated 

communication.  Task-oriented technology includes Internet use, general computer use, 

and using a computer to work outside of working hours.  Each of these activities allows 

people to accomplish certain tasks.   

Correlations between Technology Use, Differentiation of Self, and Intimacy 
Having divided the technology use activities into the three categories, composite 

scores were calculated for each participant in terms of solitary and conjoint technology 

use in each of the three categories as well as overall solitary and conjoint scores.  In 

addition to these specific types of technology use, the weekly television viewing score 

was used as an additional type of technology use.  The categorical and overall scores and  
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Table 3 
Factor Loadings for Technology Use Variables 

 Experience Connection Tasks 

solitary video games .551   

solitary chat room use .391   

solitary music .353   

solitary pornography .348   

solitary television/movies .346   

conjoint video games .548   

conjoint chat room use .413   

conjoint pornography  .391   

conjoint music .345   

conjoint television/movies .310   

solitary instant messaging  .688  

solitary cell phone use  .518  

solitary email  .502  

conjoint instant messaging   .651  

conjoint cell phone use  .547  

conjoint email  .420  

solitary Internet use   .541 

solitary computer use   .498 

solitary computer for work   .374 

conjoint Internet use   .682 

conjoint computer use   .670 

conjoint computer for work    .583 

p < .001 for all variables 
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weekly TV viewing scores were then used to test relationships between technology use, 

differentiation of self, and intimacy types in committed relationships.  Bivariate 

correlations were assessed (see Table 4) between all of the types of technology use, 

subscale and overall scores from the Differentiation of Self Inventory-Revised (DSI-R; 

Skowron & Schmitt, 2003), and the intimacy type subscales of the PAIR Inventory 

(Schaefer & Olson, 1981). 

Connections between technology use and differentiation of self.  Results from the 

correlation analyses revealed that solitary, conjoint, experiential, connection-focused, and 

task-oriented technology use are all significantly correlated with each other at the p < 

.001 level.  Weekly television viewing is positively correlated with overall solitary and 

conjoint technology use as well as solitary and conjoint experiential technology use, but 

not solitary or conjoint task-oriented or connection-focused use.  All of the DSI-R 

subscales and the overall differentiation of self score are significantly correlated with 

each other at the p < .001 level.  Beyond this, several interesting correlations exist 

between certain types of technology use and the various aspects of differentiation of self.   

Emotional reactivity was found to be negatively correlated with both overall 

solitary and conjoint technology use, as well as with conjoint experiential technology use 

and solitary task and connection technology use.  In that higher scores on the emotional 

reactivity subscale indicate less emotional reactivity (i.e., higher functionality) these 

significant correlations suggest that more emotional reactivity will lead to more solitary 

and conjoint technology use, conjoint experiential technology use, and solitary task and 

connection technology use.  In essence, emotional reactivity will lead individuals to fill  
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Table 4 
Correlations between Types of Technology Use, Differentiation of Self, and Types of 
Intimacy in Committed Relationships 
 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1. overall solitary use 1.0         

2. overall conjoint use .55*** 1.0        

3. solitary experiential .76*** .41*** 1.0       

4. conjoint experiential .39*** .73*** .44*** 1.0      

5. solitary task-oriented .76*** .41*** .37*** .24*** 1.0     

6. conjoint task-oriented .37*** .82*** .25*** .45*** .40*** 1.0    

7. solitary connection .73*** .46*** .37*** .31*** .55*** .28*** 1.0   

8. conjoint connection .51*** .78*** .32*** .42*** .35*** .52*** .64*** 1.0  

9. weekly TV viewing .22*** .14* .37*** .30*** .05 .00 .04 .05 1.0 

10. emotional reactivity  -.14* -.12* -.06 -.15** -.21*** -.10 -.15** -.07 -.05 

11. "I" position  -.02 .02 -.05 -.07 -.04 .02 -.02 .06 -.08 

12. emotional cutoff  -.14* .10 -.19*** .09 -.12* .06 -.05 .06 -.05 

13. fusion with others  -.10 -.12* -.12* -.17** -.09 -.08 -.14* -.07 -.05 

14. differentiation of self -.14* -.05 -.14* -.10 -.16** -.04 -.12* -.01 -.08 

15. emotional intimacy -.12* .10 -.15** .08 -.10 .09 -.02 .07 -.11*

16. social intimacy -.09 .06 -.15** .10 -.11 .01 -.02 .03 -.17**

17. sexual intimacy -.11* .12* -.21*** .09 -.06 .06 -.00 .08 -.15**

18. intellectual intimacy -.10 .21*** -.17** .14* -.06 .18*** -.02 .12* -.11

19. recreational intimacy -.13* .11 -.19*** .12* -.09 .03 -.01 .11 -.08
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Table 4 (cont.) 

 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 

10. emotional reactivity  1.0          

11. "I" position  .56*** 1.0         

12. emotional cutoff  .27*** .20*** 1.0        

13. fusion with others  .71*** .48*** .19*** 1.0       

14. differentiation of self .87*** .73*** .55*** .81*** 1.      

15. emotional intimacy .27*** .26*** .51*** .15** .40*** 1.0     

16. social intimacy .08 .15** .38*** -.06 .17** .43*** 1.0    

17. sexual intimacy .09 .11 .45*** .012 .22*** .60*** .40*** 1.0   

18. intellectual intimacy .20*** .24*** .55*** .13* .37*** .77*** .42*** .58*** 1.0  

19. recreational intimacy .16** .18*** .44*** .05 .27*** .58*** .46*** .51*** .59*** 1.0 
p < 0.001***, 0.01**, or 0.05* respectively. 

 

their time with solitary tasks and connection with people other than their partner, and 

when they do spend time with their partner they will mediate the interaction with 

television and movies, music, chat room use, video games, or pornography rather than 

direct interaction.   

Results from the “I” position subscale of the DSI-R were not significantly 

correlated with any type of technology use.  However, emotional cutoff is negatively 

correlated with overall solitary technology use as well as experiential and task-oriented 

solitary technology use, but not solitary connection-focused or any type of conjoint 

technology use.  As with emotional reactivity, higher scores on each of the DSI-R 
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subscales indicate greater differentiation and functionality; lower scores indicate 

dysfunction.  Thus, with respect to emotional cutoff, the noted correlations suggest that 

individuals that are prone to emotional cutoff are more likely to use technology to 

distance themselves from others and not to form connections with others or to interact 

with their partner.   

Scores on the fusion with others subscale of the DSI-R are negatively correlated 

with overall conjoint technology use, with solitary and conjoint experiential use, and with 

solitary connection-focused use.  As such, it appears that people that tend to be more 

fused with others will use technology to mediate their conjoint interactions with their 

partner, will spend more time engaging in experiential technology use both by themselves 

and with their partner, and will use technology to connect with people other than their 

partner.  This may be indicative of technology mediated triangling which would be 

conceptually consistent with fusion with others.   

Interestingly, overall differentiation of self was found to be negatively correlated 

with all three types of solitary technology use (experiential, connection-focused, and 

task-oriented) as well as overall solitary technology use, but not with any type of conjoint 

technology use.  This suggests that poorly differentiated individuals will engage in more 

extensive solitary technology use.  Additionally, the absence of significant correlations 

between differentiation and conjoint technology use indicates that poorly differentiated 

people may be less likely to use technology as a means to have increased interaction with 

their partner (i.e., they will not involve partners in their technology use).  Weekly 
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television viewing scores were not significantly correlated with any of the DSI-R 

subscales, nor the overall DSI score.  

Connections between technology use and intimacy development.  Similar to the 

DSI-R subscales and the various types of technology use, the correlation analyses show 

that all five intimacy types are significantly correlated with each other.  Additionally, 

there are several ways in which technology use is correlated with relational intimacy.  

Overall solitary technology use is negatively correlated with emotional, sexual, and 

recreational intimacy, but not social or intellectual intimacy. Also, solitary experiential 

technology use is negatively correlated with all five types of intimacy and weekly 

television viewing is negatively correlated with emotional, social, and sexual intimacy.  

The most parsimonious explanation for these negative correlations is that solitary 

technology use and television viewing take up time that could be used in intimacy 

building interactions with one’s partner.   

Contrary to the negative correlations between weekly TV viewing, solitary 

technology use and various types of intimacy, overall conjoint technology use is 

positively correlated with sexual and intellectual intimacy.  Additionally, conjoint 

experiential technology use is positively correlated with intellectual and recreational 

intimacy and both conjoint task-oriented and connection-focused technology use are 

positively correlated with intellectual intimacy.  It appears that the broadest benefits of 

conjoint technology use are found in terms of intellectual intimacy.   

Connections between differentiation of self and intimacy development.  The 

results of this study indicate that overall differentiation of self is significantly and 
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positively correlated with all five types of intimacy.  Beyond this, the significant 

correlations suggest that greater emotional reactivity is associated with problems in 

emotional, intellectual, and recreational intimacy.  Similarly, emotional cutoff is 

significantly correlated with all five types of intimacy in such a way that greater 

emotional cutoff is related to reduced intimacy of all types in a relationship.  Also, 

increased fusion with others relates to less emotional and intellectual intimacy.  On the 

other hand, capacity to maintain an “I” position in relationships is positively related to 

increased emotional, social, intellectual, and recreational intimacy.  Taken together, it 

appears that greater differentiation of self can effectively facilitate greater emotional, 

social, sexual, intellectual, and recreational intimacy in committed relationships.   

Structural Equation Model Testing 
Having tested the relationships between unique variables within the study, further 

analyses were conducted using structural equation modeling.  The proposed structural 

model was tested using the AMOS 5.0 software (Arbuckle, 2003).  This resulted in a high 

chi-square (χ2 = 457.2, df = 95, p < .001) and poor results for the goodness of fit indices.  

Hu and Bentler (1999) suggest that scores for the Root Mean Square Error of 

Approximation test (RMSEA; a test of absolute fit) that fall below .06 show adequate fit.  

The RMSEA score for the initial model was .109, which is well above the score for 

adequate fit.   

The relative fit of the initial model was also poor as indicated by scores of .770 

for the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), .818 for the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and .783 for 

the Normative Fit Index (NFI).  TLI scores above .950 suggest adequate fit (Hu & 
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Bentler) and other incremental indices such as the CFI and NFI scores should have a 

value of .90 or better to be considered a good fit (Rapport, Scanlan, & Denney, 1999).  

As such, both the test of absolute fit and three separate tests of relative fit indicate poor fit 

for the initial model.  In other words, the initial model did not explain the relationships 

within the data well enough.  Consequently, while attending to theoretical bases for the 

relationships in question, modification indices in AMOS were consulted to assist in 

respecifying the model to achieve better fit.   

Initially, the weekly TV viewing indicator was considered in relation to the 

solitary and conjoint technology use constructs, each of which ask participants to rate the 

relative amount of time they spend watching TV and movies.  In that the weekly TV 

viewing indicator is redundant with the two technology use constructs, for reasons of 

parsimony it was removed from the model.  This improved the overall chi-square result 

(χ2 = 384.2, df = 84, p < .001) and the goodness of fit indices (TLI = .805; CFI = .844; 

NFI = .810; and RMSEA = .105).   

Beyond this, the AMOS modification indices showed strong relationships 

between several key variables that could be theoretically substantiated.  Specifically, 

correlational paths were added between the similar indicators1 for each of the three types 

of solitary and conjoint technology use (connection, task, and experiential).  Additionally, 

the AMOS results indicated particularly strong relationships between a) emotional cutoff 

and overall conjoint technology use; b) emotional cutoff and intimacy development; c) 

                                                 
1 For ease of presentation, descriptions of correlations in this model have been phrased as being between 
the indicators and/or constructs directly, when in actuality it is the residuals of the indicators (not the 
indicators themselves) that are correlated.   
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solitary experiential technology use and emotional reactivity; and d) solitary experiential 

technology use and intimacy development.  To reflect these relationships, correlational 

paths were added one at a time to the structural model and each path achieved the critical 

value for chi-square change (∆χ2 ≥ 3.84) signifying sufficient improvement to the model 

to warrant the addition of the path.   

Beyond the statistical reasons for the addition of these paths to the structural 

model, theory and logic support these changes.  It is logical that the three types of solitary 

technology use would be correlated with their respective types of conjoint technology 

use.  Additionally, emotional cutoff limits a person’s ability to form and maintain 

intimate relationships (i.e., intimacy development) and it would make sense that such 

individuals might use technology to mediate their interactions with a partner in a 

committed relationship in order to keep the partner at a distance (i.e., maintain the 

emotional cutoff).   

Bowen family systems theory (Kerr & Bowen, 1988) suggests that people that are 

emotionally reactive are likely to triangle with others and keep their partners as outsiders 

in the relationship.  In light of this, it is possible that triangling could occur symbolically 

via technology, which supports that potential for a relationship between emotional 

reactivity and solitary experiential technology use.  Related to this, it is logical that higher 

amounts of solitary experiential technology use will adversely affect intimacy 

development because the triangling works to meet the individual’s needs with the insider 

(experiential technology in this case) and the partner is kept on the outside and intimacy 

is not strengthened in the relationship.  
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Therefore, having supported the statistical and theoretical reasoning for adding 

these paths to the initial structural model, the final model was tested for goodness of fit as 

compared to the initial model.  The final analyses revealed a high and significant chi-

square (χ2 = 141.9, df = 77, p < .001) indicating poor fit as an absolute test of fit.  

However, results for an additional test of absolute fit and several tests of relative fit show 

sufficient fit for the model as well as significant improvement over the initial model.  The 

RMSEA score for this model is .051 with upper and lower confidence interval boundaries 

of .064 and .038 respectively.  This falls below the .06 threshold indicating adequate fit 

(Hu & Bentler, 1999).  Tests of relative fit for this model also support the conclusion that 

the final model achieves adequate fit.   The Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) score of .954 is 

above the suggested .950 level (Hu & Bentler).  Similarly, the CFI (.966) and NFI (.930) 

scores exceed the preferred .90 value (Rapport et al., 1999).  As such, both the test of 

absolute fit and three separate tests of relative fit show that adequate fit has been 

achieved by this model.   

At times, it can be advisable to conduct alternative model testing (MacCallum, 

Wegener, Uchino & Fabrigar, 1993).  However, in this case, the model is theoretically 

sound and no alternative models have been assessed.  Nevertheless, it is important to note 

that there may be other alternative equivalent models that may yield similar fit.  Finally, 

in that the goodness of fit for this model has been established, it is important to consider 

the specific results from the overall structural model (see Figure 2 below).  Standardized 

loadings for the manifest indicators for each major construct in the model are included in 

Table 5.   
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Figure 2. 
Differentiation, technology, and intimacy structural model. 

p < 0.001***, 0.01**, or 0.05* respectively. 

 

Results from the overall structural model indicate that differentia

influence both solitary and conjoint technology use.  However, th

that is accounted for directly from differentiation of self is relativ

.024) for conjoint use and 6.6% (r2 = .066) for solitary use).  Add

has both direct and indirect influences on intimacy in committed 

seen in the significant “causal” paths from differentiation of self t

technology use and their subsequent significant “causal” paths (i.

intimacy development.  Taken together, differentiation of self and

D
IF

FE
R

EN
TI

A
TI

O
N

 
O

F 
SE

LF
 

SOLITARY 
TECHNOLOGY 

CONJOINT 
TECHNOLOGY emotional

social

sexual

emotional 
reactivity 

“I”  
position 

emotional 
cutoff 

fusion 
with others 

intellectual

INTIMACY 

DE ENT 

connection tasks experiential

tasksconnection experiential

.18**

.27***

-.26***

-.15* .52***

.41***

-.25**

.63***

.30**

.60*** .19ns .32***

6

75 
VELOPM
r2 = .169
USE 
r2 = .024
recreational
USE 
r2 = .06
tion of self does in fact 

e amount of influence 

ely small (2.4% (r2 = 

itionally, differentiation 

relationships.  This is 

o both types of 

e., influence) to 

 both types of  

-.16**



Table 5 
Standardized Factor Loadings 

Constructs Standardized Loadings 

DIFFERENTIATION OF SELF 

emotional reactivity 

“I” potition 

Emotional cutoff 

fusion with others 

 

.9301

.600 

.304 

.762 

CONJOINT TECHNOLOGY USE 

connection 

tasks 

experiential 

 

.6951

.751 

.583 

SOLITARY TECHNOLOGY USE 

connection 

tasks 

experiential 

 

.6781

.772 

.513 

INTIMACY DEVELOPMENT 

emotional 

social 

sexual 

intellectual 

recreational 

 

.8611

.521 

.692 

.867 

.690 
N = 323; 1Loadings fixed to 1.0 in the unstandardized solution.   
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technology use account for approximately 17% (r2 = .169) of the variance found in the 

results for intimacy in committed relationships.  This “big picture” result suggests that 

technology use can have a meaningful influence on couples’ intimacy and that 

differentiation of self appears to influence the way in which technology is used toward 

either intimacy inhibitive or productive ends.    Beyond this overall result, a specific 

consideration of the hypotheses for this study is found below.   

Hypothesis testing.  Specific results from all of the analyses were considered 

with respect to the initial hypotheses of the study.  It was found that hypothesis 1 was not 

supported because differentiation of self was not significantly related to overall weekly 

television use (r = -.08, p > .05).  Hypothesis 2 was partially supported because overall 

television use was negatively related to emotional (r = -.11, p < .05), social (r = -.17, p < 

.01), and sexual intimacy (r = -.15, p < .01), but not intellectual (r = -.11, p > .05) or 

recreational intimacy (r = -.08, p > .05).  Hypothesis 3 was not supported because 

differentiation of self was actually negatively related to conjoint technology use.   

Hypothesis 4 was supported as indicated by the significant and negative “causal” path 

between differentiation of self and solitary technology use.  (i.e., lower differentiation 

levels resulted in higher levels of solitary technology use). Hypothesis 5 was supported in 

that differentiation of self had positive “causal” influence on intimacy development and 

was positively correlated with all five types of intimacy (see Table 3).  Hypothesis 6 was 

partially supported in that the “causal” path from conjoint technology use to intimacy 

development was positive and significant, yet overall conjoint technology use was only 

significantly correlated with sexual and intellectual intimacy.  Finally, hypothesis 7 was 
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largely supported in that the direct “causal” path between solitary technology use and 

intimacy development was significant and negative.  Additionally, overall solitary 

technology use was negatively correlated with emotional, sexual and relational intimacy.  

Interestingly, experiential solitary use was negatively correlated with all five types of 

intimacy, yet the other types of solitary use were not.   

Benefits and Harms for Relationships Associated with Technology Use 
The final component of this study was to invite participants in an open-ended 

manner to describe any benefits and any harm that they had experienced or perceived in 

their relationships with respect to technology use.  Individual responses to the open-

ended questions have been condensed into a list of all specific technology related 

applications that participants referenced along with all unique benefits and harms related 

to each (see Table 6).  Many ideas were commonly mentioned by numerous participants 

(e.g., email allows you to stay in touch with each other during the day) while others were 

less common.  The content in Table 6 was created to reflect the broad range of benefits 

and harms to relationships that individuals associate with technology use.   

While all specific benefits and harms are noted in Table 6, it may be useful to 

note some specific trends in the responses.  Some of the comments were made in 

reference to a specific application but that are also applicable to other applications.  For 

example, participants made many comments about email that also fit for instant 

messaging, online chat, and even cell phones (e.g., it allows you to let your partner know 

that you are thinking about her/him).  Additionally, there were several specific 

applications of technology that were seen as both beneficial and problematic (e.g., cell  
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Table 6 
Benefits and Harms Associated with Technology Use in Committed Relationships 

Application Benefits Harms 

cellular phones 
free mobile to 
mobile 
picture phones 
BlackBerry 
 

• talk during the day 
• “now is always better than 

5pm” 
• constant access to each other 
• talk during long commute 
• physical freedom during 

conversations (multi-tasking 
and connected) 

• helps coordinate plans to get 
together 

• talk numerous times daily 
• tell partner why you are late 
• call when you have time (e.g., 

lunch, 5 min. break) 
• immediate updates when 

things happen 
• immediate comfort in difficult 

circumstances 
• access in urgent or emergency 

situations 
• leaving messages let’s me 

know he is thinking about me 
• know where your partner is; 

reduces worry 
• send photos to share 

experiences 
• ensure safety 
• make united decisions 
 

• you can screen your calls and 
not answer if your partner is 
calling 

• you can say you are in one 
place and be in another 

• we can’t have an intimate 
moment; one of our cell 
phones is always ringing 

• constant accessibility can lead 
your partner to feel smothered 
if you call constantly to keep 
tabs on them 

• if it doesn’t work your partner 
may think you are avoiding 
them (i.e., there is an 
expectation of accessibility) 

• people leave cell phones on 
during dates when they should 
be focusing on each other 

• partners can check your call 
list and caller ID and get 
jealous if any calls were made 
to/from other girls, etc. 

 

phones allow constant access to each other). In short, while some applications were listed 

with only benefits or harms, it can generally be concluded that all types of technology can 

be used to benefit or to harm relationships depending on how they are used.    
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Table 6 (cont.) 

Application Benefits Harms 

text messaging • private conversation in any 
circumstance  

• quick and convenient 
• easier to flirt with each other 
• flirt to keep the relationship 

strong 
• a different way to get close 

• it is hard to detect sarcasm and 
humor in the messages 

telephone  • stay in touch with family 
• phone sex with partner when 

you can’t be together (e.g., 
military) 

• talk about what you want—no 
shyness, no secrets, no body 
language 

• long phone conversations 
allow you to really get to 
know someone 

• you have to focus on the 
conversation and not do other 
things 

• you make less effort to see a 
person because you have the 
ability to speak easily 

• you can’t get very intimate 
with just phone conversations 

• talking on the phone makes 
me feel more lonely than if I 
hadn’t  

• it is hard to figure out how 
others are feeling over the 
phone  

pager • get in touch when needed 
• make specific codes for 

emergencies or to say “I love 
you” 

 

email • connection during the day 
• asynchronous allows 

“response time” to think 
through questions 

• more open than phone 
• allows written instead of 

verbal communication 
• send emails “just because” 
• stay connected during periods 

of separation (out of town 
business trips, internships, 
military service, etc.) 

• consult when things come up 
with the kids (i.e., shared 
partnership) 

• misinterpretation—tone 
cannot be deciphered 

• can contact a person for an 
affair  

• people rely on composing 
their thoughts before sending 
them and become awkward in 
face to face conversations 

• people are lulled into a false 
belief that the emails are 
enough and face to face is not 
necessary 

• opens avenues to explore 
extramarital relationships in 
secret 
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Table 6 (cont.) 

Application Benefits Harms 

email (cont.) • connect while at work 
• send reminders or surprises 
• send attachments to share 

things with each other (e.g., 
pictures, projects for school or 
work) 

• sending little notes show you 
care  

• monitor what you type before 
you send it; you can’t erase 
lines of a conversation 

• when discussions get too 
heated; avoid name calling 
and hurtful body language 

• talk without awkward silences 
• affordable means to 

communicate with deployed 
spouse (military), etc. 

• lets partner know they are in 
your thoughts 

• talk more easily about 
feelings, problems, 
disagreements and respond 
without interruptions;  resolve 
things more quickly 

• refine the art of the written 
word 

• discuss feelings and thoughts 
about life, love, each other, 
the future and build a strong 
foundation for the relationship 

• online letter writing 
• re-read emails during 

breakups 
• send “invitations” to your 

partner 
• share funny emails with each 

other 
 

• can supersede verbal 
communication 

• takes a lot of emotion out of 
communication; emoticons 
cannot replace body language 
or tone of voice  

• some people use email to 
discuss really important 
matters that should be 
discussed in person  

• other people can email 
because they are interested in 
you and want to flirt 

• partners can feel threatened if 
you email other men or 
women or they email you 

• sometimes partners take too 
long to respond and it is 
disappointing 

• constantly checking your 
email is distracting in the 
relationship 

• partners can “vent” on each 
other saying things they would 
not say face to face 

• partners can snoop in each 
other’s messages and betray 
each others trust and privacy 

• people communicate with 
each other via email and IM 
even when sitting in the same 
room 
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Table 6 (cont.) 

Application Benefits Harms 

instant messaging 
ICQ 
AIM 
MSN 
Yahoo 

 

• connect with partner 
• really get to know each other 
• allows shy people to 

communicate true feelings 
• allows you to multitask 
• break the ice in a new 

relationship  
• coordinating events with 

groups of people 
• people can be bolder than in 

person and address difficult 
issues 

• acts as a buffer for difficult 
conversations 

• the computer is less 
threatening 

• save your conversations, go 
back and re-read; it is like 
keeping a journal together 

• it is best to physically be with 
someone and talk face to face 

• difficult to express emotion 
through IM 

• can replace face to face 
conversation 

• you cannot send emotion  
• you can misinterpret and get 

offended 
• you do not get the reaction 

cues and know if s/he took 
you the wrong way 

• you can save private 
conversations and betray 
confidence by sharing with 
others 

• sometimes you reveal things 
that you would never say in 
person which creates a false 
sense of intimacy 

online chat • see a different side of my 
partner 

• it’s fun 
• less expensive; no long 

distance charges 
• instant interaction 
• get to know people you might 

not otherwise have taken the 
time to know 

• chat rooms give you a place to 
talk 

• easy way to talk; less 
intimidating 

• people chat online w/strangers 
rather than with their partner 

• you build a relationship with 
others instead of your partner 

• can prevent you from meeting 
in person 

• you can meet married people 
in chat rooms and have affairs 

• you can fall in love with 
someone online w/o intending 
to even find someone 

• people talk to others they 
know they shouldn’t be 
talking with 

• can lead to infidelity 
 

 

82 



Table 6 (cont.) 

Application Benefits Harms 

blogs, online social 
networks, and 
personal web pages 

Facebook 
myspace.com 
xanga 

• get your feelings out  
• meet people in your area with 

similar background/interests  
• learn more about each other  
• put up pictures 
• keep each other informed 
• write little notes 
• archive couple experiences 
• public celebration of identity 

as a couple 

• growing networks of 
competitors (other men or 
women) can cause jealousy 

• your partners can watch over 
you 

• partners can get jealous when 
you write messages to certain 
people 

websites • find information and topics for 
discussion 

• find ideas to keep the romance 
alive (e.g., poems, e-cards, 
date ideas) 

• find information for other 
activities (e.g., movie show 
times, romantic getaways) 

• movie reviews (e.g., 
screenit.com) allow you to 
find wholesome entertainment 
for you as a couple 

• online gambling can cause 
time use, financial and other 
problems between partners 

websites dedicated 
to healthy 
relationships 

• wealth of information (e.g., 
legitimate info and advice, 
surveys showing averages for 
other couples)  

• find resources to help with 
problems in relationships 

• get ideas, research issues, and 
answer questions to improve 
sex life 

 

online shopping • make purchases without 
leaving home (i.e., more time 
with partner) 

• purchase specific gifts for 
each other 

• you can buy tasteful intimacy 
enhancing products w/o 
offensive atmosphere 

• can consume individuals 
• lead to neglect of partner 
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Table 6 (cont.) 

Application Benefits Harms 

discussion boards • advice seeking  
meeting online 

eHarmony.com 
match.com 

• find people to date 
• find a partner 
• get to know partner better than 

otherwise 
• find people with similar 

characteristics 
• opportunities for people from 

unique groups (e.g., 
divorcees) to meet others 

• people “shop” for a new 
partner when they already 
have one 

• it is hard to get to know how 
someone acts in person 
because the Internet doesn’t 
do people justice; people may 
monitor themselves online and 
be different in person 

meeting online 
(cont.) 

• meet multiple people at the 
same time 

• meet people you never would 
have met otherwise 

• get to know each other and 
focus on what attracts you to 
each other without basing 
everything on sexual desires 

• build an initial connection so 
as to not be anxious when 
meeting face to face 

• use quizzes to find an ideal or 
compatible partner 

• jumpstart a good relationship 
• matches people based on 

personality and characteristics 
• meet people for reasons other 

than looks 

• you can fall in love with 
someone that is not who they 
say they are 

• when you meet and form 
relationships online it can 
compartmentalize your 
relationship—face to face time 
can become physically based 
and emotional or intellectual 
interaction is sidelined for 
online time 

 

online counseling • helps couples who need it but 
can’t or won’t go 

 

webcam • able to see long distance 
partner 

 

computer and video 
games 

Xbox 
PlayStation 

• have fun together 
• a common interest  
• can be a stress relief 
• an opportunity to facilitate 

what partner likes to do (e.g., I 
let him do this and he is fine if 
I do that) 

• excessive use is annoying for 
partner 

• used as an escape 
• substitute for relationships 
• people neglect their 

responsibilities/relationships 
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Table 6 (cont.) 

Application Benefits Harms 

computer and video 
games (cont.) 

 • it can be addictive 
• long late night hours lead 

people to be tired and grumpy 
• people play games when 

partner is interested in sex or 
being together  

• partners can be controlling 
and forbid video games and it 
feels like poor trust 

• my partner ignores me when 
he plays 

computers • work together on projects 
• manage finances 
• do creative things for each 

other (e.g., film and edit a 
documentary about your 
relationship) 

• people work at home and 
partners feel ignored and less 
important 

• a gap in knowledge can cause 
frustration if you have to help 
your partner do things 

• both partners can get focused 
on using their computers and 
have a hard time getting each 
other to disengage at the same 
time and do things together  

abortion and birth 
control 

 • it takes the intimacy out of the 
relationship because people 
have sex without love or just 
to please 

cybersex  • cybersex with others is 
cheating 

virtual relationships  • promote distrust 
• leads to emotional confusion 
• people cheat on their partner 
• facilitated by anonymous 

email, chat rooms, cell phone 
conversations, instant 
messaging, etc. 

• can interfere with your 
relationship (i.e., become 
more important) 
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Table 6 (cont.) 

Application Benefits Harms 

virtual relationships 
(cont.) 

 • you might cultivate an 
emotional relationship without 
intending to 

• Internet relationships can get 
so close that people that are 
afraid of intimacy can invest 
in them and avoid more 
personal connection 

• the virtual nature of the 
relationships has removed 
some of the shame of cheating 

pornography • spice things up 
• can add to couples’ sexual 

intimacy if they desire 
• people like it 
• it gives you ideas 
• you can learn what satisfies 

and what doesn’t 
• changes up your intimate 

relationship and sex life 

• it is addictive 
• destroys intimacy 
• gives the impression that you 

are dissatisfied with your 
partner/relationship 

• you look for fulfillment 
elsewhere (i.e., not with 
partner) 

• substitute for 
relationship/partner 

• encourages “grass is greener” 
thinking 

• makes intimacy less likely:  “it 
affects my desire to build 
intimacy with my husband” 

• especially problematic if kept 
secret 

• “it is an insidious plague” 
• it creates unrealistic 

expectations and comparisons; 
the picture/video is acted, 
directed, edited, and touched 
up 

• the expectation of great “porn 
sex” can lead relationships to 
crash and burn 

• destroys the self-esteem of the 
partner 
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Table 6 (cont.) 

Application Benefits Harms 

pornography (cont.)  • lack of respect to partner  
• can cause you to be 

dissatisfied with your 
partner’s appearance 

• partner feels unwanted or that 
the other person does not 
appreciate her/his body 

• it makes women feel like they 
have a bad figure or are not 
pretty enough 

• trivializes the sanctity of 
marriage 

• almost resulted in divorce 
• fosters selfishness 
• if one person likes it and the 

other doesn’t it can cause a 
problem 

• “I know it could destroy my 
relationship with my wife so I 
am trying to overcome my 
addictions” 

• I feel like he likes to look at 
those women on the videos 
and in a way is cheating 

• porn can be illegal/cause legal 
problems 

• partners feel betrayed/violated 
• it objectifies sexuality instead 

of allowing it to be an 
expression of love 

• it can be desensitizing and 
lead to more intensive use or 
to rationalizing 

• the shame of pornography has 
been removed by accessibility 
and anonymity 

• it can cause jealousy, anger, 
and resentment toward your 
partner 
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Table 6 (cont.) 

Application Benefits Harms 

television and 
movies 

TVs 
DVD players 
VCRs 
projector 
 

• time to be close 
• physical affection (lying down 

together, sitting close, 
snuggling, holding hands) 

• be intimate and relax 
• share common interests (e.g., 

specific shows or movies) 
• bonding time 
• outlet for stressful weeks 
• cheap dates  
• date night (without leaving 

home) when you have small 
kids 

• it lets you unwind and 
provides a distraction from 
kids, work, busy worlds 

• provides discussion topics 
(e.g., History Channel, news, 
issues brought up in shows) 

• discussing shows allows us to 
discuss serious matters in a 
different kind of way 

• snuggling during a movie 
often leads to sexual intimacy 

• vicarious learning; see how 
others deal with emotional 
situations and approach 
relationships with established 
emotional knowledge 

• share thoughts and laughter 
• TV in the bedroom allows you 

to snuggle and sleep next to 
your partner while s/he stays 
up to watch a show 

• its purely recreational 
• create rituals/traditions (e.g., 

watch specific shows together, 
cheer for the same team all 
season) 

• can keep you from 
conversations, etc. 

• too much can be a distraction  
• it can become an individual 

activity 
• waste of time 
• one person stays up while the 

other goes to bed 
• ignore your partner and fixate 

on the TV 
• purposefully avoid partner 

when you don’t feel like 
talking 

• content negatively affects our 
relationship (e.g., violent, 
crass/crude, sexually arousing, 
etc.) 

• takes time away from the 
relationship 

• the less TV we watch the 
more intimate we become 

• it is something to do to the 
point that people stop thinking 
about what they could be 
doing with their partner 

• spend so much time that you 
pay too little attention to each 
other 

• escape from real life issues 
and relationships 

• people get so into a show that 
it becomes more important 
than the partner 

• not enough time during 
commercials to have a 
conversation 

• it pulls people in; he is more 
interested in a commercial 
than what I have to say 
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Table 6 (cont.) 

Application Benefits Harms 

television and 
movies (cont.) 

• with movies we can regulate 
what we see 

• soap operas and reality TV 
can be harmful 

• watching too much TV can be 
boring and monotonous 

• sometimes you miss out on 
going for a walk or to the park 

• it doesn’t require much 
conversation so you miss out 
on getting to know each other 
better 

• sometimes sporting events or 
other programs can take away 
from our relationship 

• some people are protective of 
their time with certain shows; 
you can’t interrupt it or you 
will incur wrath 

• social norms depicted on TV 
aren’t realistic and place too 
much emphasis on sex 

• watching TV is “being alone 
together” 

• it can cause problems if there 
is a prettier girl in it (e.g., “I 
am not skinny yet I feel self 
conscious , my husband loves 
thin women he sees on TV”) 

• some couples argue about 
shows or watch different 
things in separate rooms 

• Television quashes interaction 
• Messages are portrayed that a 

sense of loyalty and devotion 
to a partner is unimportant 

• TV in the bedroom takes away 
from conversations and 
intimate time 

• partners can “zone out” and 
ignore you 
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Table 6 (cont.) 

Application Benefits Harms 

television and 
movies (cont.) 

 • couples seek less 
entertainment outside the 
home (i.e., less recreational 
intimacy) 

TiVo • saves time (no commercials) 
• allows you to watch what and 

when you want 
• more time with partner 
• watch specific shows together 
 

• shows are available when you 
want so you “miss” nothing 
and actually spend more time 
watching TV 

music 
radios 
CD player 
MP3 player 
online music 

• shared listening 
• facilitates physical and 

emotional closeness 
• sets the mood, makes things 

comfortable 
• background for other activities 
• dancing 
• we really connect 
• late night radio shows allow 

dedications and love songs for 
each other 

• introduce partner to your 
interests (e.g., opera, Spanish 
guitar) 

• finding music can be time 
consuming 

long distance 
relationships 

• stay connected  
• technology allows people to 

maintain intimacy in long 
distance relationships 

• stay in touch when you can’t 
see each other 

• “without technology my 
relationship couldn’t survive” 

• asynchronous email alleviates 
time zone challenges 

• it is hard to only have cell 
phones and email 

• these relationships lack the 
closeness of the presence of 
one another 

Personal Digital 
Assistants (PDAs) 

• remember important dates 
(e.g., partner’s birthday) 

 

automobiles • go for a drive and get to know 
each other 
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Table 6 (cont.) 

Application Benefits Harms 

digital 
video/cameras  

• archive memories  

general technology 
use 

• more ways to connect with 
partner 

• more interaction 
• convenience  
• entertainment 
• provides many good things to 

do together but should not be 
overused 

• more activities to do to have 
fun together  

• people can “explore 
relationships in an intellectual 
way without the physical part” 

• several different ways to 
communicate with ease 

• easy to just say “Hi” or “I love 
you” 

• “technology may bolster some 
people’s self confidence and 
self esteem” 

• it can be easier to express how 
you really feel 

• support each other when not 
together 

• helps people that are more 
isolated or introverted 

• forces couples to focus on 
building their relationship 
without primary focus on the 
physical relationship 
overshadowing all else 

• good if not taken to the 
extreme 

• allows couples to venture into 
the new territory of virtual 
intimacy 

• it is a distraction 
• hinders development of 

personal communication skills 
• less inhibition—say things 

you don’t mean 
• technology takes up time that 

you could spend together 
• relationships should be built 

on love not technology 
• creates distance; the 

technology is between you 
• people can get addicted 
• can be used to avoid talking to 

each other 
• avoid face to face interaction 
• more reasons to disconnect 
• it’s a huge deterrent for rocky 

relationships; it makes it too 
easy to focus on other things 

• it makes pornography and 
affairs too easy and 
anonymous 

• usually does not promote 
interaction and does not 
strengthen a relationship 

• high use is an indication that 
things are bad in the 
relationships; people wouldn’t 
turn to technology if they were 
happy in the relationship 

• it facilitates more contact with 
others that could lead to 
inappropriate intimacy with 
someone outside of the 
relationship 

• promotes solitary activity 
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Table 6 (cont.) 

Application Benefits Harms 

general technology 
use (cont.) 

• if it allows couples to spend 
more time together it will 
build the relationship 

• it can provide a pass time for 
partners when the other person 
is involved in an important 
task so that they do not resent 
each other for not being 
available 

• “there are no benefits” 

• so many technology based 
opportunities may contribute 
to the fleeting nature of 
modern relationships 

• relationships that are not good 
to begin with may be harmed 
further 

• you can have a surface 
relationship because you 
spend all of your time with 
technology (e.g., TV, video 
games, etc.) 

• people can use technology to 
fulfill needs not met by their 
partner 

• relationships that revolve 
around technology often 
involve some level of deceit 

• too much technology can cut 
away the human aspects of the 
interaction (e.g., touch, 
emotion, body language, etc.) 

• technology makes it easy to 
lie, which causes distrust 

• people (especially males) 
block each other out when 
they are focusing on 
technology (TV, video games, 
IPOD, etc.) 

• you can avoid issues in the 
relationship for a long time by 
focusing on technology 

• more availability of new 
technology is more enticing, 
takes more time, and leaves 
less time for each other 

• password coded accounts can 
lead to distrust and insecurity 
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Table 6 (cont.) 

Application Benefits Harms 

general technology 
use (cont.) 

 • it can divide people when one 
is watching TV and another is 
using the computer 

• constant contact can foster 
dependence on each other and 
you can get sick of each other 
by being in touch so much 

• the world of fantasy can leave 
a real relationship feeling 
empty 

• it provides a impersonal way 
to approach the partner (e.g., 
breaking up over email) 

• people begin to feel it is easier 
to communicate via some 
medium than face to face 

• makes things less personal 
• a false sense of security 

provided by technology allows 
for too much communication 

• less time spent on 
relationships leaves couples 
missing out on some 
opportunities for learning and 
growth 

• multitasking is easy but you 
may not be concentrating on 
your partner as much as in 
face to face conversations 

• people can be unfaithful and 
not get caught 

• none—technology does not 
harm relationships; people 
harm relationships 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 
 

Based on the results of this study, it can be concluded that technology use does in 

fact influence intimacy in committed relationships.  Technology can be used in ways that 

benefit and in ways that harm relationships.  From the empirical results and the open-

ended responses it appears that most benefits stem from using technology in ways that 

facilitate and focus more attention on couple relationships.  Conversely, harms to 

intimacy in relationships appear to occur when technology is used in ways that focus 

attention on individualistic or extradyadic pursuits (i.e., divert attention from couple 

relationships).  The benefits and harms in relationships associated with conjoint and 

solitary technology use are manifest in their direct effects on the levels and types of 

intimacy in relationships.  While there may be other factors, it is clear that differentiation 

of self has an important role in determining whether individuals use technology in 

relationship focused, intimacy building ways or in more solitary, relationship inhibiting 

ways.   

Technology Affects Intimacy in Committed Relationships 
The overall structural model supports the assertion that technology use has direct 

effects on intimacy in committed relationships.  To be more specific, conjoint technology 

use has a strong positive effect on overall intimacy development.  From the correlation 

results, it is apparent that this is particularly true for intellectual intimacy, but there is also 

a connection between conjoint use of technology and sexual and recreational intimacy.  
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This is supported further by the open-ended responses from participants regarding the 

benefits of technology use.  For example, many participants noted that watching 

television and movies together gives them time to be together, relax, snuggle, discuss 

issues related to what they watch and just enjoy time and entertainment together.  This 

supports previous findings that positive interaction during joint leisure time can benefit 

relationships (Flora & Segrin, 1998).  Additionally, participants mentioned that watching 

TV and listening to music often leads to sexual intimacy and that email and text messages 

can be used to send “invitations” to a partner, essentially flirting and creating anticipation 

for intimate connections later in the day.   

Another major way in which conjoint technology use can benefit relationships is 

found in the numerous ways that technology facilitates communication and ongoing 

connection between partners.  Cellular phones, pagers, text messaging, email, instant 

messaging, and online chat were all found to benefit relationships by allowing partners 

multiple ways to stay in touch, get to know each other better, share experiences, contact 

each other, make plans, etc.  These findings support existing research that touts the 

benefits of email (e.g., Stafford, Kline & Dimmick, 1999), cell phones (Aoki & Downes, 

2003), and the Internet in general (Ameil & Sargent, 2004).  Additionally, this study 

supports Haythornthwaite’s (2001) assertions that people in stable and satisfying 

relationships can use technology’s numerous applications to expand their repertoire of 

connection and interaction thereby improving their relationships further.   

Conversely, solitary technology use can diminish intimacy in relationships.  This 

was true for the overall structural model and for individual correlations.  Emotional, 
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sexual, and recreational intimacy seem to be particularly affected in a relationship when 

one person spends greater amounts of solitary time with technology.  Solitary experiential 

technology use was found to have the strongest negative effects on intimacy.  Spending 

time alone watching TV and movies, playing video games, visiting chat rooms, and 

viewing pornography adversely affects all five types of intimacy in committed 

relationships.  This is supported further by the specific comments that participants made 

in response to the open-ended questions.  All of these activities were specifically 

mentioned with numerous comments reporting their negative effects on relationships.  

People reported watching television in order to purposefully ignore their partners.  Others 

were disheartened when a partner was so interested in a show that they were irritable or 

unresponsive to bids for attention.  Similarly, numerous individuals reported frustration 

with their partners’ extensive amounts of time spent playing video games; this was 

particularly true of women wanting to connect with male partners that were seemingly 

too interested in a game to notice.   

Regarding the adverse influence of other forms of technology use, participants 

asserted that technology allowed numerous opportunities for communication and 

connection with others outside of the primary relationship.  For example, when partners 

spend solitary time in chat rooms it is perceived as an opportunity to flirt with others and 

lay the foundation for infidelity, sometimes without intention.  Perhaps the most 

extensive comments were offered in terms of the harms of solitary pornography use.  

Individuals cited secretive use and changed expectations for sexuality and partner 

appearance as disturbing effects of pornography use.  In any case, solitary technology use 
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can have extensive negative effects on intimacy in a relationship.  In contrast to the 

negative effects of pornography, some participants did indicate that pornography use can 

benefit relationships.  However, it should be noted that less than 1% of participants made 

comments regarding benefits of pornography, while 22.65% nominated pornography as a 

harmful aspect of technology use.   

In addition to the specific findings for the effects of conjoint and solitary 

technology use, Hypothesis 2 was supported in that it was found that higher overall 

amounts of weekly television viewing adversely affected emotional, social, and sexual 

intimacy.  This is supported further by participant responses to the open-ended questions.  

Emotional intimacy could be negatively affected by the propensity for couples to spend 

large amounts of time watching television and tune one another out in the process by not 

speaking to each other.  It would be hard to form an emotional connection with someone 

that seems to be more interested in a show than in you.   

Social intimacy was addressed in the participant comments as well.  It was 

mentioned that some couples tend to get into a rut of watching television every night and 

seldom get out of the house, play games, do other recreational activities, or spend time 

with other friends.  Additionally, sexual intimacy was adversely affected by overall 

television viewing.  It was mentioned that couples often experience having one person 

stay up late to watch a TV show while the other goes to bed.  Other participants 

mentioned the content on television as having a negative effect on their intimacy together 

(e.g., the violence, crudeness, sexual content, and jealousy in response to “prettier girls” 

etc. in the shows would turn them off).   
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Choosing Beneficial versus Harmful Uses of Technology 
Recognizing the potential for technology to both benefit and harm relationships, it 

is important to both understand the effects and to learn what leads people to various 

beneficial or harmful uses.  In that electronic technology is a growing part of 

contemporary life (Roberts, Foehr, & Rideout, 2005) there is a growing need to learn 

how to use it effectively.  Essentially, technology is a merely a tool; whether it is useful 

or harmful depends on the way it is used (i.e., how each individual chooses to implement 

uses of technology in her/his life).  To use a common colloquial phrase, in many cases, if 

technology results in problems for relationships, it may be attributable to “operator 

error.”  But, what leads some people to use technology in ways that harm their 

relationships?   

Conjoint vs. solitary use is a key.  One major factor that affects whether 

technology use is beneficial or problematic in a relationship is the noted distinction 

between solitary and conjoint use.  The results of this study clarify that, in general, 

conjoint use is a means to beneficial ends while solitary use often fosters problems in a 

relationship, particularly when solitary use is extensive.  Interestingly, some solitary use 

appears to be acceptable or even beneficial at times (e.g., technology use as a pastime 

while one’s partner is focused on other things, when it is used to de-stress and unwind, or 

when each person’s autonomy is reciprocally honored).  Taken together, one implication 

of this study is that couples may foster greater connection and intimacy in their 

relationship if they can learn to see technology as a tool that works best if used 

conjointly.  In that way, couples could ask themselves, essentially, “How can we use 
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(TV, movies, cell phones, email, etc.) to benefit our relationship?” rather than simply 

using them without giving thought to the effects on their relationship.   

Differentiation of Self is a Deciding Factor 
Beyond recognizing the solitary vs. conjoint effects of technology use, it is 

important to note that many couples are not necessarily conscientious about their use of 

technology.  As such, if people do not purposefully think about these things the question 

remains, “What makes people decide to use technology to invest in their relationships?”  

The results of this study indicate that differentiation of self has a strong influence on both 

technology use and intimacy in relationships.  According to Bowen theory (Kerr & 

Bowen, 1988) people that are more differentiated tend to be more self aware and they act 

in a manner that is true to self.  Schnarch (1997) asserts further, that more differentiated 

individuals will purposefully seek out opportunities to improve their intimacy in 

relationships.  Therefore, it follows that the more differentiated a person is, the more 

likely that person will be to pay attention to her/his technology use and will use it in a 

way that improves intimacy.   

Technology can be used for “volitional avoidance.”  Yet, some people in 

relationships choose (whether consciously or unconsciously) to focus outside of the 

relationship and engage in more solitary pursuits (e.g., staying up late to watch television 

alone, playing video games rather than having sex with one’s partner, etc.).  Bowen 

theory suggests that when difficult circumstances occur in relationships and people are 

poorly differentiated this can lead to emotional cut off or fusion (Kerr & Bowen, 1988).  

As a result, people will focus their attention elsewhere because it causes too much 
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anxiety to focus on the partner and the relationship.  Said another way, when anxiety rises 

in a dyadic relationship, individuals will commonly form triangles with a third party (a 

person or other focus) to bring stability to the relationship.  When couples live in 

“technology saturated” homes (Roberts et al., 2005) the logical effect is that they turn to 

television, DVDs, video games, virtual others, etc. and form triangles (Kerr, 1981) with 

technology (Imber-Black, 2000) and remain or become distant (i.e., emotionally cut off) 

from their partners.  In a sense, technology provides a prime opportunity for volitional 

avoidance when things are difficult in a relationship.   

In this way, Bowen theory (Kerr & Bowen, 1988) provides a logical explanation 

for poor intimacy in relationships with high amounts of solitary technology use, 

particularly when people are struggling in their interactions with a partner.  However, 

some people may engage in high levels of solitary technology use without the existence 

of relationship difficulties that they are trying to avoid.  In this case, the difficulties may 

come after the fact.  It may be that some high technology users are not dissatisfied but 

rather they just get caught up by the novelty, intrigue, entertainment, etc. of technology 

use.  The results of this study suggest that they will eventually experience poor intimacy 

in their relationship with their partner.  Interestingly, Bowen theory would suggest that 

such experiences would still be the result of poor differentiation.  Whether a person 

purposefully avoids (i.e., emotional cut off) a partner or does so inadvertently, because 

they are in a relationship and it is part of who they are, they are not being true to self in 

that they are neglecting the relationship and doing things that hurt it.   
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Technology as a time sponge.  Related to the idea that many people may engage 

in high levels of solitary technology use without the purpose of volitional avoidance, the 

notion that technology can act as a time sponge was supported by the results of this study.  

Many participants in this study indicated that they have noticed lost opportunities to build 

the relationship when they themselves or their partners end up spending long periods of 

time in solitary technology use.  In fact, in some cases, even brief amounts of time can 

have a detrimental impact on a relationship.  As examples, individuals mentioned that 

when one person watches television or plays video games without the other, the 

uninvolved partner can feel rejected or unwanted.  In such cases, it may be that the 

partner is unwanted or being rejected, but it may also be that the uninvolved partner is 

insecure, reactive and poorly differentiated.  In some cases, the involved person was 

noted to become irritable when the solitary use was interrupted.  Any of these scenarios 

could result in (or be reflective of) problems with intimacy in the relationship.   

Another experience that was mentioned was that, at times, one person was 

interested in sexual intimacy but ended up going to bed alone because the partner was so 

focused on the technology (e.g., husbands with video games).  Gantz (2001) noted that 

some couples purposefully avoided each other in this manner.  Nevertheless, it appears 

that some people inadvertently lose out on opportunities to be with their partner 

(sexually, emotionally, intellectually, etc.) simply because their attention was focused 

elsewhere.  In this way, the abundant availability and draw of technology serves as a time 

sponge that soaks up opportunities for connection and intimacy.   
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The empirical results from this study also support the time sponge assertion 

related to technology use.  The most available and most commonly used forms of 

technology use include computers, television, and DVD players.  Further, solitary 

experiential technology use (TV, movies, computer and video games, porn and online 

chat) was negatively correlated with all five types of intimacy.  In other words, the 

greater time spent in solitary use of these forms of technology, the lower the levels of 

emotional, social, sexual, intellectual, and recreational intimacy in a committed 

relationship.  Taken together, it is clear that solitary technology use takes up time that 

could be used in ways that would benefit the relationship.   

One additional way in which technology use appears to have damaging effects on 

intimacy in close relationships is that technology provides enticements and opportunities 

for diverting attention to potential partners outside of the primary relationship.  

Numerous participants noted that cell phones, email, instant messaging, chat rooms, 

online social networking platforms (e.g., Facebook) and online dating/matching services 

(e.g., Match.com and eHarmony.com) create opportunities to meet additional or 

alternative partners for people that are already involved in a committed relationship.  

Such technologies also facilitate ongoing and secretive interaction with others (e.g., 

ongoing communication, setting up meetings, etc.).  These activities constitute another 

way in which solitary technology use can inhibit intimacy.   

Technology Facilitated Relational Consumerism 
Related to this, many of the comments made by the participants in this study 

suggest that technology may facilitate consumerism in relationships.  In this regard, 
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social exchange theory (Thibault & Kelly, 1959) offers an intriguing perspective on the 

use of technology for extradyadic exploration and pursuits.  Social exchange theory 

asserts that individuals form and maintain relationships based on their perceived costs 

and rewards in the relationship.  Beyond the cost-benefit analysis that guides individuals’ 

relationship decisions and investments, they are also affected by the notions of 

comparison level and comparison level for alternatives.   Comparison level is the idea 

that people constantly assess how their relationships compare to what they believe they 

deserve or expect based on the individual’s past experiences.  Comparison level for 

alternatives is the evaluation of a relationship based on perceived realistic alternatives to 

that relationship.   

From this economic model, contemporary relationships are often affected by the 

ease and enticing nature of opportunities to continue to look for a new partner even when 

one is in a committed relationship that s/he is satisfied with.  This fosters a sense of 

consumerism in relationships in which individuals constantly compare their relationship 

with that they believe they deserve (comparison level) and what they believe they 

realistically could have (comparison level for alternatives).  Technology could be a huge 

factor in promoting such consumerism.  The enticement of images and opportunities to 

“see what’s out there” is consistently available on the Internet.  As a result, technology 

facilitated relational consumerism may have adverse effects on intimacy as it draws 

attention to other pursuits and effectively diminishes investment in current relationships.  

This may be particularly problematic in light of the illusory nature of technology based 

alternatives to a relationship.  While some research suggests that technology can be used 
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to facilitate true self-disclosure (McKenna, Green, & Gleason, 2002), it is certainly 

possible that some online others fabricate details about themselves.  As a result, some 

beliefs that an individual has about an online relationship may not be accurate.  Similarly, 

many technology-facilitated interactions require use of individual imagination (e.g., a 

person may picture in her mind what another person looks like) and online content can be 

edited, touched up, etc.  In short, what you see or perceive via technology may not 

actually be what you get, per se.   

Participants in this study expressed concern that technology promotes many 

enticing alternatives that are not what they appear to be.  Women mentioned 

dissatisfaction with being compared to the women on television, in movies, or in 

pornography who pretend to be something they are not, or are touched up and edited to 

hide any undesirable attributes.  As a consequence of the fabrication of perceived 

alternatives, individuals may come to expect something that is not attainable and will 

subsequently minimize their investment in satisfying relationships.  This may be seen in 

the diminished levels of intimacy that are seen in relationships with high levels of solitary 

technology use.   

Technology Facilitated Relational Investment 
Contrary to the negative aspects of the influence of technology on intimacy in 

committed relationships, the results of this study suggest that some forms of technology 

use may be useful in facilitating greater intimacy for poorly differentiated people.  The 

third hypothesis of this study was that differentiation of self would have a positive 

“causal” relationship on conjoint technology use.  This hypothesis was not supported in 
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that while a significant “causal” path exists from differentiation of self to conjoint 

technology use, but the path coefficient was negative indicating that more highly 

differentiated individuals tend to have lower levels of conjoint technology use.  Yet, 

conjoint use still had a positive “causal” influence on intimacy development.  The 

conclusion that can be drawn from these results is that more poorly differentiated people 

that face the anxiety of interacting with a significant other via conjoint technology use 

may be able to build intimacy in their relationships in this way.   

In addition to the empirical results from this study, the open-ended responses of 

participants support the notion that technology facilitated interaction may have an 

intimacy building effect in relationships of poorly differentiated persons.  Several 

participants asserted that one benefit of email, instant messaging, and other 

communication focused technologies is that these tools can be used to get to know 

someone and “break the ice” before going on dates or engaging on other forms of face to 

face interaction.  People indicated that they feel too anxious (a symptom of poor 

differentiation) and awkward in direct conversation and they prefer to initially build a 

foundation of commonality through online communication and then take the relationships 

further with direct interaction.  Taken together, it can be concluded that, while highly 

differentiated people may spend minimal time with solitary and conjoint use of 

technology, less differentiated people may build intimacy in their relationships through 

conjoint technology use.   
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Conclusions and Implications 
In summary, based on the results of this study, it can be concluded that 

technology can be used to improve relationships.  As such, people in relationships should 

be taught how to use technology in beneficial ways.  Specifically, people should know 

that it is not necessarily what but how technology is used that makes a difference.  In this 

regard, conjoint uses of technology have been found to be useful in building intimacy in 

relationships, while extensive solitary use of technology tends to cause problems in 

intimate relationships.  Additionally, people that struggle to be differentiated and form 

stable and satisfying relationships can benefit by using technology in ways that facilitate 

greater connection with an intimate partner.   

Beyond explaining the beneficial uses of technology, the harms of technology 

should be outlined and explained to people.  Some things may seem harmless but they are 

not.  As an example, online communication with unknown others can lead to 

inappropriate interaction and to jealousy and other problems in primary relationships.  

Similarly, spending extensive amounts of time watching television or playing video 

games on one’s own may be innocent in intent but in the long run may have damaging 

effects on intimacy and relationship satisfaction.   

In short, technology has the capacity to draw people in and while it can be 

beneficial, people need to critically think about how much time they spend using 

technology and the ultimate influence of technology on their relationships.  As more 

technology is available and infused into daily life the need to carefully consider its 

influence on committed relationships will increase.  It seems as though far too many 

people engage in technology use without such consideration.   
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Specific Clinical Implications 

Inasmuch as clinicians are increasingly commonly facing clients that struggle in 

their relationships due to technology use related concerns (Imber-Black, 2000) there are 

several implications from this study that may be beneficial to practicing clinicians.  First, 

an informal assessment of technology use and its impact in clients’ lives should be 

conducted during the initial interviews.  Clients should be asked about the types of 

technology use and amount of time spent using technology.  Additionally, they could be 

asked about their perceptions regarding the impact of such use with specific attention to 

both perceived benefits and harms in their particular relationship(s).   

Second, clinicians should be aware of the specific effects of technology use on 

committed relationships.  The benefits of conjoint technology use to build intimacy 

(particularly intellectual intimacy) in relationships can be discussed and purposefully 

sought after by clients.  Perhaps more poignantly, the dangers of technology use can be 

addressed in sessions, particularly when existing concerns are identified.  Based on the 

results of this study, one notable concern involves the potential for technology to be used 

as a triangle to avoid intimacy and conflict in relationships.  At times, one or both 

partners in a committed relationship may engage with technology (e.g., watching 

television, playing video games, sending email or chatting with others) in order to avoid 

the anxiety in the relationship.  In such cases, couples should be helped to engage with 

each other more directly and overcome the need for technology as a triangled third party.  

In any case, clients should be guided to take a purposeful and beneficial approach to the 

uses of technology and to recognize that some uses can be harmful to relationships.   
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Limitations and Future Research 
This study represents a broad examination of the relationships between 

differentiation of self, technology use, and intimacy in committed relationships.  It has 

built upon the findings of previous research and offers a clear view of the general 

influences of differentiation of self and technology use on intimacy development as well 

as a detailed list of potential benefits and harms of technology use in committed 

relationships.  The sample of this study was specifically limited to young adults in 

committed relationships with high access to technology.  Nevertheless, one limitation of 

this study is that the majority of participants came from the southwestern United States.  

As such, it will be important to conduct more specific investigations with a broader scope 

of participants from a wider geographic range.  International studies of this type may be 

particularly useful in that there may be significant differences in the uses and effects of 

technology from country to country where access to technological applications is varied.   

Additionally, the exploratory nature of this study has resulted in a broad range of 

applications that have potential effects on close relationships.  More focused studies 

should be conducted to isolate the specific effects of various applications.  For example, 

in that email was an application of technology with extensively nominated benefits and 

harms, it would be beneficial to assess the effects of email use on committed 

relationships using a pre and post test design with both experimental and control groups.  

To be specific, intimacy and relational satisfaction and stability (or any number of 

relational constructs) could be measured initially and following a set period of time.  

Then, participants could be divided into experimental and control groups.  The control 

group would only complete the pre and post experiment assessments and the 
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experimental group would be instructed to use email as a method of regular connection 

with her/his partner.  Between-group comparisons of pre- and post-experimental 

relational dynamics could then be assessed to determine if email use in fact contributed to 

relationship improvement.  Similarly, additional studies could address the benefits and 

harms of cell phone use including a specific consideration of opportunities for problem 

solving, maintaining a united front, constant accessibility and the like.  

As another opportunity for further research, the results of this study indicated that 

online communication tools can be used to facilitate conversations regarding 

conflicts/issues in relationships.  In this regard, it would be beneficial to conduct further 

studies to test effectiveness of using email or instant messaging to mediate conflict.   

Beyond the specific topics for additional studies, research in this area would 

benefit from additional qualitative or mixed methods studies regarding any of the 

technology applications identified in this study.  One particular topic that warrants greater 

attention in the realm of technology use is the nature of the effects of pornography use on 

committed relationships.  The results of this study suggest that most people consider 

pornography use to be a predominantly harmful application of technology but further 

inquiry is needed to more fully substantiate this position.   

Recognizing that differentiation of self had a diminishing effect on conjoint 

technology use, but that both conjoint technology use and differentiation of self had 

positive effects on intimacy development, it would be interesting to assess whether or not 

differentiation levels improve over time when individuals use conjoint technology to face 

the anxiety of relationship development.  Some participants asserted in their open-ended 
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responses that individuals that use technology to build the foundation for a relationship 

will perpetually need the technology mediation because they will not learn to acclimate to 

face to face interaction, even as the comfort level in the overall relationship improves.  

As such, this warrants further inquiry.   

Finally, further understanding of the effects of technology use on committed 

relationships would be moved forward greatly via longitudinal and/or cross sectional 

studies that measure for specific technology use as well as pre, post, and ongoing changes 

or differences in relationship dynamics.   
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APPENDIX A 

INFORMATION AND CONSENT LETTER 
 

We are asking you to participate in a research project about the use of technology in 
relationships. Dr. Steve Harris of the Department of Applied Professional Studies at 
Texas Tech University is in charge of this study. His phone number is (806) 742-3031.  
 
The purpose of this project is to see how the ways that people use technology in their 
lives can affect their relationships with others. If you agree to participate, we will ask you 
to answer several questions. There are questions about how you feel about your 
relationships with others and about what you like to do in your free time. Some of the 
questions are a little bit personal. It is good for us if everyone answers all of the 
questions. But if there is a question you don’t want to answer, it is okay to skip it.  
 
There are 167 items in this survey, listed as 22 questions. It will take you about 20-25 
minutes to finish the survey. Some of the questions might be a little embarrassing to some 
people. But we don’t think there will be any harm to you from answering the questions.  
 
At the end of the survey, you will be given the opportunity to enter a drawing for one of 
five $50 gift certificates. It is our way of thanking you for doing the survey.  
 
No one but Dr. Harris and his assistants will see your answers and you will not be asked 
to give your name or any information that tells us who you are during the survey. So, no 
one else from work, school, or your family will ever know what your answers were. 
Doing this survey is completely up to you. No one can force you to do it and you won’t 
lose anything if you don’t do it. Also, you can quit anytime you want and you won’t lose 
anything. You can enter the drawing for the gift certificates even if you quit by sending 
an email to techrelate@yahoo.com  with the phrase “enter drawing” in the subject line.  
 
Dr. Harris will answer any questions you have about the study. For questions about your 
rights as a participant or about injuries caused by this research, contact the Texas Tech 
University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, Office of 
Research Services, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409. Or, you can call (806) 
742-3884.  
 
By clicking "Next" below it means that you have read this form and that all of your 
questions were answered and you will be able to begin the study . Feel free to print a 
copy of this form for your personal records.  
 
This consent form is not valid after January 26, 2007. 
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APPENDIX B 

IRB APPROVAL 
Texas Tech University 

Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects 
Office of Research Services 

203 Holden Hall/MS 1035 
742-3884 

January 30, 2006 
 
Dr. Steven Harris 
Human Dvpt & Family Studies 
Mail Stop: 1162 
 
Regarding: 500263 Technology and Intimacy: Understanding Ways in Which 
Technology is Used to Benefit and Detract form Intimate Relationships 
 
Dr. Steven Harris: 
 
The Texas Tech University Protection of Human Subjects Committee approved 
your claim for an exemption for the proposal referenced above on January 26, 
2006. 
 
Exempt research is not subject to continuing review, but any modifications that 
(a) change the research in a substantial way, (b) might change the basis for 
exemption, or (c) might introduce any additional risk to subjects should be 
reported to the IRB, before they are implemented, in the form of a new claim for 
exemption or a proposal for expedited or full board review. 
 
Extension of exempt status for exempt projects that have not changed is 
automatic. You should inform the Secretary of the Committee when the exempt 
research is completed (at least via response to yearly reminders) so that the file 
can be archived. 
 
Best of luck on your project.  
 
 
 
 
 
Richard P. McGlynn, Chair 
Protection of Human Subjects Committee 
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APPENDIX C 

QUESTIONNAIRE 
 

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION SHEET 
 

Please supply the information below. We realize that some of this information is very 
personal and sensitive.  However, please keep in mind that all information is completely 
anonymous. This demographic information applies to you as an individual, not as a 
couple. 
1. Zip code:   _____ 
 
2. Age:    _____ 
 
3. Sex:   Male □  Female □ 
 
4. Highest levels of education completed (check all those that apply): 

Less than high school  □ 
High school or equivalent  □ 
Associate’s Degree  □ 
Bachelor’s Degree   □ 
Master’s Degree   □ 
Doctoral Degree   □ 
Other (please specify: _______________________) 

 
5. Ethnic or Racial Group Membership (check all that you feel apply): 

White/Caucasian or Euro-American □ 
Native American/American Indian □ 
Black/African American   □ 
Pacific Islander    □ 
Middle Eastern    □ 
Asian (please specify: ___________) □ 
Hispanic/Latino     □ 
Other (please specify: ___________) □ 

 
6. Religious Affiliation, if any (please specify): ________________________________ 
 
7. What is your current relationship status (check all that apply)? 

not dating    □ 
casually dating   □ 
seriously dating   □ 
cohabitating   □ 
Engaged    □ 
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Married    □ 
Divorced/separated/widowed □  
In a Long Distance Relationship □ 

 
8. What is your sexual orientation? ________________________________________ 
 
9. Please answer the following questions about the access to technology resources in 

your home (i.e., the place where you currently live). 
a. How many people live in your home?     _____ 
b. How many usable computers do you have in your home?   _____ 
c. Do you have Internet access? No □     Dial-up □   High Speed/DSL □ 
d. How many televisions do you have in your home?   _____ 
e. How many telephones do you have in your home?   _____ 
f. Do you have personal access to any of the following (check all that apply)? 

Cell phone/pager       □ 
Radio/CD player      □ 
Personal Digital Assistant (Palm pilot, pocket PC) □ 
Portable music system (I-pod, Discman, etc.)  □ 
Video game console (X-box, PSII, Game Cube)  □ 
VCR        □ 
DVD player      □ 
Home Theater Sound System    □ 
Cable/Satellite      □ 
Premium Channels (e.g., HBO, Showtime, etc.)   □ 
Big-screen TV      □ 
HDTV (High Definition Television)   □ 
Other (please specify) _________________________________________ 
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DSI-R 
These are questions concerning your thoughts and feelings about yourself and 
relationships with others. Please read each statement carefully and decide how much the 
statement is generally true of you on a 1 (not at all) to 6 (very) scale. If you believe that 
an item does not pertain to you (e.g., you are not currently married or in a committed 
relationship, or one or both of your parents are deceased), please answer the item 
according to your best guess about what your thoughts and feelings would be in that 
situation. Be sure to answer every item and try to be as honest and accurate as possible in 
your responses. 
 

 NOT AT 
ALL TRUE 
OF ME 

 VERY 
TRUE 

OF ME 
1. People have remarked that I’m overly emotional. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
2. I have difficulty expressing my feelings to people I care for. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
3. I often feel inhibited around my family. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
4. I tend to remain pretty calm even under stress. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
5. I usually need a lot of encouragement from others when starting a big 

job or task. 
1    2    3    4    5    6 

6. When someone close to me disappoints me, I withdraw from him/her 
for a time. 

1    2    3    4    5    6 

7. No matter what happens in my life, I know that I’ll never lose my 
sense of who I am. 

1    2    3    4    5    6 

8. I tend to distance myself when people get too close to me. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
9. I want to live up to my parents’ expectations of me. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
10. I wish that I weren’t so emotional. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
11. I usually do not change my behavior simply to please another person. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
12. My spouse/partner could not tolerate it if I were to express to him/her 

my true feelings about some things. 
1    2    3    4    5    6 

13. When my spouse/partner criticizes me, it bothers me for days. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
14. At times my feelings get the best of me and I have trouble thinking 

clearly. 
1    2    3    4    5    6 

15. When I am having an argument with someone, I can separate my 
thoughts about the issue from my feelings about the person. 

1    2    3    4    5    6 

16. I’m often uncomfortable when people get too close to me. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
17. I feel a need for approval from virtually everyone in my life. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
18. At times I feel as if I’m riding an emotional roller-coaster. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
19. There’s no point in getting upset about things I cannot change. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
20. I’m concerned about losing my independence in intimate 

relationships. 
1    2    3    4    5    6 

21. I’m overly sensitive to criticism. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
22. I try to live up to my parents’ expectations. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
23. I’m fairly self-accepting. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
24. I often feel that my spouse/partner wants too much from me. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
25. I often agree with others just to appease them. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
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 NOT AT 
ALL TRUE 
OF ME 

 VERY 
TRUE 

OF ME 
26. If I have had an argument with my spouse/partner, I tend to think 

about it all day. 
1    2    3    4    5    6 

27. I am able to say “no” to others even when I feel pressured by them. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
28. When one of my relationships becomes very intense, I feel the urge to 

run away from it. 
1    2    3    4    5    6 

29. Arguments with my parent(s) or sibling(s) can still make me feel 
awful. 

1    2    3    4    5    6 

30. If someone is upset with me, I can’t seem to let it go easily. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
31. I’m less concerned that others approve of me than I am in doing what 

I think is right. 
1    2    3    4    5    6 

32. I would never consider turning to any of my family members for 
emotional support. 

1    2    3    4    5    6 

33. I often feel unsure when others are not around to help me make a 
decision. 

1    2    3    4    5    6 

34. I’m very sensitive to being hurt by others. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
35. My self-esteem really depends on how others think of me. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
36. When I’m with my spouse/partner, I often feel smothered. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
37. When making decisions, I seldom worry about what others will think. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
38. I often wonder about the kind of impression I create. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
39. When things go wrong, talking about them usually makes it worse. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
40. I feel things more intensely than others do. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
41. I usually do what I believe is right regardless of what others say. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
42. Our relationship might be better if my spouse/palmer would give me 

the space I need. 
1    2    3    4    5    6 

43. I tend to feel pretty stable under stress. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
44. Sometimes I feel sick after arguing with my spouse/partner. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
45. I feel it’s important to hear my parents’ opinions before making 

decisions. 
1    2    3    4    5    6 

46. I worry about people close to me getting sick, hurt, or upset. 1    2    3    4    5    6 
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SHARED AND SOLITARY TECHNOLOGY USE 
For each activity listed below please rate the amount of time that you spend doing each 
activity by yourself and with your partner. 
 

HOW OFTEN DO YOU: BY YOURSELF WITH YOUR PARTNER 
Watch television or movies   0      1         2        3        4 

never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 
  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

Listen to music (radio, CDs, 
MP3s, etc.) 

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

Listen to talk radio   0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

Use the Internet   0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

Send, read, or write email   0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

Use instant messaging (ICQ, 
MSN/AOL/Yahoo Messenger) 

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

Communicate with others in 
chat rooms or online groups 

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

View pornography (online or 
offline) or visit adult websites 

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

Play computer or video games   0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

Use a computer for work 
outside of working hours  

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

Use a computer for any other 
reason other than work 

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

Communicate using a cell 
phone or pager 

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

Communicate using a regular 
telephone  

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

  0      1         2        3        4 
never   rarely    sometimes   often   quite often 

 
TELEVISION VIEWING ESTIMATES 

For each day of the week, please estimate the number of hours you spend watching 
television.  
 

 none less than 1 hr. 1-2 hrs. 2-3 hrs. 3-4 hrs. More than 4 hrs. 
Sunday 0 1 2 3 4 5 
Monday 0 1 2 3 4 5 
Tuesday 0 1 2 3 4 5 
Wednesday 0 1 2 3 4 5 
Thursday 0 1 2 3 4 5 
Friday 0 1 2 3 4 5 
Saturday 0 1 2 3 4 5 
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PAIR Inventory 
Please think of your relationship as it is now and respond to each of the following statements.   

 Strongly 
disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree 
1. My partner listens to me when I need someone to talk to. 1          2          3          4          5 
2. We enjoy spending time with other couples. 1          2          3          4          5 
3. I am satisfied with our sex life. 1          2          3          4          5 
4. My partner helps me clarify my thoughts. 1          2          3          4          5 
5. We enjoy the same recreational activities. 1          2          3          4          5 
6. My partner has all the qualities I’ve ever wanted in a mate. 1          2          3          4          5 
7. I can state my feelings without him/her getting defensive. 1          2          3          4          5 
8. We usually “keep to ourselves.” 1          2          3          4          5 
9. I feel our sexual activity is just routine. 1          2          3          4          5 
10. When it comes to having a serious discussion it seems that we have 

little in common. 1          2          3          4          5 
11. I share in very few of my partner’s interests. 1          2          3          4          5 
12. There are times when I do not feel a great deal of love and affection 

for my partner. 1          2          3          4          5 
13. I often feel distant from my partner. 1          2          3          4          5 
14. We have very few friends in common. 1          2          3          4          5 
15. I am able to tell my partner when I want sexual intercourse. 1          2          3          4          5 
16. I feel “put-down” in a serious conversation with my partner. 1          2          3          4          5 
17. We like playing together. 1          2          3          4          5 
18. Every new thing that I have learned about my partner has pleased 

me. 1          2          3          4          5 
19. My partner can really understand my hurts and joys. 1          2          3          4          5 
20. Having time together with friends is an important part of our shared 

activities. 1          2          3          4          5 
21. I “hold back” my sexual interest because my partner makes me feel 

uncomfortable. 1          2          3          4          5 
22. I feel it is useless to discuss some things with my partner. 1          2          3          4          5 
23. We enjoy the out-of-doors together. 1          2          3          4          5 
24. My partner and I understand each other completely. 1          2          3          4          5 
25. I feel neglected at times by my partner. 1          2          3          4          5 
26. Many of my partner’s closest friends are also my closest friends. 1          2          3          4          5 
27. Sexual expression is an essential part of our relationship. 1          2          3          4          5 
28. My partner frequently tries to change my ideas. 1          2          3          4          5 
29. We seldom find time to do fun things together. 1          2          3          4          5 
30. I don’t think anyone could possibly be happier than my partner and 

I when we are with one another. 1          2          3          4          5 
31. I sometimes feel lonely when we’re together. 1          2          3          4          5 
32. My partner disapproves of some of my friends. 1          2          3          4          5 
33. My partner seems disinterested in Sex. 1          2          3          4          5 
34. We have an endless number of things to talk about. 1          2          3          4          5 
35. I think that we share some of the same interests. 1          2          3          4          5 
36. I have some needs that are not being met by my relationship. 1          2          3          4          5 
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Please think of your relationship in terms of how you would like it to be and respond to each of 
the following statements.   

 Strongly 
disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree 
37. My partner listens to me when I need someone to talk to. 1          2          3          4          5 
38. We enjoy spending time with other couples. 1          2          3          4          5 
39. I am satisfied with our sex life. 1          2          3          4          5 
40. My partner helps me clarify my thoughts. 1          2          3          4          5 
41. We enjoy the same recreational activities. 1          2          3          4          5 
42. My partner has all the qualities I’ve ever wanted in a mate. 1          2          3          4          5 
43. I can state my feelings without him/her getting defensive. 1          2          3          4          5 
44. We usually “keep to ourselves.” 1          2          3          4          5 
45. I feel our sexual activity is just routine. 1          2          3          4          5 
46. When it comes to having a serious discussion it seems that we have 

little in common. 1          2          3          4          5 
47. I share in very few of my partner’s interests. 1          2          3          4          5 
48. There are times when I do not feel a great deal of love and affection 

for my partner. 1          2          3          4          5 
49. I often feel distant from my partner. 1          2          3          4          5 
50. We have very few friends in common. 1          2          3          4          5 
51. I am able to tell my partner when I want sexual intercourse. 1          2          3          4          5 
52. I feel “put-down” in a serious conversation with my partner. 1          2          3          4          5 
53. We like playing together. 1          2          3          4          5 
54. Every new thing that I have learned about my partner has pleased 

me. 1          2          3          4          5 
55. My partner can really understand my hurts and joys. 1          2          3          4          5 
56. Having time together with friends is an important part of our shared 

activities. 1          2          3          4          5 
57. I “hold back” my sexual interest because my partner makes me feel 

uncomfortable. 1          2          3          4          5 
58. I feel it is useless to discuss some things with my partner. 1          2          3          4          5 
59. We enjoy the out-of-doors together. 1          2          3          4          5 
60. My partner and I understand each other completely. 1          2          3          4          5 
61. I feel neglected at times by my partner. 1          2          3          4          5 
62. Many of my partner’s closest friends are also my closest friends. 1          2          3          4          5 
63. Sexual expression is an essential part of our relationship. 1          2          3          4          5 
64. My partner frequently tries to change my ideas. 1          2          3          4          5 
65. We seldom find time to do fun things together. 1          2          3          4          5 
66. I don’t think anyone could possibly be happier than my partner and 

I when we are with one another. 1          2          3          4          5 
67. I sometimes feel lonely when we’re together. 1          2          3          4          5 
68. My partner disapproves of some of my friends. 1          2          3          4          5 
69. My partner seems disinterested in Sex. 1          2          3          4          5 
70. We have an endless number of things to talk about. 1          2          3          4          5 
71. I think that we share some of the same interests. 1          2          3          4          5 
72. I have some needs that are not being met by my relationship. 1          2          3          4          5 
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TECHNOLOGY AND RELATIONSHIPS 

Read and answer each question below to the best of your ability and with as much detail 
as possible.   
 

IN WHAT WAYS, IF ANY, DO YOU THINK THAT DIFFERENT TYPES OF 
TECHNOLOGY ARE USED TO BENEFIT RELATIONSHIPS OR BUILD 
INTIMACY? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IN WHAT WAYS, IF ANY, DO YOU THINK THAT DIFFERENT TYPES OF 
TECHNOLOGY ARE USED TO HARM RELATIONSHIPS OR AVOID INTIMACY? 
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If you would like to be entered into the drawing for the $50 gift certificates, please send 
an email to techrelate@yahoo.com with the phrase “enter drawing” in the subject line.   
 
 
If you would you like to receive the results of this study, to maintain anonymity, after 
submitting this page, please send a separate email to techrelate@yahoo.com with the 
phrase “request results” in the subject line. 
 
 
If you are interested in participating in future studies regarding technology use and 
relationships, please send a separate email to techrelate@yahoo.com with the phrase 
“future studies” in the subject line. 
 
 
 

Thank you for your participation in this study! 
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