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Abstract
Changes in best friendship quality during adolescence coincide with the emergence of romantic relationships. This study aimed to examine
the extent to which changes in friendship quality (intimacy, conflict, emotional support) between the ages of 16 and 22 varied according to
four romantic involvement patterns (Late, Sporadic, Long-Term, Frequent) followed during this period. Gender was also included as a
moderator. Participants (n ¼ 281; 61% girls) identified their romantic partners and reported on the quality of their relationship with their
best friend each year. A series of multilevel growth curve models revealed that participants in the Late involvement group reported an
increase in conflict with their best friend during this period; those in the Sporadic involvement and Frequent involvement groups reported
increases in intimacy; and youths in the Long-Term involvement group reported no changes in friendship intimacy, conflict, or emotional
support over time. Thus, among youths who reported changes in best friendship quality between adolescence and emerging adulthood, the
observed changes appeared to vary according to the romantic involvement patterns followed during this period.
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Friendship plays a central role in youth social development (Bag-

well & Schmidt, 2011). During adolescence, friendship undergoes

many changes, particularly in terms of its quality (Furman & Buhr-

mester, 1992; Way & Greene, 2006). These changes coincide with

the emergence of romantic relationships, which gradually replace

close friendships as the main source of intimacy and support (Fur-

man & Buhrmester, 1992). However, recent studies have revealed

that romantic involvement does not develop homogeneously

between adolescence and early adulthood and that young people

follow distinct romantic patterns, characterized by diverse social

antecedents and outcomes (Boisvert & Poulin, 2016; Rauer, Pettit,

Lansford, Bates, & Dodge, 2013). It is reasonable to assume that

these patterns may be linked to changes in their best friendship

during this period. Thus, this longitudinal study aims to evaluate

whether observed changes in best friendship quality between ado-

lescence and emerging adulthood vary according to the type of

romantic patterns followed during this period.

Changes in Best Friendship Quality from Adolescence
to Emerging Adulthood

Friendship is defined as a voluntary, committed and normally

egalitarian relationship (Bagwell & Schmidt, 2011), characterized

by reciprocity (Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 2006). Friends are

also an important source of intimacy, support, affection and

affiliation (Furman & Rose, 2015; Markiewicz, Lawford, Doyle,

& Haggart, 2006).

One aspect of best friendships that is likely to change between

adolescence and emerging adulthood is their quality. Friendship

quality is usually defined through positive dimensions, such as

perceived intimacy and support, and negative dimensions, such as

conflict (Furman & Buhrmester, 1985, 1992). As teens grow older,

most report an increase in intimacy and support in their friendships,

as well as a decline in conflict (Furman & Buhrmester, 1992; Way

& Greene, 2006). It is reasonable to assume that these observed

changes in friendship quality during adolescence are, at least in

part, related to the emergence of romantic relationships (Chow,

Roelse, Buhrmester, & Underwood, 2012).

Continuity Between Best Friendships and Romantic
Relationships

Friendships show many similarities to romantic relationships. Both

are based on equality between the parties and a voluntary commit-

ment to the relationship (Laursen & Bukowski, 1997), in addition to

fulfilling attachment needs based on affiliation and support seeking

(Rosenthal & Kobak, 2010). From a developmental standpoint,

romantic relationships are in continuity with close friendships. In

adolescence, best friends predominantly respond to the need for

intimacy and support (Furman & Buhrmester, 1992). However,

during the transition to adulthood, for most young people, romantic
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partners gradually replace best friends in fulfilling this role (Chow

et al., 2012). Thus, the study of changes in best friendships during

this period must consider the effects of romantic involvement. For

example, young people who are involved in a romantic relationship,

which would become their main source of intimacy and support,

might not need the same level of commitment in their relationship

with their best friend as young people who do not have a romantic

partner fulfilling these needs. The few studies on this topic present

divergent conclusions. Some have shown that single emerging

adults do tend to turn more often to their best friend for support

and attachment, compared to young adults who are romantically

involved (Carbery & Buhrmester, 1998; Markiewicz et al., 2006).

However, other studies have not detected a difference in the role of

friendship among single and partnered youths (Connolly & John-

son, 1996; Reis, Lin, Bennett, & Nezlek, 1993).

Most of the studies reviewed have the limitations of being cross-

sectional and of having reduced the concept of romantic involve-

ment solely to relationship status at a specific moment. Yet, the

development of romantic involvement is a heterogeneous phenom-

enon (Bouchey & Furman, 2006). Indeed, some youths become

romantically involved in early adolescence, while others enter the

romantic landscape later on, or never during this developmental

period. Moreover, some youths engage in many short-term roman-

tic relationships, while others choose to stay with the same partner

for an extended period (Bouchey & Furman, 2006). In this regard,

studies have suggested that romantic involvement may vary in

terms of the degree of exploration or commitment (Furman &

Winkles, 2010). Thus, youths who remain single during the transi-

tion to adulthood may have a different experience of friendship than

youths who have several romantic partners during this period.

The heterogeneity of romantic involvement throughout adoles-

cence has been highlighted by a series of recent longitudinal studies

(Boisvert & Poulin, 2016; Orpinas, Horne, Song, Reeves, & Hsieh,

2013; Rauer et al., 2013). Two studies examined youths from ado-

lescence to early adulthood and included an annual measure of

romantic involvement and the identification of romantic partners

(Boisvert & Poulin, 2016; Rauer et al., 2013). The use of person-

oriented analyses brought out five romantic involvement patterns in

each of these studies, four being common to both studies and shar-

ing similar features. The antecedents of these patterns and their

correlates in adulthood were further documented (Boisvert &

Poulin, 2017; Rauer et al., 2016), contributing to their validity.

The first of these four patterns, referred to as the “Late

Involvement” group, includes young people who delay involve-

ment in a romantic relationship, or who remain single in emerging

adulthood. The second pattern, “Sporadic Involvement,” includes

young people who alternate between short-term romantic relation-

ships and periods of being single, scattered across the years. The

third pattern, “Long-Term Involvement,” includes young people

who remain in one, or at most two, committed long-term relation-

ships. Lastly, young people in the “Frequent Involvement” pattern

are almost continuously engaged in short-term relationships and

frequently change partners.

Thus, the development of romantic involvement between ado-

lescence and early adulthood is a heterogeneous phenomenon.

Given the similarities between the social functions of close friend-

ships and romantic relationships during this period, it is plausible

that the quality of best friendships between young people may vary

according to the romantic involvement pattern they follow, a ques-

tion that was not addressed in the studies by Boisvert and Poulin

(2016) or Rauer, Pettit, Lansford, Bates, and Dodge (2013) referred

to above. Since romantic exploration and commitment are consid-

ered developmental tasks in emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2015;

Furman & Rose, 2015), it is plausible that young people whose

romantic involvement is characterized by greater romantic explo-

ration or commitment tend to turn to their romantic partner as their

primary source of intimacy and support, whereas young people

whose romantic involvement pattern is characterized by less explo-

ration or commitment tend to turn to their best friend to fulfill this

role. During the transition to adulthood, when the roles played by

friendships and romantic relationships are subject to change, it is

relevant to examine this question, bringing out the diversity of

experiences in best friendships and their links to different romantic

involvement patterns.

The Current Study

The current study aimed to examine changes in best friendship

quality (e.g., intimacy, emotional support and conflict) from ado-

lescence to emerging adulthood, while considering the diversity of

youths’ romantic involvement patterns during this period. Based on

the work of Boisvert and Poulin (2016) and Rauer et al. (2013), four

groups of youths were considered: (1) Late involvement, (2) Spora-

dic involvement, (3) Long-Term involvement and (4) Frequent

involvement. Moreover, in light of the distinctions observed

between boys and girls with regard to the quality of their friend-

ships and the development of their romantic involvement during

this period (Boisvert & Poulin, 2016; Way & Greene, 2006), the

moderating role of gender was also considered in the analyses.

Based on the inconsistencies in the literature regarding links

between friendship quality and romantic involvement, and given

that romantic involvement patterns are characterized by diverse

social antecedents and outcomes (Boisvert & Poulin, 2016, 2017;

Rauer et al., 2013, 2016), it was expected that changes in best

friendship quality over time would vary according to the romantic

pattern followed. Moreover, since romantic partners tend to replace

best friends as a primary source of intimacy and support during the

transition to adulthood, it was expected that youths following a

romantic pattern marked by little romantic exploration or commit-

ment (Late and Sporadic groups) would seek to compensate for the

lack of a romantic partner in their lives by turning, to a significantly

greater degree, to their best friend as a source of intimacy and

support. Thus, these youths were expected to report an increase

in intimacy and perceived support from their best friend, as well

as a decline in conflict, as they grew into adulthood. An inverse

relation was expected among young people following a pattern

marked by higher levels of exploration or commitment (Long-

Term and Frequent groups).

Method

Participants

The data used in this research came from a longitudinal study

involving 390 adolescents (58% girls; mean age ¼ 12.38, SD ¼
0.42) recruited in eight schools in Quebec (Canada). Of all the

students initially approached, 75% agreed to participate, with par-

ental consent. The participants were mainly Caucasian (90%). Only

a minority were of Black (3%), Hispanic (3%), Arabic (3%) or

Asian (1%) descent. In 2001, most of the youths lived with both

biological parents (72%) and the average family income ranged

from $45,000 to $55,000. The data were collected every year
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between the ages of 16 and 24, with an annual retention rate ranging

from 76% to 82%. The romantic involvement groups were identi-

fied only among participants who took part in at least seven annual

assessments during this period (see Boisvert & Poulin, 2016). A

subgroup of 281 participants (61.3% girls) met this criterion and

thus made up the sample selected for this study. Compared to the

participants who were not selected (n ¼ 109), those selected (n ¼
281) included a greater proportion of girls (p < 0.05) and were more

likely to come from intact families (p < 0.001).

Research Design and Procedure

Between the ages of 16 and 22, data were collected using a paper-

and-pencil questionnaire. At ages 16 and 17, participants filled out

this questionnaire at their school under the supervision of research

assistants. From ages 18 to 22, the questionnaire was mostly com-

pleted at the participants’ homes, where a research assistant went to

distribute and retrieve them. In rare cases (less than 5%), the ques-

tionnaire was sent out and returned by mail. At ages 23 and 24, the

data used for the identification of the romantic involvement groups

were collected through a brief (15 to 20 minutes), structured tele-

phone interview administered by a research assistant. The parents’

written consent was obtained until the participants reached the age

of 18. After age 18, the participants gave their own consent. They

received financial compensation (from $10 to $25 as the study

progressed) to thank them for their participation.

Measures

Best friendship quality between the ages of 16 and 22. Each year,

participants were asked to identify the person they considered to be

their best friend at the time of data collection. Between the ages of

16 and 22, they identified, on average, 3.54 different people as their

best friend (SD¼ 1.39; range between 1 and 7). In addition, the vast

majority of participants named a same-gender best friend (86.80%
of the total nominations).

Participants were then asked to complete a series of items asses-

sing their relationship with their best friend. Best friendship quality

was operationalized through two positive dimensions (intimacy and

emotional support) and one negative dimension (conflict), as rec-

ommended in the literature (Bagwell et al., 2005; Furman & Buhr-

mester, 1992). These items were taken from the Network of

Relationships Inventory (Furman & Buhrmester, 1985). Partici-

pants were asked how often their relationship was consistent with

each item, using a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1, Very little

or none of the time, to 5, Most of the time. A shortened version of

the original scales was used in this study. From ages 16 to 22, best

friendship quality was measured through the dimensions of inti-

macy (3 items, e.g. “How often do you share secrets and private

feelings with this person?”) and conflict (3 items, e.g. “How often

do you and this person argue with each other?”). From age 19

onward, emotional support was also measured (3 items, e.g. “When

you are feeling down or upset, how often do you depend on this

person to cheer things up?”). Scores for each of the dimensions

corresponded to the mean of their items. Internal consistency

indices (Cronbach alphas) varied from .75 to .84 for intimacy, .58

to .83 for conflict and .88 to .91 for emotional support.

Preliminary analyses showed that the number of different best

friends nominated between the ages of 16 and 22 and their gender

were not related to any dimensions of friendship quality over time.

Thus, these two variables were not considered in the main

analyses.

Romantic involvement groups. The romantic involvement groups

identified by Boisvert and Poulin (2016) among the same sample

were used in this study. Each year, between the ages of 16 and 24,

participants were asked to report the full name of every romantic

partner they had dated in the previous year, including their current

partner (maximum 5 names). Based on this information, two vari-

ables were calculated: 1) the number of years in which the partici-

pants reported being in a romantic relationship between the ages of

16 and 24, no matter with whom, and 2) the number of different

romantic partners named between the ages of 16 and 24. These two

variables were then submitted to a latent class analysis. Five

classes, corresponding to five distinct romantic involvement

groups, emerged from this analysis (see Boisvert & Poulin for a

detailed description). The Late involvement group (11.7% of the

sample) includes participants who reported the least number of

romantic partners (M ¼ 1.30) and the least number of years of

involvement in a romantic relationship (M ¼ 1.88) compared to

youths in the other groups. Further analyses also showed that they

reported having had their first romantic relationship significantly

later in age (M ¼ 19.88) than youths in all the other groups. The

Sporadic involvement group (21.0%) is composed of participants

reporting a moderate number of romantic partners (M¼ 2.90) and a

moderate number years of involvement in a romantic relationship

(M ¼ 5.31), scattered across the years. The Long-Term involve-

ment group (48.4%) is made up of participants who reported a

moderate number of romantic partners (M ¼ 3.21) and a higher

number of years of involvement in a romantic relationship (M ¼
8.17 out of a maximum of 9). The Frequent involvement group

(14.6%) includes participants who reported a higher number of

romantic partners (M ¼ 7.08) and a higher number of years of

involvement in a romantic relationship (M ¼ 8.29). Lastly, the

Intense involvement group (4.3%) is composed of participants who

reported the highest number of romantic partners (M¼ 11.58) and a

higher number of years of involvement in a romantic relationship

(M ¼ 8.42). These groups, with the exception of the Intense group,

replicate the findings reported by Rauer et al. (2013) using a US

sample. In light of this, and since the Intense group represented only

4.3% (n ¼ 12) of the sample under study, which is a marginal

number of participants, this group was excluded from the analyses.

Data Analysis Plan

The research objectives were examined using a series of multilevel

growth curve models (PROC MIXED, SAS), making it possible to

consider two parameters for each friendship dimension under study:

1) the initial level (intercept) and 2) changes over time (slope).

PROC MIXED analysis uses a Maximum Likelihood (ML) proce-

dure that considers all available observations in the database and is

a robust alternative to multiple imputation (Allison, 2012), in addi-

tion to being better suited to cases where the proportion of missing

data is 5% or less, as in our sample (Cheema, 2014). To evaluate the

links between best friendship quality and romantic involvement

groups, the dependent variables examined were 1) intimacy, 2)

conflict and 3) emotional support, with/from the best friend. The

model was tested separately for each dependent variable and exam-

ined random effects for both intercept and slope. The independent

variables examined were 1) age, 2) romantic involvement and 3)

gender. Since romantic involvement was treated as a 4-level
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categorical variable, the PROC MIXED analysis created dummy

variables to be included in the model as predictors.

The analyses were conducted using the following models:

Level 1

Yij ¼ b0i þ b1iðageijÞ þ eij

Level 2

b0i ¼ g00 þ g02ðgenderiÞ þ g03ðrom: involvementiÞ
þ g04ðrom: involvementi � genderiÞ þ u0i

b1i ¼ g10 þ g12ðgenderiÞ þ g13ðrom: involvementiÞ
þ g14ðgenderi � rom: involvementiÞ;

First, the age, romantic involvement groups and gender vari-

ables were introduced into the model to examine their main

effects. Second, the interaction between age and romantic

involvement groups was added to the model, to determine

whether the effects of the romantic involvement groups varied

over time, beyond the main effects mentioned above. Third,

the interactions between gender and age, gender and romantic

involvement groups and gender, age and romantic involvement

groups were added to the model to evaluate the moderating

role of gender on the links under study. When a significant

interaction was found, the simple main effects for each sub-

group were examined.

Results

Preliminary and Descriptive Analyses

The data for each variable were examined to ensure that its level of

asymmetry did not exceed twice its standard deviation. In these

instances, the variables were normalized using an appropriate log

transformation (Field, 2013). Non-linear effects for time were

tested for each dependent variable. However, no significant effect

emerged. Unstandardized means and standard deviations of the

variables under study between the ages of 16 and 22 are presented

in Table 1. Results of the main effects and changes over time in best

friendship quality are presented in Table 2. The next section pre-

sents the results separately for each dependent variable (intimacy,

conflict, emotional support) according to the three steps of our

model testing.

Intimacy. First, a main effect of age was observed, with participants

reporting an increase in intimacy with their best friend between the

ages of 16 and 22 (b ¼ 0.02, t(260) ¼ 2.08, p < 0.05). At age 16

(intercept), no main effect of the romantic involvement groups

emerged. However, a main effect of gender was observed, as girls

reported experiencing more intimacy with their best friend than

boys (b ¼ -0.40, t(1252) ¼ -7.46, p < 0.001). Second, significant

effects for the interaction between age and the romantic involve-

ment groups (slope) were observed. Specifically, participants in the

Sporadic and Frequent groups showed a significant increase in

Table 1. Means (and standard deviations) of study variables (unstandardized).

Age

16 17 18 19 20 21 22

Relationship quality

Intimacy 4.07 (1.02) 4.18 (0.90) 4.28 (0.83) 4.03 (0.88) 4.14 (0.89) 4.10 (0.95) 4.19 (0.87)

Conflict 1.57 (0.72) 1.54 (0.69) 1.34 (0.54) 1.73 (0.59) 1.59 (0.61) 1.53 (0.57) 1.51 (0.56)

Emotional Support — — — 4.20 (0.88) 4.33 (0.81) 4.29 (0.87) 4.31 (0.87)

Note: n ¼ 281 (61.3% girls). Range of participants’ scores for intimacy, conflict and emotional support varied between 1 and 5 across waves.

Table 2. Multilevel models predicting friendship quality by type of romantic involvement (standardized).

Predictors Late Sporadic Long-Term Frequent Cohen’s f2

Intimacy

Intercept -0.11 (0.14) -0.14 (0.10) -0.01 (0.07) -0.01 (0.12) 0.008

[-0.39, 0.17] [-0.33, 0.06] [-0.14, 0.12] [-0.25, 0.22]

Slope 0.00ab (0.03) 0.04a (0.02)* -0.02b (0.01) 0.07a (0.02)** 0.008

[-0.06, 0.06] [0.00, 0.08] [-0.05, 0.01] [0.02, 0.12]

Conflict

Intercept -0.34 (0.16)* -0.09 (0.11) -0.16 (0.07)* 0.01 (0.14) 0.004

[-0.65, -0.02] [-0.31, 0.14] [-0.31, -0.01] [-0.26, 0.27]

Slope 0.13a (0.04)*** 0.01b (0.03) 0.02b (0.02) 0.03b (0.03) 0.003

[0.06, 0.20] [-0.04, 0.06] [-0.01, 0.05] [-0.03, 0.09]

Emotional Support

Intercept -0.20a (0.17) -0.22a (0.12) -0.08ab (0.08) 0.23b (0.14) 0.008

[-0.53, 0.13] [-0.46, 0.01] [-0.23, 0.07] [-0.04, 0.51]

Slope 0.06 (0.06) 0.12 (0.05) 0.01 (0.03) 0.01 (0.05) 0.006

[-0.06, 0.19] [0.03, 0.21] [-0.04, 0.07] [-0.09, 0.12]

Note: n ¼ 281 (61.3% girls). Coefficients (standard deviation) with different subscripts within a row are significantly different from one another (p < 0.05). 95%
confidence intervals are shown in brackets.
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.
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intimacy with their best friend (b ¼ 0.04, t(1252) ¼ 2.13, p < 0.05,

and b ¼ 0.07, t(1252) ¼ 2.81, p < 0.01, respectively). No changes

were observed for the Late or Long-Term groups. Third, a moder-

ating effect of gender was observed on the link between age and

intimacy, with boys showing a significant increase in intimacy with

their best friend between the ages of 16 and 22 (b ¼ 0.05, t(1252)¼
3.29, p < 0.01), while girls did not (b ¼ -0.002, t(1252) ¼ -0.12,

p ¼ n.s.). No other moderating effects of gender were observed.

Conflict. First, a main effect of age was observed, with youths

reporting an increase in conflict with their best friend between

the ages of 16 and 22 (b ¼ 0.05, t(260) ¼ 3.52, p < 0.001). No

main effect was observed for the romantic relationship groups or

gender. Second, as for the effects of the interaction between age

and the romantic involvement groups, the results show that parti-

cipants in the Late group reported a significant increase in conflict

with their best friend between the ages of 16 and 22 (b ¼ 0.13,

t(1252) ¼ 3.61, p < 0.001). No changes were observed for the

Sporadic, Long-Term or Frequent groups. Third, no moderating

effect of gender was observed.

Emotional support. First, a main effect of age was observed, with

youths reporting an increase in emotional support from their best

friend between the ages of 19 and 22 (b ¼ 0.05, t(261) ¼ 2.07,

p < 0.05). A main effect of the romantic involvement groups was

observed at age 19 (intercept), as participants in the Frequent group

reported perceiving significantly more support from their best

friend compared to participants in the Late (b ¼ 0.43, t(514) ¼
1.97, p < 0.05) and Sporadic (b ¼ 0.46, t(514) ¼ 2.49, p < 0.05)

groups. A main effect of gender was also observed at age 19, as

girls reported perceiving significantly more support from their best

friend than boys (b ¼ -0.25, t(514) ¼ -3.98, p < 0.001). Second, no

effects of the interaction between age and the romantic involvement

groups were observed for any of the four groups. Third, no mod-

erating effect of gender was observed.

Discussion

Several authors have argued that the study of friendship during the

transition to adulthood must consider the growing presence of

romantic relationships (Chow et al., 2012; DeLay, Laursen,

Bukowski, Kerr, & Stattin, 2016). However, the few studies on

this issue show divergent results, which can be attributed to the

use of a cross-sectional design and a reductive conceptualization

of romantic involvement. The present study aimed to fill these

gaps by using a longitudinal design and considering the hetero-

geneity of romantic involvement.

Romantic Involvement Groups and Best Friendship
Quality

As expected, the dimensions of best friendship quality (intimacy,

conflict and emotional support) evolved differently between ado-

lescence and emerging adulthood according to the romantic invol-

vement groups identified during this period. Our statistical design

allowed us to consider two parameters for these dimensions: 1) the

initial level (intercept) and 2) changes over time (slope).

At age 16, no differences emerged between the various romantic

involvement groups regarding the levels of intimacy and conflict

with the participants’ best friend. However, a significant effect of

the romantic groups on perceived emotional support was observed

at age 19, as youths in the Frequent group reported perceiving

significantly more support from their best friend than youths in the

Sporadic and Late groups.

The lack of significant results for the intimacy and conflict

variables at age 16, in contrast to the significant effect of the

romantic involvement groups on perceived emotional support at

age 19, could be explained by the fact that in adolescence (i.e. age

16), romantic relationships are often considered to be superficial

relationships, while friendship plays a prominent role as the pri-

mary source of intimacy and support (Bouchey & Furman, 2006;

Brown, 1999). Therefore, it is possible that romantic relationships

do not yet play a sufficiently significant role in the social universe

of adolescents to have an effect on the quality of their friendships at

this age. In contrast, at age 19, most young people have entered the

world of dating, and romantic partners are starting to replace close

friends as a primary source of intimacy and support (Arnett, 2015;

Chow et al., 2012). It is thus plausible that romantic patterns may

have an effect on best friendship quality at this age. Moreover, the

results observed for emotional support are in line with those found

by Rauer et al. (2013) showing that, in adolescence, youths in the

Frequent group reported the highest level of perceived emotional

support in their friendship. However, some studies have shown that

best friendship quality differs according to romantic relationship

status during adolescence (Cheung & McBride-Chang, 2011),

which contradicts our findings. This divergence could be explained

by the binary conceptualization of romantic involvement usually

used in the literature, which contrasts with our conceptualization

based on developmental patterns of involvement.

As for changes over time in best friendship quality, the results

partially confirm our hypotheses. On the one hand, changes in best

friendship quality between adolescence and emerging adulthood

appear to be related to the romantic involvement of the youths

during this period. However, an increase in best friendship quality

was not necessarily linked to a romantic group marked by less

exploration and commitment. Although the results observed for

the Sporadic and Long-Term groups were consistent with this

hypothesis, the results for the Late and Frequent groups brought

out some nuances.

First, youths in both the Sporadic and Frequent groups reported

an increase in intimacy with their best friend between the ages of 16

and 22, although they differed significantly in terms of their roman-

tic involvement. Interestingly, previous studies showed that youths

in these groups were generally well liked by their peers and

reported good friendships during adolescence, as did youths in the

Long-Term group (Boisvert & Poulin, 2016; Rauer et al., 2013).

Yet, contrary to those in the Long-Term group, it appears that

youths in the Sporadic and Frequent groups became involved in

romantic relationships that did not last over time, for reasons that

remain to be investigated. It is thus possible that they were seeking

to compensate for the lack of a stable romantic partner, who could

have been a significant source of intimacy, by turning to their best

friend to fulfill this role.

The similarity of the results observed for these two groups and

their divergence with the results found for the Long-Term group

suggests an alternate interpretation: the mere fact of being more

involved in romantic relationships is not enough for young people

to turn to their partners as their primary source of social provisions.

Rather, being in a relationship marked by commitment may be what

leads to this phenomenon. Thus, youths in the Frequent group, who

had several consecutive, but not very committed, romantic
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relationships may have tended to turn to their best friend as a source

of intimacy, as did youths in the Sporadic group. On the other hand,

youths in the Long-Term group, who maintained more committed

romantic relationships with a stable partner, may have tended to

turn to their partner as the primary source of intimacy and thus did

not need to rely as much on their best friend. This explanation could

also account for the divergence in results observed in studies asses-

sing the links between romantic status and friendship quality, since

these studies do not consider the aspects of romantic exploration

and commitment related to romantic involvement (Furman &

Winkles, 2010).

As for the youths in the Long-Term group, the lack of change in

the quality of their best friendship appears to align to a certain

degree with our hypothesis. Indeed, this finding suggests that, since

these youths were engaged in stable and committed romantic rela-

tionships between adolescence and emerging adulthood, they did

not need to rely as much on their best friend as a source of intimacy

compared to youths in the Sporadic and Frequent groups.

Finally, the results observed for youths in the Late group

(increase in conflict, but no change in intimacy or support) contra-

dicted our initial hypothesis. This could be explained by the fact

that, in early adolescence, youths in the Late group tend to be

characterized by social withdrawal, difficulty integrating into their

peer group, and poorer-quality friendships (Boisvert & Poulin,

2016; Rauer et al., 2013). These difficulties may reflect gaps in the

social skills needed to build and maintain quality relationships,

which may impair the ability of these youths to find a source of

intimacy and support in their best friend, as well as impairing their

ability to become romantically involved.

In general, our findings suggest that being involved in romantic

relationships marked by low levels of commitment leads young

people to turn more to their best friend as a source of intimacy.

However, this effect could also go in the opposite direction. Indeed,

young people in the Sporadic and Frequent groups may derive

significant levels of social provisions from their best friend, which

could lead them to be less interested in seeking a committed roman-

tic relationship to meet these needs. As for youths in the Long-Term

group, they may experience a plateau in the quality of their best

friendship, which would lead them to turn more towards a commit-

ted romantic relationship as a source of intimacy. Another possible

interpretation is that youths in the Sporadic and Frequent groups

might present distinct personal characteristics that lead them to be

more invested in their close friendships as they grow older, a

hypothesis that remains to be investigated. Finally, the lack of

social skills that appears to characterize youths in the Late group

might explain their difficulties both in terms of romantic involve-

ment and the quality of their best friendship, with both types of

relationships evolving in a similar way.

With respect to gender, boys showed a greater increase in inti-

macy with their best friend than girls. A possible explanation for

this result could be that, as they age, boys become more confident in

their identity and sexuality, which allows them to be more comfor-

table in their close friendships (Way & Greene, 2006). However,

the lack of significant results for conflict and emotional support

suggests that changes in these dimensions during the transition to

adulthood do not vary by gender. Moreover, gender did not mod-

erate the link between romantic involvement and friendship quality

over time. As the exploration and development of romantic rela-

tionships is a normative developmental task (Arnett, 2015), the

links between best friendship quality and romantic involvement

might reflect a somewhat normative passage for all youths which

is therefore experienced in a similar way by both genders.

Limitations, Strengths, and Future Directions

This study has some limitations that should be considered. A first

limitation is the lack of assessment of emotional support between

the ages of 16 and 18. A second limitation relates to the use of self-

reported questionnaires, which are susceptible to the subjectivity of

the participants. The perceptions of friends and romantic partners

were not considered here, and mutuality in relationships could not

be established. Third, one of the Cronbach alphas observed for the

conflict scale was rather low (.58). However, this value was

observed for only one measurement time out of seven, with all other

values being higher than .75. Lastly, the sample involved in this

study was relatively homogeneous, with the majority of participants

being French-speaking Caucasian Canadians from a similar socio-

economic background.

These limitations are, however, offset by the methodological

strengths of the study, especially its 7-year longitudinal design

with an annual assessment of best friendship quality and romantic

involvement. This design allowed for the use of multilevel anal-

yses adapted to the evaluation of intra-individual changes in the

youths’ friendship experiences as a function of the romantic invol-

vement groups.

These findings open the door to several future studies. First,

friends and romantic partners are treated here as two distinct groups

of individuals. However, future studies should carefully investigate

scenarios in which a best friend may become a romantic partner or

vice versa, and how these instances might be linked to best friend-

ship quality. Second, best friendship quality and romantic involve-

ment develop in the context of the larger peer group, which also

undergoes several changes throughout adolescence. The complex

links among these different levels of peer experiences remain rel-

atively unknown. Third, one must consider that friendship and

romantic involvement might also develop in a bidirectional fashion

where one is likely to influence the other.

Conclusion

This study shows that changes observed in best friendship quality

during the transition to adulthood are linked to the romantic invol-

vement of youths during this period. These results support the

suggestion that close friends and romantic partners play similar

social functions, and that the study of friendships during the transi-

tion to adulthood must consider the growing presence of romantic

relationships (Chow et al., 2012). Moreover, these results confirm

the relevance of considering the development of romantic involve-

ment as a heterogeneous phenomenon.
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