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Abstract

Romantic idealization and relationship satisfaction has been found to be greater in long-
distance romantic relationships (LDRs) than geographically-close romantic relationships
(GCRs). This study aims to reestablish this link as well as to provide evidence of
impression management as a possible explanation for this relation. Prior research has
found that long-distance couples put off conflict in their interactions as a means to
maximize the positive nature of their time together. This finding provides some insight
on why the use of impression management may be more frequent among these
couples. Additionally, we also hypothesize that greater technology use may contribute
to both more and selective use of impression management and selective self-
presentation among couples in a LDR. Social information processing theory predicts
that because owing to of the asynchronous mode of much many forms of technology-
mediated communication and the absence of non-verbal cues, impression management
and selective presentation behaviors are more easily achieved using these
communication channels, . This, so because positive impression management is more
easily achieved, these couples in LDRs could maintain idealization for longer periods of
time. FurthermoreFinally, this study aims to establish that couples in GCRs who engage
in higher levels of technology use may also engage in more impression management in
their relationships. Although, tentative, this could possibly lead to greater idealization in
GCRs as well.

Introduction

Relationship Satisfaction in Long-Distance Relationships
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The majority of research on romantic relationships has established a clear relationship
between relational maintenance behavior and relational satisfaction (Dainton, Stafford,
& Canary, 1994; Dainton & Aylor, 2001; Dellmann-Jenkins, Bernard-Paolucci, &
Rushing,1994; Dellmann-Jenkins, Bernard-Paolucci, & Rushing,1993). Although
research in this area has primarily focused on GCRs, some research has extended to
LDRs. These findings show, that contrary to popular assumptions, individuals in LDRs
experience the same or even greater levels of satisfaction and commitment relative to
GCRs (Dainton, Stafford, & Canary, 1994).

For instance, in a study on commuter marriages Govaerts and Dixon (1988) found no
significant differences in satisfaction between commuter marriages and non-commuter
marriages. Additionally, Guldner and Swenson (1995) found no difference between
those in LDR and GCRs on satisfaction and commitment measures. Stafford and Reske
(1990) reported that individuals in LDRs were more satisfied with and committed to their
relationships than their GCR counterparts. They argue that this finding might be
explained by the tendency of those in LDRs to idealize their partners due to the
restricted amount of face-to-face communication. Given the advances in technology
over the last couple of decades this study aims to take a more contemporary look at this
phenomenon.

Defining and Measuring Long-Distance Romantic Relationships

Long-Distance Relationships (LDRs) have become increasingly common in the United
States. Armour (1998) noted that changes in technology and the American workforce
have lead to record numbers of commuter marriages and other types of distance
relationships. Although research suggests that as many as four million Americans are
involved in long-distance non-martial relationships (Garcia, 2011), this prevalence rate
increases on college campuses, particularly during the Freshman year.

For instance, nationally, 25-40% of college students report being in a LDR (Dellman-
Jenkins, Bernard-Paolucci, & Rushing, 1994). Studies of first-year college students
indicate that LDRs are even more common among these students with as many as one-
half of first-year students in LDRs (Knox, 1992). According to Aylor (2003), among
participants in her college age samples, one-third consistently report that they consider
themselves to be in long-distance relationships, and about one-half of first year students
report being the same. These numbers are consistent with Stafford, Daly, and Reske’s
(1987) claim that “as many as one third of premarital relationships in university settings
may be long-distance ones” (p. 274).

Controversy exists in the field over how to measure and define distance relationships.
Literature in this area suggests that there are two general ideas over the definition of a
LDR. The first approach is to gather information on subjective criteria to determine
whether a relationship meets the researcher’s requirement for a LDR. Such criteria
could include the number of miles that separate the partners (Schwebel, Dunn, Moss, &
Renner, 1992; Holt & Stone, 1988; Carpenter & Knox, 1986), geographic boundaries
such as state, county, and town lines (Helgeson, 1994; Stephen, 1986; Canary,
Stafford, Hause, & Wallace, 1993), or time and distance traveled (Knox, Zusman,
Daniels, & Brantley, 2002).



The problem with such subjective definitions of LDRs the operational definition for a
LDR in one study versus another is highly variable, and these inconstancies can make
the literature and its findings difficult to interpret. For instance, in Carpenter and Knox’s
(1986) they considered couples in a LDR if more than 100 miles separated the partners,
but Schwebel et al. (1992) defined a LDR as more 50 miles distance bettween the
partners. Even geographical boundaries prove to be an inconsistent way of defining
LDRs. Helgeson (1994) defined an LDR as one in which one partner lived beyond the
city limits of the other. Whereas Stephen (1986) required that partners live in different
states. Canary et al. (1993) used town limits as their criteria. More recently, Cameron
and Ross (2007) used telephone area codes to verify partners’ reports of LDR status.
Another study operationalized nights spent apart during the work week with minimum
nights for an LDR ranging from two nights per week (Holmes, 2004) to four nights per
week (Rabe, 2001).

The second approach to defining LDRs has been to allow the respondents to classify
the relationships as long-distance or geographically close (GCRs), regardless of the
number of miles or geographic boundaries that separate the partners (Aylor, 2003).
This self-report can take many forms, but most commonly takes the form of a forced-
choice LDR/GCR item (Pistole & Roberts, 2011). These forced response items can look
quite different for instance in Dainton & Aylor (2001) the researchers provide a definition
of an LDR and GCR and asked the respondents based on this definition how they would
classify their relationship. Some simply ask, “Do you consider this a long-distance
relationship?” (Van Horn et al., 1997). Others, such as Gulder & Swenson (1995), ask
for a dichotomous response (e.g., “My partner lives far enough away from me to see
him or her every day.”) Another version of this approach was used by Ficara and
Mongeau (2000) when they asked respondents to indicate if they were unable to see
each other “as much as they would like primarily due to geographic separation.”
Maguire (1999) asked if respondents were “unable to see each other on a regular basis
(e.g. daily or weekly) due to time and/or distance constraints.”

Researchers such as Dellman-Jenkins et al. (1993) argue that permitting respondents
to define their relationship as a LDR is more valid than “miles separated” or “geographic
boundary” standards because a self-defined approach “is based on respondents’
definitions, and their own sense of reality in dating situations (Aylor, 2003). Indeed,
some participants, separated by 80 (Dellman-Jenkins et al. 1994) and 250 (Van Horn et
al., 1997) miles, have reported as being in a GCR, though both mileages could easily be
seen as a barrier to daily face-to-face interactions. Additionally, not all partners may
know the exact mileage between them, and time apart depends greatly on travel
methods available to the couple (Pistole & Roberts, 2011). Either of these factors could
greatly affect the accuracy and generalizability of a studies results. Finally, even
relational partners may “disagree as to whether or not their relationship is, or has ever
been, a long-distance one” (Stafford, 2005).

Idealization in Long-Distance Romantic Relationships

Relationships are commonly thought to be based on shared meaning (Duck, 1994). One
paradigm faced by many communication scholars is that meaning is emergent through



joint interaction (Goldsmith & Baxter, 1996). Mundane, day-to-day, FtF interaction is
believed to be an integral part in establishing this shared meaning in romantic
relationships (Duck & Pittman, 1994). Past research seems to validate this assumption
of the importance of everyday talk (Stafford & Merolla, 2007). The nature and frequency
of romantic partners’ day-to-day communication has been linked to positive relational
characteristics (see Vangelisti, 2002). Yet in contradiction to this evidence, long-
distance romantic relationships reveal that partners often report higher quality
relationships the GCR, despite the limited FtF contact in LDRs.

Romantic idealization has been proposed by a number of scholars as a possible
explanation for this apparent contradiction in relational literature (Stafford & Merolla,
2007). Romantic idealization is the “tendency to describe the relationship (and one’s
partner) in unrealistically positive terms” (Fowers, Montel, & Olsen, 1996, p.7). Stafford
and Reske (1990) reported higher levels of idealization among LDR couples than GCR
couples. Idealized couples have even reported higher levels of relationship satisfaction
than non-idealized couples (Schulman, 1974).

One assumption by much of the research on idealization is that idealization occurs
primarily in the early stages of a relationship (Centers, 1975; Kerckoff & Davis, 1962;
Pollis, 1969). For GCR this makes since, as more realistic views and the realization of
differences should inevitably occur as a relationship develops (Blood & Wolfe, 1960;
Burgess & Wallin, 1968; Hall & Taylor, 1976). Idealization should eventually dissipate
through increased interactions over time (Stafford & Reske, 1990). However, as
Schulman (1974) explains that couples manage to create and maintain inaccurate
idealized images though “blocked communication.” Schulman defines blocked
communication as the tendency for couples to identify and isolate areas of potential
conflict in order to maintain their perceived previous agreement. This sort of blocked
communication continuing over time could be one reason why researchers consistently
see greater idealization in LDR couples.

According to Miller, Caughlin, and Huston (2003) idealization can develop via two
routes. The first route, cognitive idealization, is in line with other similar psychological
models of positive illusions (Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 1996). Murray et al. (1996)
argues that positive illusions ward off uncertainty in romantic relationships. As relational
uncertainty is often a hallmark of LDRs (Lydon, Pierce, & O’Regan, 1997) we could
expect cognitive idealization to readily occur in LDRs (Stafford & Merolla, 2007).

The second route proposed by Miller, Caughlin, and Huston (2003) is termed behavioral
idealization and this, more so than cognitive idealization, emanates from the idea of
blocked communication proposed by Schulman (1974). The concept of behavioral
idealization is built upon the premise that LDR partners have less access to each
other’s complete “behavioral repertoire” (Miller et al. 2003, p. 992). Unlike GCR couples,
LDR couples are not exposed to the day-to-day mundane behaviors of their partners
thus the idealization found at the early stages of a relationship fails to dissipate (Stafford
& Merrolla, 2007).

These routes of idealization may be operating upon impression management behaviors
by those in long-distance relationships in order to continue to maintain positive illusions



of one’s partner and ward off relationship uncertainty. Positive self-presentation, or
impression management, has been argued to occur more often in non-FtF
communication modes (Cornwell & Lundgren, 2001) as when interacting via mediated
communication channels. Using these channels, partners have a greater ability to
accentuate their positive characteristics and downplay their negative ones (Rabby &
Walther, 2003).

Computer-Mediated Communication, Social Information Processing Theory, and The
Hyperpersonal Perspective

Social information processing theory was originally developed by Joseph Walther
(1992) to explain how people form impressions and maintain relationships using
computer-mediated communications. The theory makes two central arguments. First,
Walther theorizes that information must be altered to the mediated environment. This
means that impression-bearing, emotional, and relational-managing information, which
is typically expressed non-verbally in face-to-face communication, must be translated
into verbal and text symbols online. Secondly, the theory states that this translation can
produce message exchanges that are not as efficient as face-to-face communication.
However, the theory argues that this slow exchange of social information is no less
effective at forming relationships than face-to-face communication (Walther, 1992).

Walther (1996) explains that in order for relationships to develop over CMC the users
must engage in multiple interactions with one another allowing the exchange of
information. The theory assumes that all communicators are driven to form impressions
and develop social relationships. In CMC, users form simple impressions of their
communication partners through textually conveyed information. Based on these
impressions, users can test their assumptions over time by using knowledge-generating
strategies, which will result in interpersonal knowledge and stimulate changes in
relational communication between CMC users.

From this theory of social information processing, Walther (1996) proposes the
hyperpersonal model of CMC in which CMC users can sometimes surpass the level of
affection and emotion of face-to-face exchanges. He theorizes that in some situations,
CMC can be a more desirable channel of communication because users can mange
their impressions to a greater extent than in face-to-face communication to achieve their
social goals by expressing communication behaviors that are more desirable. Then, the
receiver of a CMC messages can take these constructed interactions and create
idealized form of their partners and their relationship with that partner, and through
reciprocation, confirm the selectively presented version their partner wished to present.
Thus, CMC can provide opportunities for message senders to use selective self-
presentation, can create more idealization for the message receiver, and greater
reciprocation because it allows for asynchronous communication and greater editing of
communication messages (Walther, 1996).

The hyperpersonal model states that receivers of CMC messages in the absence of
physical or other cues that are provided in face-to-face interactions, rather than fail to
form an impression, receivers will fill in blacks with regard to missing information
(Walther, 2011). This “filling in” can often take the form of idealization if the person has



initial favorable cues about another person. The original articulation of this part of the
model came from the SIDE theory (Lea & Spears, 1992), which describes how CMC
users make greater attributions of similarity with their interaction partner if given
contextual clues that they may share a salient social identity with the receiver. This
could lead to heightened attraction between CMC users (Walther, 2011).

Defining Impression Management

It is difficult to imagine any situation in which people do not engage in some level of
impression management. People practice impression management strategies when
they engage in a mundane conversation with a co-worker, tell their children to wonder,
“‘what the neighbors will think,” and even when they decide what shirt to wear in the
morning. People consistently show an awareness that their verbal and non-verbal
actions are scrutinized by others and that the conclusion that is drawn from this
scrutinization will make up the picture others have of that individual. Some practices of
impression management can be quite formal and planned such as a presentation in a
conference room or a speech given in front of a large audience, and others can be less
formal and quite spontaneous such as the way one executes the social script for exiting
from the boring conversation with their coworker. In the words of Metts and Grohskopf
(2003), “Other than walking upright and producing speech, there are few qualities so
manifestly human as impression management.”

Impression management is an umbrella term used to encompass several research
traditions such as self-presentation and situated social identity theory. Several scholars
have tried to detangle these terms and their definitions. For example, Schlenker (1980)
defined impression management as the “attempt to control images that are projected in
real or imagined social interactions,” and reserved the term self-presentation for
instances in which the projected images are “self-relevant” (p.6). The terms self-
presentation and impression management are most commonly found within the
discipline of social psychology. However, different labels under the terms situated social
identity, facework, and politeness theory are also present in sociology.

Self-presentation is typically referred to as the process by which individuals, more or
less intentionally, construct a public self that is likely to elicit certain types of attributions
from others, attributions that would facilitate the achievement of some goal, usually to
acquire social rewards or advantages, or to prevent loss of self-esteem when future
failure seems probable (Metts & Grohskof, 2003). The terms self-presentation and
strategic self-presentation stem from the early work of Jones and colleagues (e.g.,
Jones, 1964; Jones & Berglas, 1978; Jones & Pittman, 1982) in psychology and social
psychology, who were interested in how the motivations of the “inner” or “private” self
are strategically manifested and monitored in public displays. Hence, the term
impression management came to be associated with the production of coherent sets of
behaviors that would lead others to infer a corresponding private self that may or may
not exist (Metts & Grohskof, 2003). Although some scholars associate the terms
impression management and strategic self-presentation with deception and
manipulation (Buss & Briggs, 1984; Tedeschi & Reiss, 1981), most recognize the
elusive nature of authenticity (Schlenker, Weigold, & Hallam, 1990) and view self-
presentation as the necessary abstraction of complex personalities (Schlenker, 1986).



Another theoretical root of the term impression management resides in situated social
identity theory. This theory has its roots in sociology and branches widely across
disciplines such as sociolinguistics, linguistics, and communication. Consequently, in
this theoretical tradition the notion of “impression” as strategically linked to specific
motives, is reformulated as the inevitable and fundamental image of the self as a social
interactant with an emphasis on the rights and responsibilities that attend that role
(Metts & Grohskof, 2003). There are two prominent traditions associate with situated
social identity: face and facework (Goffman, 1959, 1967) and politeness theory (Brown
& Levinson, 1978, 1987).

Facework is concerned with the fundamental organizing principle of social interaction
and the alignment of social identities or the face (Goffman, 1959). According to Goffman
(1967), whether an interactant strategically presents an identity or not, others will form
impressions and respond to those impressions. Goffman compared social encounters to
stage performances in that social actors delivered their lines (i.e. performed in
accordance with their social identities or face) and supported their enactments with the
necessary props, staging, and demeanor. Other interactants serve as co-actors or
audience members. Interactants derive information about the line other actors have
taken by processing both the “cues given” (verbal and nonverbal behaviors that are
conscious) and “cues given off,” nonverbal behavior that is difficult to control (height,
weight, blushing, vocal quality, etc.) These performances are prepared in the “back
stage” (e.g., home or office) and enacted on the “front stage” (e.g., in social
settings)(Metts & Grohskof, 2003).

Impression management is an extremely complex and multifaceted term, and there is
still much research to be done on this concept. However, for the purposes of this study
the researchers will be looking to detect impression management strategies being used
by the participants in their romantic relationships both long-distance and geographically
close, and not specifically what strategies they are using.

CMC in LDRs

Research is limited on how computer-mediated communication (CMC) contributes to
traditional LDRs, that is relationships that exist both on and offline. There are many
studies that have been conducted looking at relationships that form and are maintained
purely online such as dating relationships (Merkle & Richardson, 2000), friendships
(Parks & Floyd, 1996), work relationships (Constant, Sproull, & Kiesler, 1997), and
relationships in educational settings (Brandon & Hollingshead, 1999).

It has been proposed that traditional LDRs and online relationships are radically
different social forms (Adams, 1998). The lack of attention given to these relationships
is surprising considering that the majority of online interaction is dedicated to contact of
family members and friends that were previously met offline (Stafford, 2005).

The role of CMC among those who already know each other may be may impact on the
relationship and additional modes of interaction (Stafford, 2005). CMC users who are
already well acquainted and see each other often may use CMC differently than those



for whom CMC is a predominate form of communication. In these close relationships
with regular FtF interaction, CMC would not be expected to drastically alter the
relationship. However, if these relationships become predominately mediated, as in the
case, with traditional LDRs, hyperpersonal interaction may become more likely (Walther
& Parks, 2002). When CMC becomes the predominate form of communication, it can
promote more positive illusions of the interaction partner (Rabby & Walther, 2003).
Thus, CMC may encourage both idealization and relationship maintenance of romantic
relationships. Though there may be differences in effects in LDRs and GCRs.

Long-distance romantic relationships will experience greater relationship satisfaction,
idealization, and impression management behaviors

Hypotheses and Research Questions

H1: LDRs will experience the same or greater amount of relational and communication
satisfaction as the GCR counterparts.

H2: LDR couples will be more idealized than GCR couples

H3: LDR couples will have less face-to-face communication than GCR couples.

H4: LDR couples will use more mediated communication than GCR couples.

H5: LDR couples will use more impression management strategies in their
communications than GCR couples.

HG6: Idealization and relationship satisfaction will be positively correlated.

H7: Relationship satisfaction and communication satisfaction will be positively
correlated with overall technology use.

H8: Impression management and idealization will be positively correlated with overall
technology use.

H9: Higher idealization will be positively correlated with higher impression management
strategies.

Method
Participants

Participants were 350 (93 male, 257 female) college students who received
course credit for their participation in this study.

Data presented in the results section was gathered from two universities
(N=350). The first sample was obtained from a large, southeastern University in the
United States (N=321; Female: N=257, Male: N=64). Respondents ranged in age from
18-27, although most participants were underclassmen (Freshman: N=142, Sophomore:
N=107, Junior: N=59, Senior N=13). This is not surprising since data was gathered as
part of course credit given in a lower level department course.

The second sample was obtained from a medium-sized, southwestern University
(N=29 male) in the United States. The primary reason for gathering this second set of
data was to offset the gender disparity of the first respondents as well as boost the
amount of men that identified themselves as in a long-distance relationship.
Respondents ranged in age from 18-39.



Past literature has shown that in almost any college population, at least one-third
of the students will be in long-distance relationships. The current study recruited 108
participants that self-identified as involved in a long-distance relationship. The other 242
identified their relationship as geographically-close. Additionally, if a participant was not
in a relationship at the time of data collection, they were asked to think about their most
recent partner. Of our 321 participants, only 82 were not currently involved in a romantic
relationship. All ethnicities were included in the study (Caucasian = 273, African-
American=27, Hispanic=16, Asian/Pacific Islander=13, Other=8, Unidentified=25).

Measures

Each participant completed a questionnaire designed to collect the demographic
information reported above, relational information, information on technology use
between the relationship partners, as well as measures of relationship satisfaction,
communication satisfaction, and social support.

Relational information assessed if participants were currently involved in a romantic
relationship at the time data was collected. The questionnaire then asked participants
about their relationship (e.g., how long they had been involved in their relationship; the
sex of their relationship partner). Then based on previous research about defining LDRs
from GCRs, respondents were asked to define their relationship as long-distance or
geographically close. Additionally, we assessed how much face-to-face interaction
participants had with their partners every month. If they did not interact face-to-face with
their partner each month, the questionnaire will then assess how often participants see
their partner each calendar year.

Items on technology use assessed how often participants used different forms of
mediated communication to interact with their partner. These included traditional
mediated channels such as the telephone, and CMC channels such as social
networking sites, e-mail, video calls, instant messaging, and texting. Participants
responded to frequency of use on a five-point Likert scale. Using the same five-point
Likert scale, this section also assessed how much respondents communicated with their
relationship partner face-to-face.

To assess relationship satisfaction, participants completed the Quality of Marriage Index
(QMI; Norton, 1983), a six item global self-report measure of marital quality, which has
been widely adapted for use in non-marital romantic relationships. The reliability of the
QMI has previously ranged from a = .88 to a = .96 (VanLear, 1991). In the current
study, a = .94.

We also assessed communication satisfaction (Vanlear, 1991; adapted from Hecht,
1978) for each participant, as this variable has been previously found to be highly
correlated with relationship satisfaction. Due to the focus of this study on
communication channels, we expected it to be pertinent to the study. For the current
study a = .96.

Impression management was measured by a self-report of perceived success to
indicate whether participants thought that they engaged in these behaviors within their



romantic relationships. The first two items on this six item measure were adapted from
Walther et al. (2011): (a) Computer-mediated communication allows me to present
myself in a favorable way and (b) | think | make a good impression on my partner using
computer- mediated communication. The last three items were adapted from Gibbs,
Ellison, and Heino (2006)’s study on online dating and asked: (c) | feel | understand how
to be successful in communicating with my partner via computer-mediated
communication (d) | feel hopeful about my relationship and (e)l have developed a
strategy or strategies for communicating with my partner via computer-mediated
communication. Respondents were asked to rate their level of agreement with each
statement on a 5-point Likert- type scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 =
strongly agree. Exploratory factor analyses (EFAs) from previous studies using Varimax
rotation and examining eigenvalues and scree plots (using eigenvalues of 1.0 or
greater) have shown that of these six success items load on two factors (Gibbs et al.,
2006). Gibbs conducted a EFA because of the original items adapted from Walther
(2011) were included to measure for strategic success. The wording of the self-
presentation success scale was modified for the online dating context for Walther’s
study, and it was the first time the two subscales had been used in conjunction. Factor
loadings were all greater than .6, and all cross-loadings were less than .35. The factor
analysis confirmed these two dimensions, and on the basis of reliability analysis, they
were combined into indexes (self-presentation success, a = .69; strategic success, o =
.75) that were used in analysis by averaging across the items (Gibbs et al. 2006). Due
to the ability for this shale to be adapted with such success to the online dating
environment, the researcher thought that it would be able to have statistic reliability in
assessing impression management strategies used in long-distance and
geographically-close romantic relationships over CMC. The current study found an
overall reliable alpha for the measure, o = .81.

|dealization was measured using the Idealization Distortion Scale included in the
ENRICH Marital Satisfaction Scale (Fowers & Olsen, 1993). Crochbach’s alpha for this
measure in the current study was a = .78.

Results

Relationship Satisfaction. An independent samples t-test was conducted to compare the
average score on the Quality of Relationship Index (QRI) for geographically-close and
long-distance relationships. There was no significant difference in the scores for long-
distance (M=6.07, SD=1.35) and geographically-close couples (M=6.08, SD=1.40;
#(338)=.075, p=.940, two-tailed).

Idealization. An independent samples t-test was conducted to compare the average
score on the Idealization Distortions Scale for geographically-close and long-distance
relationships. There was no significant difference in the scores for long-distance
(M=3.33, SD=.84) and geographically-close couples (M=3.34, SD=.82; {(334)= -.061,
p=.952, two-tailed).

Face-to-face communication. An independent samples t-test was conducted to compare
face-to-face communication for geographically-close and long-distance relationships. As
predicted based on the nature of long-distance relationships, there was significant



difference in the scores for long-distance (M=3.05, SD=1.02) and geographically-close
couples (M=4.21, SD=.95; t(341)=-10.26, p < .001, two-tailed).

Technology use. An independent samples t-test was conducted to compare the amount
of technology-use across several formats for geographically-close and long-distance
relationships. There was no significant difference in the scores for e-mail (LDR:
M=1.69, SD=1.09; GCR: M=1.71, SD=.97; t(341)= -.17, p=.863, two-tailed. There was
a marginally significant difference for texting communication (LDR: M=4.5, SD=1.03;
GCR: M=4.29, SD=.94; t(341)=1.90, p=.057, two-tailed), However, there was a
significant difference in the scores for phone use (LDR: M=3.92, SD=1.17; GCR:
M=3.59, SD=1.00; #341)=2.65, p=.008, two-tailed), social networking use (LDR:
M=3.20, SD=1.32; GCR: M=2.60, SD=1.18; (341)= 4.14, p<.001, two-tailed), video
communication (LDR: M=3.37, SD=1.41; GCR: M=2.38, SD=1.22; {(341)=6.62, p<.001,
two-tailed), and instant messaging (LDR: M=2.33, SD=1.43; GCR: M=2.00, SD=1.25;
1(341)=2.11, p=.035, two-tailed). Both relationships showed the greatest preference for
communicating via text followed by phone. Those involved in LDR’s then preferred
video before social networking sites as a form of mediated communication.

Impression Management. An independent samples t-test was conducted to compare the
average score on the Impression Management Questionnaire for geographically-close
and long-distance relationships. There was a significant difference in the scores for
long-distance (M=3.85, SD=.81) and geographically-close couples (M=3.59, SD=.73;
#(331)=2.98, p=.003, two-tailed).

Correlations.

The relationship between idealization (measured by the Idealization Distortions Scale)
and relationship satisfaction (measured by the QRI) was investigated using a Pearson
correlation. There was a strong, positive correlation between the two, r = .56, p<.001,
two tailed, with high levels of relationship satisfaction being associated with higher
levels of idealization in the relationship. An additional analysis was conducted to see if
this was also true for idealization and communication satisfaction. The analysis revealed
a strong, positive correlation as well (r = .52, p<.001, two-tailed). Therefore, across all
relationship types idealization was associated with greater communication and relational
satisfaction. No analysis was conducted comparing LDR and GCR relationships,
because no significant difference was found between the overall relational and
communication satisfaction scores for the different relationship types.

Idealization, impression management, relationship satisfaction, and communication
satisfaction were all found to be positively correlated with technology use with the
exception of IM communication showing a small, negative correlation with relationship
satisfaction, but the correlation was not deemed significant. Results are presented in
Table 1.

Table 1.
Technology

Phone Text SNS E-mail Video IM



Measure

Relationship r=.383 r=.369 r=126 r=.087 r=154 r=-.017
Satisfaction p<.001 p<.001 p=.020 p=.11 p=.004 p=.75

Communication r=.335 r=.415 r=.134 r=.012 r=174 r=.038
Satisfaction p<.001 p<.001 p=.013 p<.82 p=.001 p=.483

Impression r=.261 r=.345 r=.348 r=.121 r=.255 r=.234
Management  p<.001 p<.001 p<.001 p=.028  p<.001 p<.001

Idealization r=.243 r=.-182 r=.136 r=.134 r=.229 r=.143
p<.001 p=.001 p=.013 p=.014 p<.001 p=.009

These results indicate that phone, text, and video communication have the strongest
association with relationship satisfaction, communication satisfaction, impression
management, and idealization (l.e. So the more immediate (fast) forms of cmc with a greater
facility for social cues were used more by couples who were satisfied in their relationships). This
is not surprising given the greater preference for these communication modalities in
romantic relationships.

The relationship between idealization (measured by the Idealization Distortions Scale)
and impression management was investigated using a Pearson correlation. There was
a medium, positive correlation between the two, r = .35, p<.001, two tailed, with high
levels of impression management being associated with higher levels of idealization in
the relationship.

Discussion

Replicating previous studies, our studies found that long-distance couples experience
the same relationship and communication satisfaction as geographically close couples.
Although, Stafford & Merolla (2007) showed that LDR couples idealize their partners
more than GCR couples, and that they perceive their communication quality to be
higher than GCR couples, our study found no evidence to replicate these findings.
According to the results of this study, long-distance couples did not differ from their
geographically close counter parts on the idealization measure.

Given the nature of long-distance romantic relationships it is not surprising that there
was a significant difference found in face-to-face communication. While there were
some differences seen in the amount of technology used between long-distance and
geographically-close couples, GCRs today are using technology in far greater amounts
and far more consistently than they were ten years ago. This greater reliance on
technology could be allowing geographically-close couples to engage in more
impression management behaviors for longer periods of time than previously seen,
leading to greater idealization.

However, it is interesting to note that the difference in types of technology use between



GCRs and LDRs only appeared once we included the second sample of men. Before
this data was included, the difference across types of technology use across
relationships was virtually non-existent. Future studies may want to take into account
what role gender may be playing in romantic idealization, since it has been shown that
women and men use technology in different amounts and for different purposes
(Kimbrough, Guadagno, Muscanell, & Dill, 2012; Muscanell & Guadagno, 2012).

This study did find a statistically significant difference between LDRs and GCRs on
impression management. Our results indicated that people in LDRs use more
impression management strategies in their mediated communication than those in
GCRs. Impression management has been a staple in previous research on LDRs.
Given the nature of the relationship it is likely that LDRs continue to use more
impression management strategies in their time communicating because they are not
able to interact as much face-to-face.

Our results replicated previous findings that idealization in a relationship is positively
correlated with relationship and communication satisfaction (Schulman, 1974; Stafford &
Reske, 1990), although we found no difference in idealization scores across relationship
type. Given the amount that GCRs are using mediated-communication in their romantic
relationships this could increase idealization among these couples as well. Meaning
these results do not necessarily negate that idealization is found in LDRs, but that it
may be rising in GCRs. Alternatively, the rise of connectivity and technology use
between both type of couples could be negating the effects of idealization, despite the
continued impression management strategies employed by LDR couples. Future
research should explore to a greater extent how technology use may be affecting
idealization found in GCRs.

Idealization, impression management, relationship satisfaction, and communication
satisfaction were all found to be associated with greater technology use. Specifically,
our results show that phone, text, and video communication have the most association
with these measures. This is not surprising given the greater preference for these
communication modalities in romantic relationships. These correlations point that more
connectivity between romantic partners using mediate communications increase overall
communication and relationship satisfaction. However, while using these mediated
communications, individuals are also managing their impressions and idealizing their
partner to a greater extent.

Limitations

One limitation of this study is that only a college-aged population was examined, and
this could affect the findings generalizability to other age ranges, especially given that
among other age groups technology use in romantic relationships, both LDRs and
GCRs, may be less pervasive. Second, our measure of impression management only
assessed whether an individual used strategies in their communication, not how they
used them or how frequently. A better measure of impression management in
interpersonal relationship may reveal other levels to these questions that cannot be
explored at the present time. Finally, while both sexes and all ethnicities were included
in our sample, our data was made up mostly of Caucasians and female participants.



This rather homogeneous population could affect the results. Future research should
take consideration to prevent this kind of sample bias.
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