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Abstract
Although previous findings suggest a link between adults'

use of social networking sites (SNS) and relationship com-

mitment, research has been lacking. This study of 427 emerg-

ing and young adults (aged 18–32 years, 71.20% female)

indicated that exposure to alternative partners on SNS was

indirectly related to relationship commitment through the

pursuing of alternative partners on SNS. The more frequently

they were exposed to alternative partners on SNS, the more

they engaged in pursuing these alternative partners, which

negatively affected their relationship commitment. Further-

more, a positive relation between exposure and romantic

comparison to alternative partners was found. Gender did not

moderate these relations. The discussion focuses on the

implications of the findings for relationship development.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

The majority of young adults are avid users of social networking sites (SNS) (e.g., 72% in Lenhart,
Purcell, Smith, & Zickuhr, 2010). SNS are known to affect romantic relationship outcomes, such as
relationship happiness (Utz & Beukeboom, 2011), attachment (Fox & Warber, 2014), jealousy
(Muise, Christofides, & Desmarais, 2009), and infidelity (Clayton, Nagurney, & Smith, 2013). How-
ever, little research has considered relationship commitment and the threat of alternatives when
studying the link between SNS use and romantic relationships.
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The current cross-sectional study of emerging and young adults (aged 18–32 years) is one of the
first studies to document the role of SNS and alternatives in the willingness to commit to a romantic
partner. Our study draws on both SNS literature (Frison & Eggermont, 2016) and commitment
models (Rusbult, 1980) and aims to gain a deeper understanding of the underlying mechanisms
explaining the relation between exposure to alternative partners on SNS and commitment by examin-
ing three factors: (a) pursuing of alternative partners, (b) romantic comparison processes, and
(c) gender.

1.1 | Alternative partners, romantic comparison, and relationship
commitment

Relationship commitment can be defined as a partner's willingness to establish and invest in a long-
term romantic relationship (Surra & Hughes, 1997). A well-established theoretical framework to
understand and describe relationship commitment is Rusbult's Investment Model. This model pro-
poses that three determinants shape relationship commitment: satisfaction with the relationship,
dependence on investments in the relationship, and the quality of alternatives (Rusbult, 1980).
Empirical research has consistently found that each of these three factors affect relationship commit-
ment within various populations and contexts (Le & Agnew, 2003). Recently, the quality of alterna-
tives has received additional attention within the literature given the changed digital media landscape
that now allows individuals to meet new people at an unprecedented rate (West, 2013). Within com-
mitment literature, alternatives are defined as the presence of options other than the relationship with
the current partner (Rusbult, 1980). Such alternatives are not necessarily other possible romantic part-
ners or relationships. Rusbult (1980) explained that remaining single may be preferred above one's
current relationship and may thus also be perceived as a possible alternative. However, alternatives
are typically interpreted and studied within current research as other romantic suitors (Miller, 1997).
The Investment Model explains that relationship commitment decreases when a large pool of other
attractive partners is available (Rusbult, 1980). More precisely, when many other suitors are avail-
able, a current romantic partner is perceived more easily as “replaceable” because many others can
fulfill one's relationship needs, and some alternatives may even be perceived as superior. Accord-
ingly, one's relationship commitment decreases (Rusbult, 1980). Overall, relationship commitment
will be influenced by the number of attractive alternatives and thus the extent to which preferred rela-
tionship outcomes can be satisfied in other possible relationships.

Building on Interdependence Theory (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959), Rusbult's Investment Model fur-
ther assumes that individuals evaluate the quality of these alternatives by using social comparison
(Rusbult, 1980). Social comparison processes occur when individuals actively apply information
about others to make comparative judgments about their own situation (Festinger, 1954). Applied to
the context of romantic relationships, Interdependence Theory (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959) explains
that individuals assess the rewards and costs of or satisfaction with their current relationship by using
comparison levels. Comparison levels are individuals' expectations about what the ideal relationship
should look like. Such comparison levels are based on previous relationship experiences or observing
other people's relationships (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). Individuals thus determine their relationship
satisfaction and weigh the benefits and costs of the relationship by comparing current relationship
outcomes to their expected relationship outcomes. The Investment Model builds on this idea of com-
parison levels when explaining how alternatives affect relationship commitment (West, 2013). The
model explains that individuals use comparison levels to assess the quality of alternatives (Rusbult,
1980; West, 2013). This means that individuals assess the benefits and costs of staying in their
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relationship when considering the possibility of an alternative relationship (West, 2013), which we
will define throughout this study as romantic comparison.

1.2 | Commitment processes on SNS

Although the power of Rusbult's Investment Model has been extensively demonstrated (Le &
Agnew, 2003; Rusbult, 1980), research studying the assumptions of the model and simultaneously
taking into account the current social media environment is rather scarce but has been suggested to
be necessary: Literature has indicated that SNS play an important role in the development and main-
tenance of romantic relationships (Elphinston & Noller, 2011). More specifically, SNS may generate
the impression that there are many suitable alternatives and also facilitate romantic comparison pro-
cesses to assess the quality of such alternatives (West, 2013).

The assessment of the quality of alternatives is enhanced by the features of SNS, for instance, by
its continuous updates of how interesting others' activities are (West, 2013). These activities, but also
others' presented appearance on SNS, may generate the impression that there are many suitable alter-
natives because users typically present idealized content. SNS users' online self-presentation is often
biased (Mendelson & Papacharissi, 2010) as users carefully select the parts of their personal and
social lives that they share online (Ellison, Heino, & Gibbs, 2006). This selection process helps to
present a highly desired and flattering image of the user (Mendelson & Papacharissi, 2010), for
instance, by only posting physically attractive pictures (Siibak, 2009) and deleting or “untagging”
pictures in which the user thinks he or she deviates from contemporary appearance standards
(McLaughlin & Vitak, 2012). Similarly, users are eager to share personal and professional achieve-
ments (e.g., graduation) (Baek, Holton, Harp, & Yaschur, 2011; Mendelson & Papacharissi, 2010)
and to display pictures with others and friend lists so that they can emphasize their popularity status
(Siibak, 2009; Zhao, Grasmuck, & Martin, 2008). As such, SNS are filled with so-called “ideal”
rather than “actual” self-portrayals. People who thus frequently use SNS can be expected to be regu-
larly exposed to ideal self-presentations of other SNS profile owners. Indeed, prior research has indi-
cated that more frequent use of SNS entails more exposure to the profiles of and information shared
by other users (Joinson, 2008). Such exposure may be paired with impressions that there are many
suitable and attractive potential partners given the overly positive self-presentations of SNS users
(Chua & Chang, 2016). Following the assumptions of the Investment Model (Rusbult, 1980), such
impressions are likely to be a threat for partners' relationship commitment.

This possible negative relation between exposure to alternative partners on SNS and relationship
commitment may be further explained by online pursuing of alternative partners, a practice that is
quite common according to SNS research (Abbasi & Alghamdi, 2018). SNS not only allow individ-
uals to monitor attractive alternatives but also facilitate contact with them as users can like each
other's posts or chat within the online platform (Abbasi & Alghamdi, 2018). The affordance of SNS
to easily communicate with others may thus enhance the pursuing of alternative partners after being
exposed to them on SNS. Research suggests that at least a part of those in a relationship is involved
in such pursuing behavior. Results indeed found that SNS users seek online contact with individuals
with whom they want to become romantically involved (Drouin, Miller, & Dibble, 2014) by com-
menting on their pictures or sending private messages or friend requests (Abbasi & Alghamdi, 2018).
Research also found that SNS facilitate infidelity behaviors, including online flirting or cybersex
(Abbasi & Alghamdi, 2018) and even engaging in sexual affairs (Abbasi & Alghamdi, 2017). Such
pursuing behaviors are known to be damaging for one's relationship commitment (Frisby & Booth-
Butterfield, 2012) and also increase negative relationship outcomes such as jealousy, suspicion, and
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conflict (Clayton et al., 2013; Muise et al., 2009). Overall, the literature hints at the idea that individ-
uals are not only exposed to alternative partners on SNS but also that such exposure on SNS facili-
tates the pursuing of attractive alternatives. Pursuing behavior, in turn, has been shown to negatively
affect relationship commitment. As such, we hypothesized the following:

Hypothesis 1 Exposure to alternative partners on SNS is positively related to pursuing of alterna-
tive partners on SNS. In turn, this pursuing behavior is negatively related to relationship
commitment.

Comparison processes are highly common when using SNS (McAndrew & Jeong, 2012). Online
comparison processes are mostly upward, meaning that one's own situation is compared to a more
ideal situation. As SNS seem to be filled with attractive individuals who have a pleasant personality
and attractive lifestyle, alternative partners on SNS may be perceived as rather ideal, and their traits
may be compared in an upward fashion to the traits of one's own partner (Steers, Wickham, &
Acitelli, 2014). The outcome of this romantic comparison may influence general relational attitudes
(Stalder, 2012) and perceptions about the current partner (Surra & Hughes, 1997) in a negative direc-
tion. Such romantic comparison processes can lead to the impression that the current relationship
brings more costs than benefits. Individuals may consequently think that they are settling for less
than is possible (Buunk, Oldersma, & de Dreu, 2001), which may lower one's relationship commit-
ment. It is thus likely that both exposure to alternative partners on SNS and pursuing of alternative
partners on SNS generate romantic comparison processes that are, in turn, again negatively related to
relationship commitment. Therefore, we hypothesized the following:

Hypothesis 2 Exposure to alternative partners on SNS is positively related to romantic comparison
to alternative partners on SNS. In turn, this romantic comparison is negatively related to relation-
ship commitment.

Hypothesis 3 Pursuing of alternative partners on SNS is positively related to romantic comparison
to alternative partners on SNS. In turn, this romantic comparison is negatively related to relation-
ship commitment.

1.3 | Moderating role of gender

Gender may moderate the hypothesized relations. Previous research has shown that men report
higher levels of online monitoring of alternatives and lower levels of relationship commitment than
women (West, 2013). This research also showed that online monitoring of alternatives more strongly
predicted men's relational commitment compared to women's commitment (West, 2013). As such,
the negative relations between exposure to alternative partners on SNS and relationship commitment
through pursuing and romantic comparison may be stronger for men than for women. Therefore, we
hypothesized the following:

Hypothesis 4 The relations between exposure to alternative partners on SNS, pursuing of alterna-
tive partners on SNS, romantic comparison to alternative partners on SNS, and relationship commit-
ment are stronger for men than for women.
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2 | METHOD

2.1 | Sample and procedure

After receiving ethical approval from the institutional review board of the KU Leuven, a sample of
emerging and young adults was collected in March to April 2017 through a call on social media and
emails distributed among the network of a group of college students. Before starting the online ques-
tionnaire, each participant was presented with an informed consent form and was informed on practi-
calities and the incentive (chance to win a coupon). As building a committed relationship is a
primary goal in early adulthood (Rappleyea, Taylor, & Fang, 2014), this study focused on emerging
and young adults. Participants not belonging to the targeted age group (i.e., younger than 18 or older
than 35 years) were therefore excluded from the sample. The questionnaire also included an attention
check asking respondents to select the answering option “completely agree” to assess whether they
were attentive. Respondents who failed to answer this check correctly (i.e., did not answer the ques-
tion or answered a different answer than asked) were excluded as we are not sure to what extent their
responses are trustworthy. As this study focuses on individuals in a relationship, participants who
were single or did not fill in their relationship status were not taken into account in the analyses. The
remaining analytical sample consisted of 427 participants (71.20% women, mean age = 23.16,
SD = 3.10). The majority (51.5%) were college students, 35.4% were working, 10.3% combined
work and study, and 2.8% were neither studying nor working.

2.2 | Measures

2.2.1 | Moderator and control variables

Participants reported their gender (1 = male, 2 = female) and age. SNS frequency was measured by ask-
ing respondents “How frequently do you visit social networking sites such as Facebook.”Answer options
included 1 (= never), 2 (= less than once a month), 3 (= one to three times a month), 4 (= once every two
weeks), 5 (= several times a week), 6 (= daily), 7 (= several times a day), and 8 (= all day long).

2.2.2 | Exposure to alternative partners on SNS and pursuing of alternative
partners on SNS

An adapted version of the OnlineMonitoring of Alternatives Scale (West, 2013) was used. The scale con-
tained six items: “I am distracted by all the people I find attractive on social media,” “Because of social
media, I am aware that there are plenty of fish in the sea,” “I notice a lot of pretty, attractive people on
social media,” “I flirt with numerous people who I meet on social media (without telling them I have a
partner),” “I am romantically interested in people who I meet through social media,” and “On social
media (and without my partner knowing), I communicate with people who I would want to date some-
day.” Items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (= never) to 5 (= always). Principal component
analysis (PCA) yielded two factors (factor 1: eigenvalue = 2.67, explained variance = 44.46%; factor 2:
eigenvalue = 1.06, explained variance = 17.63%). Although this scale has been validated in previous lit-
erature, research has highlighted the importance of distinguishing between passive and active use of SNS
(Frison & Eggermont, 2016), and therefore, we decided to take into account the results of the PCA and to
separate the items. The first three items were clustered on factor 1 and represented a more passive way of
monitoring alternatives, which we defined as exposure to alternatives on SNS. This scale was found to be
reliable (Cronbach's α = .71), and the items were combined into a new variable by averaging the item
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scores. The fourth and sixth items were clustered on factor 2 and represented a more active way of moni-
toring alternatives, which we defined as pursuing of alternative partners on SNS. The fourth item cross-
loaded on both factors and was therefore not taken into account in further analyses. The fourth and sixth
items were combined into a new variable by averaging the item scores. This scale was found to be reliable
(r= 0.52, p < .001).

2.2.3 | Romantic comparison to alternative partners on SNS

The adapted Online Social Comparison Scale (West, 2013) was used. The scale had two items:
“When I see pictures of others on social media, I compare my partner to them” and “If I talk to others
on social media with whom I could date, I compare my partner with them.” Items were rated on a
7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (= completely disagree) to 7 (= completely agree). PCA ensured
the one-factor dimension of the scale, and a new variable was created by averaging the item scores
(eigenvalue = 1.69, explained variance = 84.50%, r = 0.69, p < .001).

2.2.4 | Relationship commitment

The Commitment subscale of the Investment Model Scale (Rusbult, Martz, & Agnew, 1998) was
used. This scale contains seven items, such as “I am committed to maintaining my relationship with
my partner” and “I want our relationship to last for a very long time.” Items were rated on a 7-point
Likert scale from 1 (= totally disagree) to 7 (= totally agree). PCA ensured the one-factor dimension
of the scale, and a new variable was created by averaging the item scores (eigenvalue = 4.77,
explained variance = 68.13%, α = .92).

2.3 | Analysis

The main model (Hypothesis 1–Hypothesis 3, see Figure 1) was tested using structural equation model-
ing with Mplus. All constructs (except for the control variables) were entered as latent variables and
predicted by their respective manifest items. In line with prior media research (Frison & Eggermont,
2016; Trekels & Eggermont, 2018), gender, age, and SNS frequency were entered as control variables
by modeling predictive pathways to the mediating and dependent variables and covariances with the
independent variable. Indirect effects were further calculated to test the mediating role of pursuing alter-
native partners and romantic comparison to alternative partners on SNS. A direct relation between
exposure to alternative partners on SNS and relationship commitment was also included because it is
possible that pursuing alternative partners and romantic comparison do not fully capture the variance of
commitment. To test the moderating role of gender (Hypothesis 4), a χ2 difference test comparing an
unconstrained model (multigroup model with no equality constraints) to a constrained model
(multigroup model with equality constraints) was calculated. Difference parameters were further added
to determine which pathways differed between men and women.

Because this is a cross-sectional study, we also tested two alternative models to rule out other
directional paths. The first alternative model (Figure 2) changed the direction of the relation between
pursuing alternative partners and romantic comparison. The second alternative model (Figure 3)
tested the possibility of relationship commitment as an independent variable and exposure, pursuing,
and romantic comparison of alternative partners on SNS as dependent variables.

To validate the significance of the examined pathways, bootstrapping (95% bias-corrected
bootstrapped confidence intervals [bc 95% bt CI]; 1,000 bootstrapped samples) were used, whereas
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full information maximum likelihood in Mplus was used to address missing data (Muthén & Muthén,
2017). Confidence intervals and p values of standardized model results were reported.

3 | RESULTS

First, we calculated descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations (Table 1). Respondents indicated
to be occasionally exposed to alternative partners on SNS. They also reported rarely pursuing such
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alternative partners. Furthermore, they indicated that they infrequently compare their partner to alter-
native partners on SNS. The average reported relationship commitment was rather high.

3.1 | Main model

The main model showed a good fit with the data (Figure 1): Chi-square χ2(101) = 284.29, p < .001,
Akaike information criterionn (AIC) = 16,852.57, root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) = 0.07 (90% CI: 0.06/0.07), comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.94, Tucker-Lewis index
(TLI) = 0.92, standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) = 0.04. The model showed that expo-
sure to alternative partners on SNS was positively related to pursuing alternative partners, which was
in turn negatively related to relationship commitment. Hypothesis 1 was thus confirmed. Further-
more, the results indicated that exposure was positively related to romantic comparison. However, no
significant relation was found between romantic comparison and relationship commitment, thus
partly supporting Hypothesis 2. Pursuing of alternative partners was also not related to romantic
comparison. Hypothesis 3 was thus rejected.

Furthermore, the overall indirect relation between exposure to alternative partners on SNS and
relationship commitment through pursuing of alternative partners on SNS was found to be signifi-
cantly negative, β = −.21, B = −0.27, SE = 0.10, p < .01 (bc 95% bt CI: −0.38/−0.10). No direct
relation was found between exposure of alternative partners on SNS and relationship commitment,
indicating full mediation of pursuing of alternative partners.

Finally, we investigated whether the model results described above were the same for men and
women. The χ2 difference test was significant (Δχ2(6) = 20.64, p < .01). The unconstrained model
(χ2(202) = 424.35, p < .001, RMSEA = 0.07 (90% CI: 0.06/0.08), CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.91,
SRMR = 0.08) did significantly differ from the constrained model (χ2(208) = 444.99, p < .001,
RMSEA = 0.07 (90% CI: 0.06/0.08), CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.91, SRMR = 0.09). However, the results
of the path-by-path analysis showed that none of the difference parameters was significant. Although
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and value within brackets reflects unstandardized coefficients (b-value). Below the arrow: First value reflects standard
errors, and values within squared brackets reflect 95% confidence intervals. *p < .05, ***p < .001. SNS, social
networking site; AIC, Akaike information criterion; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; CFI,
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the χ2 difference test was significant, thus initially indicating differences between men and women,
the results of the path-by-path analysis may indicate that these differences are negligible. Cheung
and Rensvold (2002) indicate that, when the difference of the CFI value is lower than or equal to
−0.01, the null hypothesis of invariance should not be rejected. As the CFI difference
(ΔCFI = −0.005) between the unconstrained model (CFI = 0.924) and the constrained model
(CFI = 0.919) was indeed lower than −0.01, we can assume that there were no differences between
men and women and thus reject Hypothesis 4.

3.2 | Alternative models

The first alternative model showed a good fit with the data (Figure 2): χ2(101) = 284.29, p < .001,
RMSEA = 0.07 (90% CI: 0.06/0.07), CFI = 0.94, TLI = 0.92, SRMR = 0.04, AIC = 16,852.57. The
reversed relation between pursuing of alternative partners on SNS and romantic comparison to alter-
native partners on SNS was not significant. Furthermore, the same relations as in the main model
were found to be significant.

The second alternative model also showed a good fit with the data (Figure 3): χ2(101) = 284.29,
p < .001, RMSEA = 0.07 (90% CI: 0.06/0.07), CFI = 0.94, TLI = 0.92, SRMR = 0.04, AIC = 16,852.57.
A significant negative relation was found between relationship commitment, exposure to alternative part-
ners, pursuing of alternative partners, and romantic comparison to alternative partners on SNS.

The AIC of these alternative models did not differ from the AIC of the main model, meaning that
the alternative models are not necessarily better compared to the original model.

4 | DISCUSSION

The current cross-sectional study on emerging and young adults provides new insights into the role of
SNS in romantic relationships. Our study shows that the assumptions of Rusbult's Investment Model not
only hold in the offline world but are also an important theoretical frameworkwhen investigating relation-
ship commitment in the social media environment. First, the results indicated an indirect negative relation
between exposure to alternative partners on SNS and commitment through pursuing of alternative part-
ners on SNS. More frequent exposure to alternative partners thus predicted more pursuing of alternative
partners, and this pursuing behavior was, in turn, negatively related to commitment (Hypothesis 1). These
results align with the principles of Rusbult's model (1980), which claims that commitment to a partner
decreases when the number of perceived available alternative partners increases.

Second, our findings indicated a positive relation between exposure to alternative partners on
SNS and romantic comparison to alternative partners on SNS. However, no relation was found
between romantic comparison and commitment, and Hypothesis 2 was thus only partly supported.
The more frequently young adults were exposed to alternative partners on SNS, the more they indi-
cated to engage in romantic comparison processes between their own current partner and potential
alternative partners on SNS. This finding supports researchers' observation that the online world is
an important context for the manifestation of comparison processes (Haferkamp & Krämer, 2011)
and is in line with Rusbult's Invitation Model (1980) indicating individuals use comparison levels to
assess the quality of their current relationship. Our results further indicate that engaging in romantic
comparison processes is not necessarily linked to lower relationship commitment. This finding is in
contrast with existing research claiming that comparing one's current partner to the ideal partners
may be harmful for one's relationship commitment (Stalder, 2012). Pursuing of alternative partners
thus seemed to be a more important explanatory factor in the relationship between exposure to
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alternative partners on SNS and relationship commitment than romantic comparison. It is possible
that romantic comparison is a rather passive SNS activity that individuals can perform anonymously
and from a distance without having to actually engage with the alternative partner. As such, it may
be possible that romantic comparison is less invasive and harmful for relationship commitment com-
pared to pursuing of alternative partners, which is more of an active SNS behavior. However, future
research should further investigate this reasoning.

Third, we did not find a significant relationship between the pursuing of alternative partners on SNS
and romantic comparison to alternative partners on SNS. Hypothesis 3 was thus rejected. We reasoned
that, as pursuing is a step further than merely exposure, and thus actually allows individuals to engage
with the alternative partner, this would also give them more information about the alternative partner and
facilitates romantic comparison processes. Because it is also possible that individuals first compare an
alternative partner to their current partner before actually pursuing this alternative partner, we tested an
alternative model in which romantic comparison was entered to predict pursuing of alternative partners
on SNS. Again, no significant relation was found between romantic comparison and pursuing.

Finally, we did not find any differences between men and women (Hypothesis 4). This is in con-
trast with existing literature claiming that the relations between online monitoring of alternatives and
relationship commitment are stronger for men than for women (West, 2013). Other more specific
moderators such as relationship factors (e.g., attachment bounds; Joel, Macdonald, & Shimotomai,
2011) or personality traits (e.g., sensation seeking; Shafiee & Etemadi, 2018) may potentially be
more successful in unraveling the conditions under which exposure to alternative partners on SNS
stimulates or decreases commitment.

Our findings have several limitations. First, the cross-sectional design clearly does not allow
causal implications. This limitation was further illustrated by the first alternative model, in which
commitment was entered as an independent variable and exposure, pursuing, and commitment as
dependent variables. The model fit of the alternative model was the same as the model fit of the ini-
tial hypothesized model, thus indicating that relationship commitment may also determine to what
extent individuals pay attention to alternatives on SNS. This is in line with literature on defense
mechanisms claiming that people who are in a happy, committed relationship develop certain defense
mechanisms in which they become inattentive to alternatives (Miller, 1997). Future research should
further investigate possible bidirectional relations between exposure/pursuing/comparison and rela-
tionship commitment. Second, the research was conducted in Flanders, Belgium. This European,
Western cultural context may hinder the generalization of the results; research with an intercultural
comparison perspective seems warranted. Third, the test–retest reliability and validity of the newly
developed measures need to be further explored. The reliability of pursuing of alternative partners on
SNS was especially found to be rather low. Fourth, the study uses self-reported data that could affect
the accuracy of social media frequency and activities that were studied in this article.

4.1 | Conclusion

In conclusion, this study indicates that pursuing of alternative partners is an important explanatory
factor in the relations between exposure to alternative partners on SNS and relationship commitment.
This article thus illustrates the importance of distinguishing between passive SNS and active SNS
behaviors when studying the relations between SNS use and relationship commitment.
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