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THE FEATURES BEHIND RELATIONSHIP SATISFACTION IN FRIENDSHIP AND 
ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS 

 
Therése Näslund and Sophia Reinholdsson 

 
 
Relationship satisfaction is positively related to life satisfaction and subjective well-being. The main aim of 
this thesis was to investigate what features that may explain satisfaction and dissatisfaction in friendship 
versus romantic relationships, and to compare the results. This study also aimed to examine the 
association between perceived loneliness and the degree of satisfaction in friendship versus romantic 
relationships. A questionnaire was distributed to a group of 93 university students between the ages of 18 
to 41 years. Through thematic analysis it was found that balance, communication, closeness, support, 
trust, understanding, safety and conflict management were satisfying features in both types of 
relationships. Lacks of these features were found to be dissatisfying. Other dissatisfying features in 
romantic relationships were worry, lack of time and stress and in friendship relationships feelings of 
alienation and superficial relationships were dissatisfying features. Statistical analyses showed a negative 
association between friendship satisfaction and perceived loneliness. A tendency to a similar association 
with romantic relationship satisfaction emerged. Yet, there were also indications of the reverse in regard 
to romantic relationship satisfaction. Moreover, the possibility that friendship relationships might be 
more important than romantic relationships for university students in order for them not to feel lonely 
was discussed. 
 
Relationstillfredsställelse har ett positivt samband med livstillfredsställelse och subjektivt välmående. 
Huvudsyftet med denna studie var att undersöka vilka faktorer som skulle kunna förklara tillfredsställelse 
såväl som otillfredsställelse i vänskaps- respektive kärleksrelationer, samt jämföra dessa resultat. Studien 
ämnade även undersöka sambandet mellan upplevd ensamhet och graden av tillfredsställelse i vänskaps- 
respektive kärleksrelationer. En enkät delades ut till 93 universitetsstudenter i åldrarna 18-41 år. Genom 
tematisk analys framkom balans, kommunikation, närhet, stöd, tillit, förståelse, trygghet och 
konflikthantering som tillfredsställande faktorer i de båda relationstyperna. Brist på dessa faktorer 
framkom som otillfredsställande. Andra otillfredsställande faktorer i kärleksrelationer var oro, tidsbrist 
och stress medan känslor av utanförskap och ytliga relationer framkom som otillfredsställande i 
vänskapsrelationer. Statistiska analyser påvisade ett negativt samband mellan tillfredsställelse i 
vänskapsrelationer och upplevd ensamhet. Tendenser till ett liknande samband med tillfredsställelse i 
kärleksrelationer kunde ses. Trots detta fanns även indikationer för ett motsatt samband gällande 
tillfredsställelse i kärleksrelationer. Dessutom diskuterades möjligheten att vänskapsrelationer kan vara 
av större betydelse än kärleksrelationer för att universitetsstudenter inte ska känna sig ensamma. 
 
 

“Human beings are inherently social and they need to belong, feel connected with 
others, establish and maintain social relationships” (Rettie, 2003). Almost 80% of our 
waking hours are spent with others such as partner, friends, relatives and coworkers 
(Kahneman, Krueger, Schkade, Schwarz & Stone, 2004). After leaving the family home, 
young adults have to rely more on friends for support and companionship. Friends 
sometimes serve as a primary attachment figure, especially among those not involved in 
long-term, romantic relationships (Carbery & Buhrmester, 1998). However, romantic 
relationships have also been found to provide a source of support and companionship 
(Laursen & Jensen-Campbell, 1999). 
 
Romantic relationship satisfaction is defined as an interpersonal evaluation of the 
positivity of feelings for one’s partner and attraction to the relationship (Rusbult & 
Buunk, 1993). Friendship quality (satisfaction) is generally referred to as the nature of 
friendship interactions that affect individuals’ development and adjustment (Akin, Akin 
& Ugur, 2016). Friendship quality is more important than the number or identity of 
friends and is characterized by loyalty, help, acceptance, safety and few conflicts (Thien 
& Abd Razak, 2013). Relationship satisfaction in both romantic and friendship 
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relationships is positively related to happiness, life satisfaction and subjective well-
being (Akin et al., 2016; Diener, Suh, Lucas & Smith, 1999). High-quality friendships are 
also positively related to the ability to cope with stressors (Akin et al., 2016). 
Furthermore, several studies have shown that satisfaction in romantic as well as 
friendship relationships is negatively associated with perceived loneliness (Asher & 
Parker, 1993; Mellor, Stokes, Firth, Hayashi & Cummins, 2008; Segrin, Powell, Givertz & 
Brackin, 2003). Other studies have found a strong association between dissatisfaction in 
friendship relationships and a high degree of loneliness (Nicolaisen & Thorsen, 2016; 
Parker, Rubin & Erath, 2006; Spithoven, Lodder & Goossends, 2016).  Furthermore, 
romantic relational quality has been found to buffer against loneliness (Segrin et al., 
2003). 
 
Perceived loneliness has been linked to several serious health consequences (Cacioppo 
& Hawkley, 2010; Goldsmith, Pellmar, Kleinman & Bunney, 2002; Randall, Doku, Wilson 
& Peltzer, 2014).  Previous research argues that since relationship dissatisfaction and 
loneliness are associated, additional research on friendship problems and reasons for 
dissatisfaction in other types of relationships is needed (Nicolaisen & Thorsen, 2016; 
Spithoven et al., 2016). Several studies have focused on relationship satisfaction in 
either romantic relationships or friendship relationships (Akin et al., 2016; Gordon & 
Chen, 2016; Kurdek, 2005; Rusbult & Buunk, 1993; Thien & Abd Razak, 2013). To our 
knowledge, few studies have compared these two types of relationships. Hence, this 
study intended to investigate the features behind satisfaction and dissatisfaction further 
by focusing on both friendship and romantic relationships in order to understand how 
the features may differ between these two types of relationships. Since previous 
research has found a negative association between relationship satisfaction and 
perceived loneliness, this study also aimed to investigate the association between these 
two types of relationships further. Thus, this was done  in order to either strengthen or 
weaken the support within previous research regarding the importance of relationship 
satisfaction in order not to feel lonely. 
 
Friends often share personal characteristics, cohort experiences and lifestyles. Friends 
who are not supportive and those who are perceived to be harmful may not remain 
friends. What distinguishes friends from acquaintances is, first of all, intimacy or 
closeness. In addition, companionship, that is enjoying good times together, is 
fundamental in the maintenance of a friendship (Nicolaisen & Thorsén, 2016). In 
research, the definition of friendship varies. Some researchers study the variation and 
the different elements of what friendship is, for example the interactional and emotional 
elements of friendship. Other researchers examine definitions of friendship directly by 
asking their respondents what the relationship means to them (Adams & Blieszner, 
2000). 
 
Similar to relationships with friends, romantic relationships provide a source of support 
and trust (Laursen & Jensen-Campbell, 1999). In recent years, a large, consistent body of 
evidence has emerged demonstrating the importance of social support provided by an 
intimate romantic partner for physical and psychological health and for relationship 
satisfaction (Kurdek, 2005). All support types were uniquely associated with better 
marital satisfaction (Barry, Bunde, Brock & Lawrence, 2009) Moreover, romantic 
relationships are marked by unique features that distinguish them from friendship 
relationships, such as physical attraction, passion and sexual preoccupation. Romantic 
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relationships also tend to be triggered by a strong passionate desire and attraction 
(Connolly & McIsaac, 2008). 
 
Features which have been found to increase romantic relationship satisfaction are for 
example partner support, trust and intimacy (including affection, consensus & 
openness) (Karantzas, Feeney, Goncalvez & McCabe, 2014). Furthermore, people tend to 
experience greater relationship quality when they perceive that their partner 
understands them (Debrot, Cook, Perrez & Horn, 2012). Conflict, on the other hand, has 
been associated with decreased relationship satisfaction (Caughlin & Vangelisti, 2006), 
often predicting declines in satisfaction over time (Karney & Bradbury, 1995). However, 
people who feel understood by their partners tend to be buffered against the negative 
effects of conflict on their general relationship satisfaction (Gordon & Chen, 2016). 
Moreover, friends are more likely to respond to dissatisfying situations by doing nothing 
(for example waiting and hoping, ignoring the problem), whereas romantic partners are 
more likely to try to do something (Gordon & Chen, 2016). This finding is consistent 
with research indicating that friends are more likely to deal with conflict in an indirect 
manner, whereas individuals in romantic relationships are more likely to deal with 
conflict in a direct manner (Fehr, 1996). Furthermore, studies show that the frequency 
of disagreements in the relationship, help, security and closeness are aspects relating to 
the strength of the emotional connection and attachment, along with the sense of 
affection or “specialness” a person experiences with a friend or partner. However, 
passion and sexuality, which are fundamental aspects of romantic quality, have not been 
taken into account in this measurement (Ponti, Guarneri, Smorti & Tani, 2010). 
 
Communication has been found to be essential in creating greater relationship quality 
(Noller & Fitzpatrick, 1990). Communication is a very important component in 
maintaining a relationship (Canary, Stafford, Hause & Wallace 1993; Guerrero, Anderson 
& Afifi, 2011) and is used to reinforce relationship bonds (Spears, Postmes, Lea & 
Wolbert 2002). Communication includes the exchange of explicit, verbal, information as 
well as the communication and detection of nonverbal messages that often do not 
permeate conscious awareness (Ben Naim, Hirschberger, Ein-Dor & Mikulincer, 2013). 
As an important part of maintaining relationships, communication has also been found 
to influence overall relationship satisfaction. Overall relationship satisfaction is lowered 
when a particular aspect of the relationship, such as communication, does not meet 
personal expectations (Sabatelli, 1988). Furthermore, research on couples suggests that 
explicit and implicit emotional exchanges are powerful indicators and predictors of 
partner quality. When relationship partners engage in interaction, they are 
communicating with one another using a multitude of channels: some conscious and 
explicit, others unconscious and implicit. These implicit messages may have a stronger 
impact on the quality of the interaction than the explicit information conveyed (Ben 
Naim et al., 2013). 
 
Being generally dissatisfied with one’s romantic relationship appears to be associated 
with higher levels of topic avoidance tendencies (Merrill & Afifi, 2004). Partners’ overall 
dissatisfaction with their relationship may create emotional distancing (Christensen & 
Shenk, 1991), which is reflected in avoidant tendencies (Merrill & Afifi, 2004). Ignoring 
your partner and quietly allowing the relationship to decay has been found to promote 
lower levels of satisfaction (Caryl and Rusbult, 1982). Moreover, not spending enough 
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time together and drifting apart scenarios have been found to be more dissatisfying for 
individuals in romantic relationships than individuals in friendship relationships. This 
finding suggests that individuals in romantic relationships find it particularly 
dissatisfying to feel that they are losing contact or closeness with their partner. Perhaps, 
the thought of slowly breaking up is more dissatisfying for individuals in romantic 
relationships than in friendship relationships because they are more worried they might 
lose the relationship. Thus, it might be a greater worry in response to dissatisfaction in 
romantic relationships because they are more valued, and not as easily replaced, as 
friendship relationships. (Harasymchuk, 2001) 
 
As mentioned earlier, several studies have shown that satisfaction in romantic as well as 
friendship relationships is negatively associated with perceived loneliness (Asher & 
Parker, 1993; Mellor, Stokes, Firth, Hayashi & Cummins, 2008; Segrin, Powell, Givertz & 
Brackin, 2003). Perceived loneliness is defined as a distressing feeling arising from the 
perception that one’s social needs are not being met by the quantity or especially the 
quality of one’s social relationships (Cacioppo & Hawkley, 2010; Satici, Uysal & Deniz, 
2016). Thus, loneliness is not synonymous with objective social isolation, but perceived 
social isolation. It's possible to have a small social network and not feel lonely and, 
conversely, have a big social network and feel lonely nevertheless (Cacioppo & Hawkley, 
2010). Several different terms, such as emotional or subjective loneliness, have been 
used by different researchers to describe this phenomenon. However, the term perceived 
loneliness has been selected in this thesis because it is the term used in the University of 
California, Los Angeles (UCLA), Loneliness scale (Russell, Peplau & Cutrona, 1980), 
which this study relies on. Studies show that satisfaction with personal relationships is 
moderately negatively correlated (r = -0.61) with loneliness. Thus, the less satisfied one 
is with their personal relationships, the more lonely one will feel (Mellor et al., 2008). 
Dissatisfaction in friendship relationships is strongly related to a high degree of 
loneliness in all age groups (Nicolaisen & Thorsen, 2016; Parker et al., 2006; Spithoven 
et al., 2016). 
 
A perceived high friendship quality is related to psychosocial benefits such as lower 
incidence of loneliness (Asher & Parker, 1993). Having a romantic partner has also 
repeatedly been shown to be one of the most important factors for protecting against 
loneliness for all adults (Gierveld, Dykstra & Schenk, 2012; Nicolaisen & Thorsen, 2016; 
Theeke, 2009). Research has shown that perceived romantic relational quality is 
negatively associated with depressive symptoms as well as loneliness. Thus, romantic 
relationship satisfaction seems to be a possible buffer against perceived loneliness 
(Segrin et al., 2003). 
 
Loneliness may have serious consequences for physical as well as mental health 
(Cacioppo & Hawkley, 2010). Concerning physical health, several studies have found a 
relationship between a high perception of loneliness and an increased risk for heart 
disease (Hawkley, Thisted, Masi & Cacioppo, 2010; Thurston & Kubzansky, 2009). 
Regarding mental health issues, suicidal behavior has been found to link loneliness with 
an increased mortality risk (Luo, Hawkley, Waite & Cacioppo, 2012). Studies have found 
that loneliness often is an important factor preceding suicidal ideation and planning 
(Goldsmith et al., 2002; Randall et al., 2014). In several other studies, loneliness has 
been associated with an impaired cognitive performance and cognitive decline (Gow, 
Pattie, Whiteman, Whalley & Deary, 2007; Tilvis, Kahonen-Vare, Jolkkonen, Valvanne, 
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Pitkala & Strandberg, 2004), an increased risk of Alzheimer’s Disease (Wilson, 2007) 
and increases in depressive symptoms (Cacioppo, Hughes, Waite, Hawkley & Thisted, 
2006). 
 
 

Aim of the thesis 
 
The main aim of this thesis was to investigate what features that may explain 
satisfaction and dissatisfaction in friendship versus romantic relationships and to 
compare these features between the two types of relationships. The secondary aim was 
to examine the relationship between perceived loneliness and the degree of satisfaction 
in friendship versus romantic relationships. In order to answer the research questions, 
two different approaches were used. The first two research questions were answered 
through thematic analysis while statistical analyses were used in order to answer the 
two last questions. Furthermore, a hypothesis was formulated based on previous 
research; it was expected that both friendship and romantic relationships would have a 
negative association with perceived loneliness. 
 
Research questions 

1. What features may explain how satisfied or dissatisfied you are in friendship 
relationships versus romantic relationships? 

2. Do these features differ between friendship and romantic relationships? 
3. What is the relationship between perceived loneliness and relationship satisfaction? 
4. Does the relationship differ between perceived loneliness and romantic relationship 

satisfaction versus friendship relationship satisfaction? 
 
 

Method 
 

Sample 
The respondents included in this thesis were 93 university students at a university in 
the north of Sweden. Convenience sampling was used. The respondents were studying 
one of the following subjects: Cognitive science, Sociology, Criminology or Human 
resource management. Among those who were involved in a romantic relationship, the 
length of their current relationship varied between six months and 18 years. However, 
seven participants did not define their relationship length. Further descriptive statistics 
is presented in Table 1 below. As can be seen in the table, out of the 93 respondents, 60 
% were men, 39 % women and 1 % defined themselves as something else/neither man 
nor woman. The ages of the respondents varied  between 18 and 41 years. The majority 
(63 %) defined themselves as single while less than half (37 %) of the respondents 
reported they had a romantic partner. None of the respondents had more than one 
romantic partner. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics 

 
Background Variable 
 

 
 

 
Number of 
respondents 

 
% 

      

          
Gender      
    Male 
    Female 
    Other             

  
56 
36 
1 

   
60 
39 
1 

      

 
Age 
    18-23 
    24-29 
    30-35 
    36-41 
    42+ 
 
Relationship status 
    Single 
    Partner 
    Partners 
 
 
Health care contact* 
    Yes 
    No 
 
Form of household 
    Living alone 
    With partner (and 
children) 
    With friends/family 
 
 

  
 
47 
37 
6 
3 
0 
 
 
59 
34 
0 
 
 
 
19 
74 
 
 
40 
23 
 
30 

 
 
51 
40 
6 
3 
0 
 
 
63 
37 
0 
 
 
 
20 
80 
 
 
43 
25 
 
32 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

       

*During the recent year because of mental health issues, such as depression, anxiety or stress. 

Measures 
A questionnaire including background questions, questions about perceived loneliness, 
relationship satisfaction scales and open-ended questions regarding relationship 
satisfaction/dissatisfaction was distributed to all participants. 
 
While there are different approaches to studying relationships, we have used two 
different ones. The first approach is studying specific elements (Adams, Blieszner, 
DeVries, 2000), which in this study has been done through the Relationship Satisfaction 
Scale (RSAT; Burns, 1993). The other approach is asking the respondents to define the 
relationship themselves (Adams et al, 2000), which in this study has been done through 
open-ended questions. The RSAT, consisting of seven specific elements, was distributed 
in a friendship version and a romantic relationship version to all participants. The RSAT 
is a self-report scale which asks individuals to rate their satisfaction in their closest 
relationship in the following seven relationship areas: Communication and openness, 
Resolving conflicts and arguments, Degree of affection and caring, Intimacy and 
closeness, Satisfaction with your role in the relationship, Satisfaction with the other 
person's role and Overall satisfaction with your relationship (Burns & Sayers, 1992, as 
cited in Heyman, Sayers & Bellack, 1994). The possible response options are ranging 
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from very dissatisfied (0) to very satisfied (6). Factor-analytic studies indicate that the 
RSAT assesses a single factor in men and in women regarding relationship satisfaction 
(Burns & Sayers, 1988, as cited in Heyman et al., 1994). The RSAT has good internal 
consistency (coefficient alpha = .94) and is strongly correlated with other measures of 
relationship satisfaction such as the Locke-Wallace MAT (r = .80), the Dyadic Adjustment 
Scale (r = .89) and the Quality of Marriage Index (r =.91) (Heyman et al., 1994). Although 
the RSAT originally is made to evaluate satisfaction within a marriage or the most 
intimate relationship, you can also use it to evaluate a relationship with a friend, family 
member or colleague (Burns, 1993). Four open-ended questions were formulated by the 
researchers themselves. The first question was: “Describe in  your own words what 
currently is making you experience dissatisfaction, and why, in your romantic 
relationship(s)”. The second question was: “Describe in your own words what currently 
is making you experience satisfaction, and why, in your romantic relationship(s)”. The 
third and fourth questions were formulated in the same way but with a focus on 
friendship relationships. 
 
A short version of the UCLA Loneliness scale (Russell et al., 1980), consisting of three 
different items concerning perceived loneliness, was included in the questionnaire. The 
following items were used: “How often do you feel that you lack companionship?”, “How 
often do you feel left out?” and “How often do you feel isolated from others?”. The 
response categories for each item were 1=hardly ever, 2=some of the time, and 3=often. 
This short-form of the UCLA loneliness scale has been used in other studies (Hughes, 
Waite, Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2004; Mezuk, Choi, DeSantis, Rapp, Diez Roux & Seeman, 
2016) and has good internal consistency (Cronbach’s α =0.79; Mezuk et al., 2016). 
 
The computer program IBM SPSS Statistics 23 was used in order to analyze the 
quantitative data. The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) is probably the 
most widely used suite of programs for statistical analysis in the social sciences. Since 
the 1960s, it has undergone numerous revisions and refinements (Bryman & Cramer, 
2011). In order to analyze the answers to the open-ended questions, thematic analysis 
was used. Thematic analysis is essentially a method for identifying and analyzing 
patterns in qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). It provides a flexible and useful 
research tool, which can potentially supply a rich and detailed, yet complex, account of 
data. Alike other qualitative approaches, thematic analysis does have its limitations, for 
example it does not allow the researcher to make claims about language use, or the fine-
grained functionality of talk. Nevertheless, it is a widely used qualitative method that 
offers an accessible and theoretically flexible approach to analyzing data (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). 
 
Procedure 
To start with, a pilot study was distributed to 12 psychology students at a university in 
the north of Sweden. It took place in order to investigate if any changes were needed. To 
the questionnaire used in the main study, the following changes were made: if the 
participants did not want their answers to the open-ended questions to be used in the 
final report, they were offered the opportunity to declare this in the box other comments 
on the last page of the questionnaire. At the end of the questionnaire, addresses and 
phone numbers to different health care centers were added in case anyone would like to 
seek help because of mental health issues. These changes were made because of ethical 
reasons. Regarding the romantic relationship questions, the respondents themselves 
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were obliged to decide if they perceived themselves as being involved in a romantic 
relationship or not. 
 
The questionnaire in the main study was distributed to 93 people. Among those, 92 of 
them completed the UCLA loneliness scale, 90 participants completed the friendship 
RSAT scale and 41 participants completed the romantic RSAT scale. There was one 
participant who answered nothing but the background questions. When dividing the 
respondents into different satisfaction categories, the intention was to implement the 
original scoring key, consisting of  seven levels of satisfaction, by Burns (1993). 
However, since our sample was relatively small and our respondents’ answers in 
general were not high enough to fit into one of the categories concerning satisfaction, we 
chose to create a new scoring key. Instead of the former seven, our scoring key consisted 
of only three categories: dissatisfied, neutral and satisfied. Regarding the four open-
ended questions, the following amount of respondents answered: 82 respondents 
answered the friendship satisfaction question, 36 respondents answered the romantic 
satisfaction question, 69 respondents answered the friendship dissatisfaction question 
and 31 respondents answered the romantic dissatisfaction question. One person 
commented they did not have any friends. 
 
Two different types of analysis were used: thematic analysis and statistical analysis. This 
created both a detailed and wide foundation in order to better understand relationship 
satisfaction and its association with perceived loneliness. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) 
and a comparison of mean values were used in order to investigate possible correlations 
between perceived loneliness and relationship satisfaction. The qualitative data was 
read, analyzed and interpreted by both researchers in order to enable different 
interpretations of the material. According to the thematic analysis model (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006), the following steps were operated: 1. Familiarizing yourself with the data, 
2. Generating initial codes, 3. Searching for themes, 4. Reviewing themes and 5. Defining 
and naming themes. To further clarify the outlining of the steps of the thematic analysis, 
the following example is presented: Data extract (Participant no. 45): 
 

 What I am sometimes dissatisfied with probably has a lot to do with myself since I 
am quite introverted and like to spend time on my own (. . .) Problems occur when 
other people (extroverted people) sometimes have a hard time understanding why 
I do not want to hang out since I clearly have the time for it (. . .) With my 
introverted friends, this problem does not occur. 

 
Code 1: I am an introverted person. Extroverted people do not understand me. Problems 
occur. => Code 2: Different personalities. => Theme: Dissimilarities. 
 
Ethical considerations 
The invited participants received written as well as oral information about the aim of 
the thesis. None of them was personally known to the researchers. They were also 
informed that their participation was voluntary and that they had the right to remain 
anonymous. All the data from the questionnaires were encoded and the researches had 
no access to any name or personal ID. The data was only used in line with the main 
purpose of the thesis. At the very end of the questionnaire, addresses and phone 
numbers to different health care centers were added in case anyone would like to seek 
help because of mental health issues. 
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The possibility that there might be some participants who do not have any friends at all 
was considered. We therefore clarified that the respondents could choose not to answer 
the friendship satisfaction questions. Regarding the questions about romantic 
relationships, all sorts of romantic relationships were included. This was done by giving 
the respondents the freedom to define romantic relationship themselves. 
 
 

Results 
 
An analysis of variance (ANOVA) showed a significant relationship between the degree 
of satisfaction in friendship relationships and the degree of perceived loneliness: F(2, 
86) = 4.95, p = 0.00, ηp2= 0.24. The ANOVA showed a tendency to a similar relationship 
between the degree of romantic relationship satisfaction and the degree of perceived 
loneliness. However, the relationship was not significant: F(2, 38) = 1.59, p = 0.056, ηp2= 
0.14. As can be seen in Figure 1 below, the results showed a negative relationship 
between the individuals who were classified as Not lonely and their perceived level of 
romantic relationship satisfaction. However, within the group of individuals who were 
classified as Highly lonely, the level of romantic relationship satisfaction varied. Even 
though the mean value in this group was 33 (out of 42), which is within the neutral 
satisfaction level, there were differences among individuals. Their overall romantic 
relationship satisfaction values ranged from 14 to 41. 
 

 

Figure 1. The relationship between the overall friendship versus romantic relationship 

satisfaction and perceived loneliness. The satisfaction scale ranges from 0 to 42. The 

dissatisfaction level ranges between 0-25, the neutral level between 26-35 and the 

satisfaction level between 36-42. 

28 

30 

32 

34 

36 

38 

40 

42 

Not lonely Moderately 
lonely 

Highly lonely 

Friendship relationship 
satisfaction (mean value) 

Romantic relationship 
satisfaction (mean value) 
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Depending on their ratings on the UCLA Loneliness scale, the respondents were 

classified into one of the following three categories regarding loneliness: Not lonely, 

Moderately lonely or Highly lonely. As can be seen in Table 2 below, the majority of the 

respondents involved in friendship as well as romantic relationships were classified as 

Moderately lonely (38 versus 41 %).  

Table 2. Degree of loneliness within friendship and romantic relationships 

 
 
 
Degree of loneliness 

 
 

 
Friendship 
 
Number of respondents 
(%) 

 
Romantic 
 
Number of 
respondents (%) 

    
Not lonely 
 
Moderately lonely 
 
Highly lonely 

 29 (33) 
 
34 (38) 
 
26 (29) 

14 (34) 
 
17 (41) 
 
10 (24) 

    
 

Furthermore, depending on their ratings regarding their level of relationship 

satisfaction, measured by the RSAT, the respondents were divided into one of the 

following three categories: Dissatisfied, Neutral or Satisfied. As can be seen in Table 3 

below, the majority of the respondents (47 %) were classified as neutrally satisfied in 

their friendship relationships, while most of the respondents (46 %) were classified as 

satisfied in their romantic relationships. 

Table 3. Degree of relationship satisfaction within friendship and romantic relationships 

 
 
 
Degree of satisfaction 

 
 

 
Friendship 
 
Number of respondents 
(%) 

 
Romantic 
 
Number of 
respondents (%) 

 
Dissatisfied 
 
Neutral 
 
Satisfied 

   
14 (15) 
 
42 (47) 
 
34 (38) 

  
7 (17) 
 
15 (37) 
 
19 (46) 

    
 
Thematic analysis of the answers to the open-ended questions 
The following themes regarding romantic relationship satisfaction have been found (Sub 
themes are written in brackets): Balance (emotional and practical), Safety (stability), 
Closeness (caring), Support, Understanding, Trust, Communication (openness), 
Similarities, Conflict management and Hope for the Future. The following are the themes 
regarding romantic relationship dissatisfaction: Imbalance (emotional balance and 
practical balance), Lack of closeness (caring), Lack of faith, Worry (worrying about the 
future), Communication (openness), Conflict management, Dissimilarities, Similarities 
and Lack of time (stress). 
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Many respondents found Balance satisfying in their romantic relationships while they 
found Imbalance dissatisfying. Some of them held the opinion that emotional balance 
was of importance. For example, this meant that there is a balance between giving and 
receiving affirmation to and from each other, fulfillment of each other’s needs and being 
able to balance your own and your partner’s separate interests along with your common 
interests. On the contrary, an imbalance concerning caring for each other’s needs 
appeared as dissatisfying. Imbalance regarding to what extension you worry, how 
sensitive you are and the amount of authority you have in your relationship were other 
examples. Practical balance included having a shared responsibility over your children. 
Having different knowledge regarding how to raise children, different lifestyles and an 
uneven distribution concerning household chores were further examples of dissatisfying 
features. 
 
Safety and Closeness were found to contribute to romantic relationship satisfaction 
according to many respondents. For example, safety involved committing to the 
relationship and being certain of each other's feelings. Stability, such as a strong and 
stable connection, and economic stability were other satisfying features. Worry such as, 
an undefined relationship and an uncertainty regarding the future appeared, on the 
contrary, as dissatisfying. Furthermore, Hope for the Future emerged as satisfying for a 
few respondents. Closeness involved taking care of one another, affinity and love, 
according to many respondents. A few respondents mentioned Physical contact and 
having a good sex life as of importance. A lack of closeness, intimacy and feeling as if you 
do not really know your partner were, on the other hand, seen as dissatisfying. Caring 
for your partner was another satisfying feature within closeness in romantic 
relationships. For some of the respondents, caring meant showing appreciation both 
verbally and in other ways, feelings of importance and prioritizing each other's well-
being. Not caring about the relationship or showing appreciation were, on the contrary, 
viewed as dissatisfying. For a few respondents, a Lack of faith was seen as dissatisfying. 
This involved not believing in love, a lack of self-compassion and a belief that you cannot 
demand love from others. Support, Understanding and Trust were seen as other 
satisfying features by some respondents. Support included being there for one another 
and helping each other out in everyday life.  
 
Many respondents held the opinion that sufficient Communication was of importance to 
experience satisfaction in romantic relationships, and conversely, that insufficient 
communication leads to dissatisfaction. Talking to your partner about your feelings and 
to do so directly when they emerge was said to enhance the satisfaction level while a 
lack of Communication regarding feelings was found to cause dissatisfaction. For some, 
having rewarding conversations and contact with each other regularly was seen as 
satisfying. On the other hand, misunderstandings and ambiguous expectations seemed 
to cause dissatisfaction. Openness is another communicative feature many respondents 
found important in order to experience romantic relationship satisfaction. For some of 
them, openness involved honesty, being able to talk about everything and having the 
courage to do so, for example when you are angry. On the contrary, having difficulties 
talking about problems and not having courage enough to express your feelings to one 
another in public was seen as dissatisfying. Conflict management was a reason for both 
dissatisfaction and satisfaction for a few respondents. For example, not finding solutions 
to conflicts and not being able to compromise when it comes to household chores were 
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reasons for dissatisfaction. Finding quick solutions and being able to compromise were, 
on the other hand, contributing to satisfaction. 
 
Some respondents found that Similarities lead to romantic relationship satisfaction. For 
example, they expressed that both partners must have similar values, political 
standpoints, needs, goals and similar dreams in order to create relationship satisfaction. 
Both partners wanting to develop and improve the relationship was another example of 
a similarity that a few respondents found satisfying. However, one respondent held the 
opinion that Similarities can be dissatisfying in regard to similar attachment problems. 
Furthermore, different personalities, interests and age were Dissimilarities a few 
respondents found dissatisfying. 
 
Some respondents found that a Lack of time and stress cause dissatisfaction in romantic 
relationships. Often, the reason was having a house and/or children to take care of. 
Furthermore, work, studies and activities were mentioned as time consuming and 
reasons for stress which was said to contribute to an experience of relationship 
dissatisfaction. 
 
The following themes regarding friendship relationship satisfaction have been found (Sub 
themes are written in brackets): Balance, Similarities, Support, Closeness (close 
relationships, caring), Trust, Understanding, Safety (stability), Communication 
(openness) and Conflict management. The following are the themes regarding friendship 
relationship dissatisfaction: Imbalance (emotional imbalance, practical imbalance), 
Dissimilarities, Superficial relationships (lack of close relationships), Alienation, 
Communication (openness) and Conflict management. 
 
Balance and its counterpart Imbalance were two features many respondents found 
satisfying versus dissatisfying in friendship relationships. A mutual impact on each 
other’s lives as well as a mutual relationship on the same terms for everyone involved 
are examples of things respondents experienced as satisfying. Emotional imbalance was, 
among other opinions, defined as an unwillingness to compromise, a lack of mutual 
empathy and not finding a common path in each other’s development. Practical 
imbalance was said to be about different life situations (for example having children or 
not), different priorities and an unequal distribution of chores. Having friends who are 
always there to Support you emotionally when needed, for example helping you through 
your development by guidance in life was mentioned as satisfying by many respondents. 
Some respondents also held the opinion that Similarities is an important reason for 
friendship satisfaction. This included features such as being like-minded, sharing the 
same hobbies and mindsets. Conversely, Dissimilarities such as having different hobbies 
and different personalities (for example being an introvert with more extroverted 
friends) were seen as dissatisfying. 
 
Closeness and Trust were, for many respondents, mentioned as of importance to 
experience friendship satisfaction. Belongingness and caring friends who show affection 
and consideration were some definitions of closeness. Trust was for example defined as 
loyalty and confidence. On the contrary, Superficial relationships as well as a lack of 
close relationships, involving deep connections, was seen as dissatisfying.  
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Many agreed that Understanding was of importance in order to experience satisfaction 
in friendship relationships. Respondents talked about friends who had the ability to 
understand their needs, for example the ability to differentiate between a regular mood 
swing and more serious mental health issues. Furthermore, many respondents found 
that Safety lead to satisfaction. For some of them, safety meant being certain of where 
you have each other and feeling safe enough to express your thoughts and opinions even 
if they differ from what your friends think. A definition of stability given by respondents 
was friendships which stay the same regardless of the amount of time passed since you 
last saw each other. 
 
Many respondents saw Alienation as a reason for friendship relationship dissatisfaction. 
This involved feelings of being used, included only because of sympathy, deprioritized 
and forgotten. For example, one respondent mentioned finding out through social media 
that friends were spending time together without asking if they wanted to join. Another 
respondent described that earlier negative experiences contributed to a current 
experience of not being included in a group of friends. 
 
That Communication is an important reason for satisfaction, as well as for 
dissatisfaction, in friendship relationships was an experience shared by many 
respondents. Interesting and rewarding conversations among friends and sharing 
experiences were features seen as satisfying. Misunderstandings and meaningless 
conversations are some examples that were said to cause dissatisfaction. Regular 
communication was not seen as important in friendship relationships, as long as you 
know where you have each other. Openness is another communicative feature many 
respondents found satisfying. This involved honesty, being able to view things from 
different perspectives and talk about everything, even hard or embarrassing 
experiences. Being able to have deep and serious conversations was another reason for 
satisfaction for a few respondents. Conversely, respondents mentioned a lack of 
openness as a possible reason for dissatisfaction. This included difficulties when it 
comes to having serious conversations and not being able to talk about problems or 
feelings. 
 
For a few respondents, Conflict management emerged as a reason for friendship 
satisfaction as well as dissatisfaction. Regarding satisfaction, it included well-functioning 
conflict management (such as solving them easily) and a low quantity of conflicts. 
Concerning dissatisfaction, it contained features such as never ending conflicts, not 
being able to find solutions to conflicts and conflict avoidance due to a wish of pleasing 
everyone else. However,  one respondent mentioned being perceived as an easygoing 
person, by not showing your emotions or feelings, as satisfying. 
 
Other features 
Some of the responses to the open-ended questions have either not been exemplified 
thoroughly or very few respondents have been sharing a certain opinion. Therefore, 
these responses have not been made into themes but will be mentioned below. 
 
The following features regard romantic relationship satisfaction and dissatisfaction: 
Positive energy, friendship and likableness are features some respondents found 
satisfying in romantic relationships. For some respondents physical distance was a 
dissatisfying feature. Other features only a few respondents found dissatisfying were 



15 
 

mood swings, change, not understanding each other, not being satisfied with your 
relationship role and personality traits such as being reserved. 
 
The following features regard friendship relationship satisfaction and dissatisfaction: 
Many respondents agreed positive energy and likableness were of importance to 
experience satisfaction in friendship relationships. Some respondents experienced 
having many friends, seeing their friends often, having undemanding relationships, an 
ability of initiative and an eventful everyday life as satisfying. On the contrary, a few 
respondents found not having to plan certain activities satisfying. A few other 
respondents found having a defined relationship role, having different friends who hold 
different functions in your life and working with the relationship actively as satisfying. 
Many respondents found physical distance as a reason for friendship relationship 
dissatisfaction. Some respondents experienced not having many friends, not seeing them 
often, an inability of initiative and repetitive friendship relationships with a lack of 
spontaneity as dissatisfying. Other respondents mentioned a lack of time, self-
centeredness, a lack of courage concerning initiating contact or showing anger, and fear 
of being judged as dissatisfying. Some were also dissatisfied with their friendship 
relationship roles. A few respondents held the opinion that a lack of trust, consideration 
or a lack of likeableness were dissatisfying features. Moreover, stress, not prioritizing 
your friends and having a lack of energy were, for a few respondents, dissatisfying. 
 
A small amount of the respondents indicated they were not dissatisfied with their 
friendship/romantic relationship(s). For example, respondents wrote: “I  cannot 
complain about my friends”, “I seek solutions and not problems” and “I am extremely 
satisfied with my friendship relationships”. 
 
A comparison between romantic relationship satisfaction and friendship relationship 
satisfaction 
Balance was regarded as important in order to experience satisfaction in friendship as 
well as romantic relationships. In both types of relationships, balance included both 
emotional balance and practical balance. One respondent (no. 5) talked about balance in 
friendship relationships in the following way: “My friends facilitate my everyday life 
because we know we have a mutual impact in each other’s lives.” Another respondent (no. 
41) viewed romantic relationship balance in this way: “We always make it work when it 
comes to finding time together as well as each other’s hobbies. We both know what we are 
looking for in a relationship, and we have found it in each other.” Many respondents who 
were in both types of relationships mentioned a balance between giving and receiving. 
For example, respondent (no. 46) talked about friendship relationships in the following 
way: “We are “giving” as much as we are “taking” from each other.” Nevertheless, there 
are a few differences. In friendship relationships, respondents emphasized the 
importance of having different friends who fulfill different needs. This perspective was 
not present in romantic relationships. Regarding imbalance in romantic relationships, 
different degrees of worrying and sensitivity were found as dissatisfying by several 
respondents. This was not mentioned within friendship relationships. 
 
In both romantic relationships and friendship relationships, Safety and Stability were 
experienced as satisfying. However, they were perceived in different ways. In romantic 
relationships, the respondents focused on commitment and being sure of each other’s 
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feelings for one another. On the contrary, in friendship relationships, safety and stability 
were about feeling safe enough to express your opinions even if they differ.  
 
Communication, Openness and Conflict management were seen as important features in 
both friendship and romantic relationships in order to experience satisfaction. The 
importance of finding a good way of communicating in order to avoid 
misunderstandings, being honest with each other and being able to talk about feelings 
and other deep subjects were recurring in both types of relationships. However, a 
difference is that respondents emphasized the value in talking about feelings with their 
romantic partner directly when the feelings emerge. They also found it important with a 
regular communication within a romantic relationship, whereas this was not seen as 
important in friendship relationships as long as you know where you have each other. 
Regarding conflict management, quick solutions and the ability of compromising were 
seen as satisfying features within romantic relationships. On the contrary, a low quantity 
of conflicts was seen as more important than the way of solving them in friendship 
relationships. Even the avoidance of conflicts, if it is on behalf of pleasing others, was 
experienced as satisfying within friendship relationships for a few respondents. One 
respondent (no. 11) described it in the following way: “I am an easygoing person, 
because I hide my insecurities and feelings, which makes other people happy.” This is an 
example which can be seen as pleasing others. 
 
In both romantic relationships and friendship relationships, Similarities were seen as 
satisfying and Dissimilarities as dissatisfying. Although in romantic relationships, 
Similarities were also viewed as dissatisfying by a one respondent, concerning similar 
attachment problems. Similar interests were experienced as satisfying in both types of 
relationships but there were more respondents who held this opinion in friendship 
relationships than in romantic relationships. Similar personalities were, in both types of 
relationships, experienced as satisfying. In romantic relationships, similar values and 
political standpoints were seen as satisfying whereas in friendship relationships, 
respondents mentioned similar mindsets. Furthermore, in romantic relationships, there 
was a bigger focus on similar goals, needs and dreams than in friendship relationships. 
 
Support was seen as important in both friendship and romantic relationship in order to 
experience satisfaction. However, several more respondents mentioned support in 
friendship relationships. In friendship relationships, there was a focus on giving each 
other advice and helping each other through your development. One respondent (no. 
13) within friendship relationships mentioned the following: “They are contributing to 
my development, they give me advice and they are helping me with the problems I have”. 
Understanding and Trust were found as satisfying features in both types of 
relationships. A difference regarding trust was that respondents mentioned loyalty and 
confidence within friendship but not in romantic relationships. Several more 
respondents mentioned understanding as important for satisfaction in friendship than 
in romantic relationships. 
 
Alienation was seen as an important reason for dissatisfaction in friendship 
relationships. It concerned an experience of not being included, being deprioritized and 
forgotten. On the contrary, no respondent mentioned this feature within romantic 
relationships. An example of alienation is one respondent’s experience, (no. 65), “Not 
everyone is being acknowledged and seen.” Another respondent (no. 30) described 
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alienation in the following way: “It is sometimes difficult to feel included in new friendship 
relationships. It could be a false experience of alienation. You may think you are excluded 
even if you are not. For example, when you are not invited to activities.” Furthermore, 
another respondent (no. 2) talked about the role of social media: “It makes me a little sad 
when I find out through social media that a couple of friends are spending time together 
without asking me if I wanted to join them.”   
 
A Lack of faith, Worry and worry about the future were viewed as dissatisfying in 
romantic relationships, while they were not mentioned in friendship relationships. For 
example, worry involved worrying about your partner or worrying because of an 
undefined relationship. Hope for the future was another feature seen as satisfying in 
romantic relationships but not in friendship relationships. 
 
General observation 
When the respondents answered the open-ended questions they either wrote in first 
person (I), first person plural (we), third person (he/she) or third person plural (they). 
An analysis of when they wrote what was made. In this analysis it was found that 
respondents wrote we roughly 50% more often when answering the questions about 
friendship relationship satisfaction compared to when answering the questions about 
friendship relationship dissatisfaction. Respondents wrote we about 80 % more often 
when answering questions about romantic relationship satisfaction compared to when 
answering questions about romantic relationship dissatisfaction. 
 
 

Discussion 
 
The main purpose of the present thesis was to investigate the features behind what 
makes you satisfied or dissatisfied in friendship and romantic relationships. A 
comparison between these two types of relationships was made. Furthermore, the 
secondary aim was to examine the association between perceived loneliness and 
relationship satisfaction in romantic and friendship relationships. We hypothesized that 
both these types of relationship would have negative associations with perceived 
loneliness.  
 
The findings in our study regarding features behind what makes you satisfied or 
dissatisfied in friendship and romantic relationships are in general accordant with 
previous research. Support, understanding, safety and trust have been found to be 
important features for romantic as well as friendship relationship satisfaction in 
previous research (Debrot et al., 2012; Karantzas et al., 2014) as well as in this study. 
However, in theory, there is a large base of evidence regarding partner support as an 
essential feature in romantic relationships (Kurdek, 2005), while it in our study was 
mentioned by 12 % more respondents as important for friendship satisfaction 
compared to romantic relationship satisfaction. A possible explanation to this is that 
young adults have to rely on friends for support (Carbery & Buhrmester, 1998), which 
probably is the case for many of the university students included in this study. Even 
though trust has been found to be satisfying in both types of relationships in our study, 
previous research has found that remaining connected with peers seems unlikely to 
require a level of emotional ties and trust as strong as that required to maintain a 
romantic relationship (Yoo, Park & Jung Jun, 2014). Therefore, it would be interesting to 
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know how relationship satisfaction, and not only the maintenance of a relationship, is 
related to the degree of trust in the two different types of relationships.  
 
Previous research on couples indicates explicit and implicit emotional exchanges are 
important predictors of romantic relationship satisfaction (Ben Naim et al., 2013). 
Concerning explicit emotional exchanges, this is strengthened by our findings within the 
communication theme, where for example talking to your partner about your feelings 
directly when they emerge has been found to enhance the satisfaction level in romantic 
relationships. In the same way, our findings also suggest that a lack of communication 
regarding feelings leads to dissatisfaction. On the contrary, only a few respondents in 
our study actually mentioned implicit emotional exchanges. One respondent referred to 
the importance of showing appreciation both verbally and in other ways, whereas three 
respondents mentioned appreciation as satisfying, without further explanation of the 
concept. While previous research emphasizes the importance of implicit communication 
(Ben Naim et al., 2013), the respondents in our study mainly talked about either the 
explicit kind or a non-defined kind of communication.  
 
Conflict is another feature which has been found to decrease romantic relationship 
satisfaction in previous research (Caughlin & Vangelisti, 2006; Karney & Bradbury, 
1995) as well as indicated in this study. Likewise, having few conflicts has been found to 
increase friendship relationship satisfaction in previous research (Ponti et al., 2010; 
Thien & Abd Razak, 2013), which our findings also suggest. This is different compared to 
in romantic relationships, where having few conflicts has not been found to increase 
satisfaction in neither our study nor in this study’s research review. Research indicates 
friends are more likely to deal with conflict in an indirect manner, whereas romantic 
partners are more likely to deal with conflict in a direct manner (Fehr, 1996). This is 
strengthened by the findings in our study. 
 
Previous studies have found that similarities such as similar needs, behaviors and 
attitudes are important features for relationship satisfaction (Linden-Andersen et al., 
2009).  Similar attitudes seem to be accordant with previous research in both types of 
relationships, but similar needs are only confirmed in romantic relationships by 
previous research. Different social behaviors were found as dissatisfying in friendship 
relationships in this study while similar behaviors have been found as satisfying in 
previous research. This makes us wonder what similar attitudes, needs and behaviors 
actually mean. Who decides the definitions? 
 
Our findings suggest that worrying about your partner and a non-defined relationship 
are dissatisfying features in romantic relationships. Likewise, a lack of faith in love, in 
yourself and the belief that you can demand certain things from others are features seen 
as dissatisfying. On the other hand, hope for the future is experienced as satisfying. None 
of these features has been found in friendship relationships. In accordance with our 
findings, previous research shows that anxious notions about the relationship and the 
partner are related to romantic relationship dissatisfaction (Fincham & Bradbury, 
1989).  
 
Worrying about the future is another feature which our respondents found dissatisfying 
in romantic relationships. Previous research has found that lower expectations 
regarding making material investments in the future are associated with a lower degree 
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of romantic relationship satisfaction. Thus, the perceived ability to make future plans is 
of importance for relationship satisfaction (Emery & Le, 2014), which is accordant with 
our results. A lack of time and stress are other features which, in our study, have been 
found to be dissatisfying in romantic relationships. According to Akin et al. (2016), high-
quality friendships are positively related to the ability to cope with stressors. Therefore, 
having high-quality friendships may be an important aspect for people in romantic 
relationships in order for them to cope with these stressors. Moreover, previous 
research has found that the experience of being alienated has a direct negative effect on 
peer connectedness (Yoo, Park & Jung Jun, 2014). This is accordant with our findings, 
which show that in friendship relationships, alienation (especially feelings of alienation) 
is experienced as dissatisfying for many respondents.  
 
Previous research emphasizes the fundamental aspects of passion, attraction and 
sexuality in order to experience quality in romantic relationships (Connolly & McIsaac, 
2008; Ponti et al., 2010). These features are also said to distinguish friendship from 
romantic relationships. Surprisingly, these features have not been found in our results; 
in fact only one respondent mentioned a good sex life as of importance to experience 
satisfaction in romantic relationships. Regardless, this is an interesting difference since 
it could depend on several reasons. One possible reason is that writing about sex and 
passion might be regarded as taboo in the society in general. It may also be due to a 
cultural aspect meaning Swedes do not feel comfortable writing about passion or sex. Or 
perhaps the definition of satisfaction in romantic relationships is drifting away from 
passion and sex and is nowadays more about other features? 
 
Our results indicate closeness is another important feature for satisfaction in both types 
of relationships. This is consistent with previous research which has found that 
closeness is a mediator of relationship quality in both romantic and friendship 
relationships (Ponti et al., 2010). Yet, our definition of closeness in romantic 
relationships has a broader spectrum involving both physical contact and emotional 
connection, which is different from the definition by Ponti et al. (2010) regarding 
closeness as the emotional connection itself. Moreover, in previous research, intimacy 
has been found to increase romantic relationship satisfaction (Karantaz et al., 2014). 
This is also in accordance with our results in the sense that affection is one of the 
characteristics defined by Karantaz et al. (2014). However, the definition of intimacy by 
Karantaz et al. (2014) is wider and includes for example agreement and openness. In 
accordance with our research, openness has emerged as a satisfying feature in romantic 
relationships. Our findings also suggest close friendships are satisfying. This is in 
accordance with previous research which has found that close friendships lead to 
positive health outcomes (Rodriguez, Ratanasiripong, Hayashino & Locks, 2014), which 
is positively related to relationship satisfaction (Diener et al., 1999). Furthermore, 
another dissatisfying feature in our study is superficial friendships. However, as far as 
we know, there is a lack of research on this subject.  
 
Furthermore, our findings suggest that balance is an essential reason for relationship 
satisfaction. This is confirmed by the interdependence theory (Le & Agnew, 2003), which 
claims that a relationship persists when the outcomes from that relationship are 
beneficial and satisfying to the individuals involved. As individuals begin to influence the 
degree to which their partners’ outcomes are achieved, and vice versa, a condition of 
mutual dependence develops. In our findings, both emotional and practical balances are 
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of importance to experience satisfaction. For example, in our study, several respondents 
talk about the importance of having a balance between giving and receiving. This is also 
confirmed by the theory (Le & Agnew, 2003), meaning rewards received are weighed 
against costs incurred from a relationship to determine the outcomes gained from it. In 
addition, we argue that creating an emotional and practical balance in both romantic 
and friendship relationships might create a mutual dependence which may be satisfying 
for the individuals involved. Furthermore, equality has been said to be essential in 
creating greater relationship quality (Noller & Fitzpatrick, 1990). This is in accordance 
with our findings that suggest practical balance, such as an even distribution of 
household chores and childcare, is a satisfying feature. Furthermore, our results suggest 
fulfilling each other's needs is of importance in both types of relationships in order to 
perceive satisfaction. Our study also indicates that different friendship relationships can 
fulfill different needs whereas this is not found in romantic relationships. This might be 
because most people only have one partner. If so, there might be more pressure in 
romantic relationships concerning fulfillment of each other's needs compared to in 
friendship relationships.  
 
Our findings contribute in different ways to the literature on perceived loneliness and 
relationship satisfaction. Our results indicate that the less satisfied one is in their 
friendship relationships, the lonelier one will feel. These results are accordant with 
previous research on the subject (Asher & Parker, 1993; Nicolaisen & Thorsen, 2016; 
Parker et al., 2006; Spithoven & Lodder, 2016). Our results also indicate those who do 
not feel lonely are satisfied in their romantic relationships, which is accordant with 
previous research (Segrin et al., 2003). Overall, this is accordant with our hypothesis 
which assumed both these types of relationship would have negative associations with 
perceived loneliness. However, this is not entirely in accordance since there are 
remarkable differences within our group classified as “Highly lonely” within romantic 
relationships. These results suggest it is possible for someone to experience satisfaction 
in their romantic relationship(s) and yet feel lonely. A possible explanation is that 
friendship satisfaction might be more important than romantic relationship satisfaction 
for this particular group, that is to say university students. Another possible reason is 
that the sample who answered the romantic relationship questions was quite small, 
which means the few outliers have a relatively big impact on the whole group. 
 
Strengths & Limitations 
The use of evidence-based scales (RSAT; UCLA Loneliness scale) and the comparison 
between friendship and romantic relationships can be seen as benefits with this study. 
However, a limitation with this study is that less than half the amount of respondents 
who answered the friendship relationship scale answered the romantic relationship 
scale. This was due to convenience sampling, meaning we did not know in advance how 
many of our respondents who considered themselves to be involved in a romantic 
relationship. Another possible consequence of convenience sampling is that the 
respondents may not be sufficiently representative of the entire population. Another 
limitation is the fact that we have used a relationship satisfaction scale (Burns & Sayers, 
1988) with specific elements, which might have biased our respondents when they 
afterwards answered the open-ended questions about relationship satisfaction and 
dissatisfaction. We consider the possibility that this could be a reason to why many of 
our respondents mentioned, for example, communication and closeness.  
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The relationship satisfaction scoring might have been affected by cultural differences. 
When dividing the respondents into different categories (levels of satisfaction), we first 
intended to implement the original scoring key by Burns (1993). Yet, in order to fit into 
the “very satisfied” category regarding overall satisfaction, one’s ratings have to be very 
high. If one’s ratings are somewhat average, they will fit into one of the categories 
concerning dissatisfaction. However, our respondents’ answers were in general not high 
enough to fit into one of the categories concerning satisfaction. We find it possible that 
Swedes might not want to pick the maximum rating options, but rather something in the 
middle, which in that case could lead to fallacious results. Because of this possibility, we 
chose to create a new scoring key. However, this could be seen as a limitation with our 
study. Another limitation is that occasionally in our study, maintenance of a relationship 
was used in our research review instead of satisfaction. However, according to Guerrero 
et al. (2011), people tend to be more satisfied within their relationship if it contains high 
levels of maintenance strategies. 
 
Concerning both friendship and romantic relationships, about a quarter of the 
respondents who answered the relationship satisfaction scale did not answer the open-
ended questions about relationship dissatisfaction. In addition, a few respondents have 
explicitly written they do not find anything dissatisfying in their relationships. For 
example, one respondent (no. 55) wrote: “I cannot complain about my friends.” Perhaps 
it is true that some individuals actually are fully satisfied with their relationships. 
However, social desirability might be another reason to these comments. That is to say, 
it may be seen as more socially acceptable to write about satisfying rather than 
dissatisfying features. Furthermore, three respondents did not answer the friendship 
satisfaction scale. One of them wrote they did not have any friends and we reckon this 
might be the case for the other two as well. Even if three is a low number of respondents, 
it is of importance to acknowledge that there are university students who do not have 
any friends. We also find that, especially for a new university student who might have 
moved far away from their friends and family in their home town, there is a high risk of 
perceived loneliness and consequently physical and mental health issues. In addition, 
poor health will surely have a large impact in how they manage their studies. We would 
also like to clarify that we do not argue that you must have friends or a romantic partner 
in order to not feel lonely.  
 
Another strength we find in this study is the width of it. The study explores both the 
concept of satisfaction and dissatisfaction in relation to both romantic and friendship 
relationships. Furthermore, we have used two different types of analysis: thematic 
analysis and statistical analysis. This creates both a detailed and wide foundation in 
order to better understand relationship satisfaction and the association with perceived 
loneliness.  
 
Conclusion and Further research 
In sum, the majority of the findings of the present study are in accordance with previous 
research regarding what features may explain why people experience satisfaction and 
dissatisfaction in romantic and friendship relationships. Some of the common satisfying 
features are support, understanding, safety, trust, communication regarding feelings and 
closeness, whereas a lack of these features are experienced as dissatisfying. Another 
common dissatisfying feature in friendship relationships is alienation. Some of the 
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common dissatisfying features in romantic relationships are worry about the 
relationship, worry about the future, a lack of time, conflict and stress. 
 
However, some of our findings differ from the findings in previous research. Earlier 
studies have found that passion, attraction and sex are essential features for romantic 
relationship satisfaction. Yet, this is not accordant with our results. Perhaps what is 
distinguished as satisfying in a romantic relationship is drifting away from these 
features and is nowadays more about other features such as practical and emotional 
balance, fulfillment of each other's needs and support. Maybe the satisfying features in 
romantic relationships are becoming more alike those in friendship relationships. This 
may be a subject for further research, since it could be of importance when aiming to 
increase relationship satisfaction and decrease perceived loneliness. Furthermore, even 
though balance in a relationship has been found to be associated with a persisting 
relationship in previous research, to our knowledge there are few studies which have 
found this as a satisfying feature. In our study, superficial friendships are experienced as 
dissatisfying - a finding that to our knowledge is not mentioned in previous research. 
 
The findings of this study can be considered within the context of the growing evidence 
base regarding the negative association between perceived loneliness and relationship 
satisfaction in both romantic and friendship relationships. However, this study indicates 
that even if you are satisfied in your romantic relationship you can still feel highly lonely 
and vice versa. Yet, these results were not significant and should therefore be 
interpreted with caution. Nonetheless, we consider the possibility that friendship 
relationships might be more important for university students in order for them not to 
feel lonely. This study included 93 university students, whereof less than half of them 
answered the romantic relationship questions. It would therefore be advantageous for 
further studies to use bigger samples, especially concerning romantic relationships. 
 
In order to decrease the degree of perceived loneliness, counselors and others working 
at the university could offer different interventions by creating more meeting places 
where students may socialize and find new friends. They could also work with 
interventions that may increase friendship satisfaction by focusing on balance, 
communication regarding feelings, closeness, and support etcetera while creating these 
meeting places. Universities may also offer meeting places where students have the 
opportunity to talk with other students about feelings of alienation, perceived loneliness 
and so forth. Further researchers may investigate features which increase versus 
decrease relationship satisfaction in order to increase clients’ levels of satisfaction and 
moreover decrease their levels of perceived loneliness, to prevent mental and physical 
health issues.  
 
Additionally, as mentioned earlier as a general observation, our respondents wrote in 
first person plural (we) about 80 % more often when answering questions about 
romantic relationship satisfaction compared to dissatisfaction and roughly 50 % more 
often when answering questions about friendship relationship satisfaction compared to 
dissatisfaction. When the respondents talk about satisfaction it might therefore be of a 
greater importance to be a “we”, especially in romantic relationships. Therefore, further 
research could investigate how people use their language when they are satisfied 
compared to dissatisfied. This might be an interesting approach in different types of 
therapies where clinical psychologists could use interventions in order to make clients 



23 
 

aware of their language use. Perhaps changing the way you talk about your relationship 
might also change your level of satisfaction.  
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