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Couples’ relationship satisfaction
and problematic internet use.
A dyadic response surface analysis

Francesca Cuzzocrea*, Maria Cristina Gugliandolo**,
Sebastiano Costa***, Daria J. Kuss****, Francesca Liga**
DOI: 10.30557/QW000071

Abstract

Maintaining a balance between healthy technology use and happy re-
lationships can be challenging. This explorative study aims to exam-
ine the association between problematic internet use and relationship
satisfaction in couples using a dyadic approach. In a sample of 155
heterosexual couples, a DRSA was conducted to examine the associa-
tion of both partners’ relationship satisfaction with their problematic
internet use, as well as the association between the (dis)similarity be-
tween partners in their relationship satisfaction with the problematic
internet use of each partner. Results showed that a higher personal
level of relationship satisfaction was associated with a lower level of
problematic internet use, while the (dis)similarity between partners
was not associated with the problematic internet use.

Keywords: Relationship Satisfaction, Problematic Internet Use, Similarity,
Dyadic
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Introduction

In recent years, romantic relationships have taken on new charac-
teristics in the light of the omnipresence of technology in people’s
lives. Couples frequently use technology to communicate for example
by exchanging regular messages with each other during the day or
sharing photos of their relationship on social networks (Norton et al.,
2018). Therefore, one of the challenges that couples face in the pres-
ent day is to define and maintain boundaries and rules that determine
who can get access to the couple’s life via social networks and which
online behaviors and activities may be considered appropriate or in-
adequate in the context of a stable romantic relationship.

Usually when couple satisfaction is low, it is more likely for one
or both partners to engage in inappropriate behavior and experi-
ence psychopathology (Braithwaite & Holt-Lunstad, 2017). Previous
studies showed that marital dissatisfaction predicted substance and
alcohol abuse (Whisman et al., 2006) and poor health habits (i.e.,
decreased sleep, unbalanced diet, smoking; Wickrama et al., 1997).
Consequently, when a member of the couple feels dissatisfied with
their romantic relationship, they can compensate for the lack of social
and emotional support by using social networks, or they can decide
to spend more time and energy engaged in pleasant internet activi-
ties instead of engaging in activities with their partner (Valenzuela et
al., 2014). Several studies (see Rus & Tiemensma, 2017 for a review)
showed that internet use and relationship quality are related in differ-
ent ways. For example, Saslow et al. (2013) showed that people who
reported high relationship satisfaction tend to share more information
on Facebook about it. Similarly, using a daily approach, Marshall et al.
(2013) reported that relationship dissatisfaction significantly predict-
ed checking behavior of the partner’s Facebook page.

These considerations have led several scholars to investigate how
much relationship quality is associated with dysfunctional internet and
social networking site use. Consistent studies found negative associa-
tions between relationship satisfaction and problematic social network
site use (Northrup & Smith, 2016; Valenzuela et al., 2014) and inter-
net use (Kerkhof et al., 2011). These associations can be explained
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through Davis’ Cognitive-Behavioral Model (2001) that asserts that
“a vicious cycle of cognitive distortions and reinforcement facilitates
symptoms of pathological internet use” (p. 194). Problematic internet
use is an umbrella term that refers to all potentially dysfunctional,
excessive, and inappropriate online activities that could have sever-
al negative consequences on social, psychological, educational and
professional domains (Fineberg et al., 2018). Generally, problematic
internet use is characterized by intense preoccupation and difficulty
in managing time spent online with several consequences on every-
day functioning and on physical and psychological well-being (Spada,
2014). Although there is not a universal prevalence estimate, previous
studies indicated problematic internet use is particularly relevant for
younger age groups where adolescents and young adults (18-35) tend
to be particularly affected because they have higher internet use (La-
coni et al., 2018).

The Cognitive-Behavioral Model (Davis, 2001) describes the eti-
ology of problematic internet use as the combination of problematic
cognitions and behaviors that promote and maintain the maladaptive
response. In line with this theoretical foundation, unpleasant situa-
tions, negative feelings and thoughts may act as triggers for internet
use to escape from and avoid stressful conditions. In a situation of
interpersonal dissatisfaction with a partner, internet use may provide
emotional relief that, on the one hand, can maintain greater social
network and internet use because it alleviates negative moods and
stress experienced in the relationship, whilst also reducing the time
dedicated to activities with the partner (negative reinforcement). On
the other hand, internet use is positively reinforced since it allows the
formation of new ad external relationships and it strengthens existing
social networks (Demircioglu & Kose, 2018; Skinner, 1969). These
mechanisms have also been explained by Northrup and Smith (2016),
who found that the association between feeling love towards the part-
ner and Facebook maintenance behaviors is bidirectional. In fact,
those who spend much time on Facebook usually have lower levels
of relationship satisfaction. However, it is equally possible that those
who are not satisfied with their romantic relationship use Facebook
more to avoid spending time together with their partner or to search
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for alternative relationships. Similarly, the internet may be used to
withdraw from an unhappy romantic relationship (Caughlin, 2002).

Although a growing number of studies have shown that it is essen-
tial when studying the couple to use a dyadic approach that integrate
the reciprocal associations between partners (Kenny & Ledermann,
2010), in the study of Kerkhof et al. (2011), the negative relationship
between problematic internet use and relationship satisfaction oc-
curred mainly within the individual rather than across partners. How-
ever, to have a more comprehensive understanding of the association
between couples could be crucial to explore the similarity between
partners in their level of relationship satisfaction. Specifically, the
dyad members’ dissimilarity in relationship satisfaction may be more
problematic for a partner who does not perceive the same level of dis-
satisfaction in the other partner and therefore this may facilitate the
development of compensatory, excessive, and dysregulated behavior,
such as problematic internet use. The (dis)similarity in relationship
satisfaction could also be irrelevant considering that partners may
only give importance to their own level of relationship satisfaction,
and this could be associated with problematic internet use regardless
of the other partner’s relationship satisfaction. Furthermore, the dis-
similarity could also have a protective role; It could be also possible
that high levels of one partner’s relationship satisfaction can act as a
buffer against negative associations between one partner’s levels of
relationship satisfaction and their level of problematic internet use.
Considering that previous studies have not tested the dyadic (dis)
similarity regarding couples’ relationship satisfaction, an explorative
approach is requested to deepen the understanding of the association
between couples’ relationship satisfaction levels and problematic in-
ternet use and to verify whether personal relationship satisfaction of
each partner matters more with regards to their problematic internet
use than being (dis)similar in their level of relationship satisfaction,
or whether similarity matters above and beyond the overall level of
couples’ relationship satisfaction.

Dyadic response surface analysis (DRSA) is a good way to exam-
ine dyadic (dis)similarity associations since it allows testing wheth-
er being similar or dissimilar to the romantic partner regarding the
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levels of a variable (i.e., relationship satisfaction) is associated with
the levels of another variable (i.e., problematic internet use) of both
partners (Weidmann et al., 2017). To date, no study has used DRSA to
analyze the association between relationship satisfaction and internet
use. This type of analysis can provide information about the dynamics
of interaction between the couple’s perceptions, i.e., is problematic
internet use more likely to occur when the perception of relationship
satisfaction is similar in both partners or when it differs?

Previous studies showed the relevance to investigate relationship
satisfaction in the context of problematic internet use (McDaniel &
Coyne, 2016), but only a few studies explored this association and
examined the contribution of both partners (Kerkhof et al., 2011),
without investigating how the dissimilarity or similarity in the level of
relationship satisfaction between perceptions of partners might be asso-
ciated with problematic internet use in both partners. For this reason,
the main research questions of the present explorative study are: (q1)
Is the individual’s perceived level of relationship satisfaction associat-
ed with the individuals’ levels of problematic internet use (i.e., actor
associations)?; (q2) Is the individual’s perceived level of relationship
satisfaction associated with levels of problematic internet use of the
partner (i.e., partner associations)?; (q3) Is the similarity or dissimilar-
ity between partners in the level of perceived relationship satisfaction
associated with the level of problematic internet use in both partners?

Method
Participants

Participants in this study were 155 heterosexual couples in a roman-
tic relationship for at least ten months. All participants were Italian,
spoke Italian as their first language, and lived in several cities located
in the south of Italy. Participants identified as cisgender females with
an age range between 20 and 34 years old (M = 25.93; SD = 2.67). Par-
ticipants who identified as cisgender males had an age range between
20 and 35 years old (M = 27.15; SD = 3.15). Regarding educational
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level, two women (1%) had completed middle school, 74 (48 %) had
obtained a high school diploma, and 79 (51%) obtained a master’s
degree. Seven men (4%) had obtained a middle school certification,
93 (60%) had obtained a high school diploma, and 55 (36%) had

obtained a master’s degree.

Procedure

The present convenience sample was recruited through contact with
local associations operating in Sicily and Calabria and through per-
sonal contacts. Both partners responded to questionnaires separately
under the supervision of a trainee psychology graduate. Participation
in the research was voluntary and anonymity was guaranteed. Con-
sidering the complexity of the model and the difficulties in statisti-
cally controlling for the confounding variables without reducing the
power, stringent inclusion and exclusion criteria were used to make
the participants constant on some relevant variables. Specifically, the
inclusion criteria for the study consisted of being a heterosexual cou-
ple in a stable monogamous relationship for at least ten months. Fur-
thermore, previous studies have shown that different personal and
situational characteristics of couples and periods of the lifecycle as
couples (e.g., from partnership to parenthood) have an impact on the
relationships and on the dynamic of the couples (Kluwer, 2010). For
this reason, being married, divorced and/or having children were de-
fined as exclusion criteria. Following the international guidelines of
the Helsinki Declaration and the Italian Association of Psychology
(AIP), the researchers obtained the authorization of the local ethics
committee, and only the couples where both partners signed the in-
formed consent forms were able to participate.

Measures

The Internet Disorder Scale-Short Form (IDS9-SF). The IDS9-SF (Pon-
tes & Griffiths, 2016) is a unidimensional scale, consisting of nine
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items and it was used to assess the presence of dysfunctional inter-
net use, focusing on users’ online leisure time activity (i.e., excluding
academic and/or occupational internet use). Respondents answered
the questions (e.g., items: And “Do you have difficulties in trying to
control, cut down, and/or cease your online usage?”; “Have you lost
interest in previous hobbies and other leisure activities as a result of
being online?”) using a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (“Never”) to 5
(“Very often”). The reliability of this measure was high (women: o =
.88; men: a. = .86).

The Romantic Relationship Quality (RQS). To evaluate relation-
ship satisfaction, a short form of the Romantic Relationship Quality
questionnaire (Ponti et al., 2010) was used. Respondents answered 12
items (e.g., “Sometimes my partner does things for me, or makes me
feel special”) using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (“Absolutely
false”) to 5 (“Absolutely true”). In this study, a total relationship sat-
isfaction index was used, which considers emotional closeness, com-
panionship and any conflict. In this study, the reliability was high both
in women (o =.78) and in men (a0 = .81).

Data Analysis

Preliminary analyses for all study variables were conducted, calculat-
ing descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviations, minimum and
maximum value, skewness, and kurtosis) and Pearson’s correlations.
To examine the role of dyadic (dis)similarity between partners on rela-
tionship satisfaction in the context of problematic internet use of both
partners, a Dyadic Response Surface Analysis (DRSA; Schonbrodt et
al., 2018) was used. R studio was used to test DRSA, applying the
source code defined by Schonbrodt et al. (2018) that integrates the
packages lavaan (Rosseel, 2012) and RSA using robust maximum like-
lihood estimators (MLR) and Full Information Maximum Likelihood
to deal with missing values.

DRSA produces four coefficients, respectively, for men (alm,
a2m, a3m, a4m) and for women (alf, a2f, a3f, a4f) that allow inter-
preting the responses by the line of congruence (LOC) and the line
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of incongruence (LOIC). Specifically, the al parameter (alm for
men and alf for women) statistically tests the linearity of the LOC
that could indicate that congruence at the high/low level of the
predictor between the two partners could have different outcomes.
The a2 parameter, instead, tests the curvilinearity of the LOC that
could indicate that a congruence at the extreme level of the pre-
dictor between the two partners could have different outcomes
than congruence between the two partners at the middle level of
the predictor. The other two parameters refer to the LOIC, specif-
ically the a3 parameter tests the linearity of the LOIC that could
indicate that discrepancy at the high/low level of the predictor be-
tween the two partners could have different outcomes, suggesting
that one combination (Actor > Partner) is worse or better than
the other (Actor < Partner). The a4 parameter, instead, tests the
curvilinearity of the LOIC that could indicate that a discrepancy
at the extreme/middle level of the predictor between the two part-
ners could have different outcomes, suggesting that the outcome is
higher with discrepancies or with congruences. However, to have
a full comprehension of the (dis)similarity patterns, is not possible
to base the interpretation from a single coefficient in isolation, but
the entire pattern of results needs to be evaluated (Humberg et al.,
2019).

Results
Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analyses

Table 1 reports the descriptive statistics and correlation analyses for
all study variables. Correlational analyses showed that both partners’
problematic internet use was negatively related to relationship satis-
faction of both partners. Relationship satisfaction of both partners was
correlated. Examination of the mean level between partners showed
that there were no differences between partners in both levels of rela-
tionship satisfaction, ¢ (154) = .14, p = .89, and problematic internet
use t (154) = .06, p = .95,
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Table 1.
Descriptive and Correlational Analyses

Min Max M SD Ske Kur « 1 2 5

1. Problematic internet 1.00 3.67 1.63 .64 147 2.04 .88
use - Women

2. Problematic internet ~ 1.00 4.00 1.62 .66 1.14 77 .86 317
use - Men

3. Relationship 258 5.00 4.04 54 -54 -23 78 -317 a7
Satisfaction - Women

4. Relationship 236 5.00 4.03 58 -81 .05 81 -277 267 727
Satisfaction - Men

Note. 146; ** p < .01; * p < .05

Dyadic Response Surface Analysis

The results of the DRSA are presented in Table 2, and the graphical
representation is displayed in Figure 1. In line with the interpretation
guidelines for DRSA (Schonbrodt et al., 2018), results showed that
in the relationship between both partners’ satisfaction and women’s
problematic internet use (Figure 1a), only perceived level of relation-
ship satisfaction reported by women was significantly associated with
women’s problematic internet use (b1f). This result suggests a predom-
inant actor association, with a negative association between women’s
perceived relationship satisfaction and their problematic internet use.
Moreover, congruence of the couple’s relationship satisfaction scores
was significantly associated with women’s problematic internet use
(alf), and problematic internet use reported by women increased when
both partners’ relationship satisfaction scores were low. The presence
of only this coefficient (alf) significant in addition to the actor associa-
tion (b1f), suggests that was the personal level of relationship satisfac-
tion reported by women rather than similarity between partners to be
negatively associated with women’s problematic internet use.
Examining the relationship between both partners’ relationship
satisfaction and problematic internet use reported by men (Figure
1b), results of the DRSA showed that the perceived relationship
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Table 2.
Coefficients of the Dyadic Response Surface Analysis

b SE p cilow ciup
Outcome: Problematic Internet Use — Women
Women’s report (b1 028 012 002 051 -005
of relationship satisfaction
Men’s report (b2f) -0.03 013 081 -0.28 0.22
of relationship satisfaction
Quadratic Women’s report (b3f) -0.16 026 053 -0.67 0.34
of relationship satisfaction
Men x women’s report (b4f) 035 032 027 -028 098
of relationship satisfaction
Quadratic Men’s report (bs5f) 003 025 089 -045 0.52
of relationship satisfaction
Outcome: Problematic Internet Use — Men
Women’s report (blm) 010 011 037 -011 031
of relationship satisfaction
Men’s report (b2m) -039 0.13 0.01 -0.64 -0.14
of relationship satisfaction
Quadratic Women’s report (b3m) -030 0.19 0.10 -0.67 0.06
of relationship satisfaction
Men x women’s report (b4m) 098 026 <0.01 047 1.49
of relationship satisfaction
Quadratic Men’s report (b5m) -053 020 001 -093 -0.13
of relationship satisfaction
Outcome: Problematic Internet Use — Women
line of congruence alf 031 011 <001 -052 -0.10
curvilinearity in line of congruence a2f 022 017 020 -011 055
line of incongruence a3f 025 022 025 -068 018
curvilinearity in line of incongruence adf 048 066 047 -177 081
Outcome: Problematic Internet Use — Men
line of congruence alm -029 012 001 -053 -0.06
curvilinearity in line of congruence 2m 015 014 030 -0.13 043
line of incongruence Bm 049 020 002 009 088
curvilinearity in line of incongruence adm -181 055 <001 -2.89 -0.73
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satisfaction of men had a significant linear (b2m) and quadratic
(b5m) association with their problematic internet use. Specifically,
the response surface analyses showed that problematic internet use
reported by men was greater when both partners’ relationship satis-
faction scores were similar compared to when they differed (a4m),
with men’s problematic internet use having been greater when both
partners’ relationship satisfaction scores were low (alm). Finally, the
discrepancy in the relationship satisfaction scores of the two part-
ners was significantly associated with problematic internet use re-
ported by men (a3m), with men’s problematic internet use having
been higher when relationship satisfaction reported by women was
higher than that of men. The integration of the results in all these co-

efficients suggests that there is not a pattern of similarity or dissim-

ilarity that can have a stronger association with men’s problematic
internet use and that the common aspect in higher levels of prob-

lematic internet use in men is the lower personal level of relationship
satisfaction reported by men.

Figure 1.
Response surface analyses
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surface analyses for men’s problematic internet use.
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Discussion

The first question of the present study was to verify whether personal
relationship satisfaction was associated with problematic internet use.
Our results, in line with the relevant literature about the association
between couple’s relationship dissatisfaction and problematic behav-
iors (Braithwaite & Holt-Lunstad, 2017; Whisman & Baucom, 2012),
extend these findings showing a strong negative relationship between
problematic internet use and relationship satisfaction in both partners.
In line with the Davis’ Cognitive-Behavioral Model (2001), it is possible
that unpleasant experiences and negative feelings due to relationship
dissatisfaction may facilitate problematic internet use as dysfunctional
coping mechanism, in line with previous research (Kuss et al., 2017).

Regarding the second question of the study, the full model has
shown that only the personal level of relationship satisfaction was
negatively related with problematic internet use, while there was not
a partner association. This result seems to suggest that for each part-
ner, problematic internet use can be particularly associated with the
personal perception of dissatisfaction in the relationship (Kerkhof et
al., 2011). Although the results have not shown partner associations
in both partners, an interaction between men’s and women’s rela-
tionship satisfaction emerged as potentially relevant for problematic
internet use reported by men. Considering the lack of associations
between the level of relationship satisfaction of one partner and the
problematic internet use of the other partner (partner associations)
and the absence of the significant effect of the(dis)similarity between
partners in their level of relationship satisfaction, is possible that the
level of relationship satisfaction reported by women may not provide
a unique contribution to men’s problematic internet use, but men’s
problematic internet use may increase when both partners’ relation-
ship satisfaction scores are low or when women have higher relation-
ship satisfaction than men. Therefore, it is plausible that the discrep-
ancy between the perception could be an additional form of distress
and that men who do not feel satisfied in their romantic relationship
may seek satisfaction in internet activities (Caughlin, 2002; Kerkhof
etal., 2011).
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The third question of this study was to investigate to what extent
the congruence or discrepancy between the partners’ perception of
relationship satisfaction was associated with the level of problematic
internet use of each partner. The identification of congruence or dis-
crepancy were not supported, and we found that both partners who
have similar levels of relationship satisfaction do not have lower level
of problematic internet use than those who have more dissimilar lev-
els. However, the results suggested that the overall level of the couple’s
relationship satisfaction was associated with a lower level of problem-
atic internet use in both partners. This result is in line with previous
studies that overall, in both partners, relationship quality is associated
with several indicators of well-being (Roberson et al., 2018).

Some limitations of the current study need to be highlighted. The
cross-sectional nature of this study does not allow us to determine the
direction of the relationships. It is plausible that the couple’s problemat-
ic internet use may predict lower perceived relationship satisfaction, but
the opposite direction could also be valid. In the future, it will be nec-
essary to analyze longitudinal data to study the direction of these rela-
tionships in more depth in individuals and their partners. Furthermore,
in this study, similarity and dissimilarity between partners is reduced
exclusively to the levels of relationship satisfaction, and future studies
should consider the role of similarity and discrepancy of other variables
(e.g., personality traits). Another limitation is the use of self-reports to
measure problematic internet use which are subject to recall and social
desirability biases. More objective measures of internet use may provide
more realistic indications of actual internet use and provide information
about the main problematic activities engaged in on the internet, espe-
cially regarding invasive monitoring partner’s social networks. Moreovet,
we did not have information about the social context of the couples who
participated in this study, and it is important to consider in future studies
that characteristics, such as value system, economic status, the type of
access of and type of internet use can affect the interpretation of results.
Moreover, in this study, the focus was on general relationship quality,
and the measures used did not allow directly assessing the online expe-
rience of the couples: Future studies should explore more deeply the
relationship dynamics with the internet using specific constructs, such as
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online monitoring, pubbing, and internet surveillance. Furthermore, our
sample consisted of young couples in a stable relationship for at least ten
months, the majority of whom were not cohabiting: It would be useful
to investigate these dynamics in older adult couples with several years
of cohabitation. Another aspect to consider in the examination of these
results is the use of a convenience sample and that this could reveal sam-
pling bias that calls for caution in the interpretation of findings. Finally,
future studies should investigate these variables in culturally different
samples with different characteristics that may adequately represent the
heterogeneity of the dyadic constellations.

In conclusion, the present study is one of the first to investigate
the role similarity between romantic partners’ relationship satisfaction
plays in problematic internet use, using dyadic polynomial regres-
sion analysis and response surface parameters. Overall, the current
evidence confirms that for both partners, perceived low relationship
satisfaction may promote higher problematic internet use, above and
beyond the contribution of both partners’ perceptions. Furthermore,
the (dis)similarity between perceived relationship satisfaction of each
partner seems not to be an important predictor of problematic inter-
net use. These findings are of practical relevance because they can
help couples understand that for both partners it may not be useful
to try to be more similar in their level of relationships satisfaction but
rather find ways to promote personal relationship satisfaction.
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