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Título: La asociación de configuraciones estructurales de las relaciones 
románticas con las creencias sobre las relaciones de pareja: Un estudio de 
las representaciones sociales. 
Resúmen: El objetivo del estudio fue evaluar el papel de las 
configuraciones estructurales de las relaciones amorosas en las 
representaciones sociales acerca de relaciones de pareja. Dos dimensiones 
se han tenido en cuenta: Tipo de relación y duración de relación, en 
cuatro diferentes combinaciones: ausencia de relación, relación informal, 
relación estable corta y larga. Hubo 160 participantes brasileños 
seleccionados al azar de una muestra de Internet equilibrada por las 
características de relación y el sexo. Los participantes completaron un 
cuestionario que contenía datos demográficos, cuestiones acerca de 
características de su relación y una tarea de asociación con la palabra 
"relación de pareja", como expresión inductora. El análisis prototípico, 
una técnica basada en  frecuencias y orden de evocaciones, fue empleado 
para analizar los datos. Los resultados muestran que el amor es el más 
probable elemento central de los cuatro grupos, y que el cambio de no 
estar en una relación a tener una relación larga y estable corresponde a una 
transición entre dos organizaciones estructurales estables a través de una 
fragmentación de los significados asociados a situaciones intermedias de 
relación. Se concluye de los resultados que los participantes en las 
diferentes configuraciones de relación se refieren a una representación 
única de relaciones de pareja, pero que su expresión está influida por 
modulaciones específicas asociadas a contextos de relación. 
Palabras clave: Relaciones románticas; creencias sobre el amor; duración 
de relación; configuración de relación; representaciones sociales. 

  Abstract: The study aimed at evaluating the role of structural 
configurations of romantic relationships on the social representations 
about couple relationships. Two dimensions were taken into account: 
relationship type and relationship duration, in four different block 
combinations: absence of relationship, informal relationship, short steady 
and long steady relationship. There were 160 Brazilian participants 
randomly selected from an internet sample in order to be balanced by 
relationship characteristics and sex. Participants completed a 
questionnaire that contained demographic items, items about their 
relationship characteristics and an association task with „couple 
relationship‟ as the inducting expression. Prototypical analysis, a technique 
based on frequency counts and evocation ranks, was employed to analyze 
data. Results show that love was the most likely central element for all 
four groups, and that the change from not being in a relationship until 
having a long steady partner corresponds to a transition between two 
stable organization structures through a fragmentation of meanings 
associated with intermediate relationship situations. It is concluded from 
results that participants in different relationship configurations relate to a 
single representation on couple relationships, but that its expression is 
influenced by modulations associated with specific relationship contexts.   
Key words: Romantic relationships; beliefs on love; relationship duration; 
relationship configuration; social representations. 

 

Introduction 
 

Getting involved with another person in a romantic way is a 
central aspect within an individual‟s life cycle in practically all 
established cultures, as well as a vital element in the 
evolution process of mankind (Hatfield, Rapson & Martel, 
2007). The union with another person also performs a 
relevant role in the configuration of interpersonal 
relationships and in the development of individuals, while at 
the same time providing one of the most intense and looked 
for feelings in the life of an adult human being (Cassepp-
Borges & Teodoro, 2007). Within a theoretical approach 
situated at the cognitive organization of relationships, these 
are understood as products of the relations among 
cognitions, affect and behavior, seeking internal consistency 
at the coordination of those three domains (Alferes, 1996). 
When different couple relationship configurations are taken 
into account, it is possible to observe that the meaning of 
engaging in a relationship with another person is something 
that is represented, experienced and demonstrated in various 
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ways. Differences and similarities flow according to the 
degree of commitment (Sternberg, 1986), perceived quality 
of the relationship (Fletcher, Simpson & Thomas, 2000), sex 
(Hendrick & Hendrick, 2002; Fehr & Broughton, 2001), 
culture (Schmitt, 2006), religion (Lichter & Carmalt, 2008) 
and personality (White, Hendrick & Hendrick, 2004). 

Considering the diversity concerning structural 
configurations of romantic relationships, the present study 
aims at contributing to the understanding of how some 
relevant dimensions – the existence or not of a steady 
partner, commitment type and relationship duration – might 
affect the structuring of shared representations on couple 
relationships. 

According to Berscheid (2006), there are four types of 
love, as classified by various theories. Those four types can 
be summarized as follows: 1. attachment love is the kind of 
love that is marked by proximity behavior with the 
associated or protecting person; the target of such love is 
normally an older, stronger and more intelligent family 
member; 2. compassionate love is referred to as altruistic 
love in certain taxonomies. It is associated with the behavior 
of providing care and promoting benefits for the other 
person; 3. companionate love, or liking, is linked to affiliation 
aspects. The target person for that kind of love involves 
interpersonal attraction and similarity; and 4. romantic love, 
also called passionate or erotic love, is normally associated 
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with sexual behavior and desire, and the act of commitment 
in a stable union. 

Love may mean different things for different people in 
different cultures and historical moments. This lack of 
consensus is seen by Berscheid (2006) as one of the critical 
issues for the progress of research on love. According to 
Hinde (1997), people attribute different meanings both to 
the ways in which love experiences are lived and to 
characteristics and expectations related to the feeling of love. 
In a cross-cultural study about emotional experiences, 
Shaver, Wu and Schwartz (1991) observed that young 
Americans and Italians equalled love to happiness, qualifying 
it as a very positive experience; on the other hand, young 
Chinese associated love with sadness, obsession and 
unrequited love. In Brazil, Bertoldo and Barbará (2006) 
reported that young people usually represent issues linked to 
the theme of romantic relationships around friendship, trust, 
complicity and love.  

Within the perspective of beliefs and cognitions about 
relationships, Hatfield and collaborators (2007) point out 
that people have different schemes and cognitive models 
about love. In a model that integrates attachment theory and 
its stages, Hatfield and Rapson (1996) suggest that people‟s 
love schemes have multiple determinants, including 
children‟s first affective experiences, the maturation 
processes of youth and the many experiences acquired in the 
interaction with the world, with romantic ones among them. 

The implicit theories perspective, focusing on schematic 
aspects of knowledge structures (Ross, 1989), guides the 
understanding of beliefs on love as a product of fate or as a 
growth process related to the interactions of individuals 
taking part on a relationship. Beliefs linked to fate are 
associated to intense proximity and satisfaction in the initial 
phases of relationships; beliefs of relationships as related to 
interaction processes are linked to high agreement in 
problem-solving strategies and a union for a long period of 
time (Knee, 1998).  

Concerning the relationship duration dimension, Rusbult 
(1983) points out that with the passing of time relationships 
of a romantic nature suffer changes in the intensity of 
intimacy and commitment. As an example, aspects such as 
satisfaction and relationship investment intensity tend to 
become more important as the relationships last longer 
(Impett, Strachman, Finkel & Gable, 2008); with the passing 
of time the relationship evolves in terms of dyadic 
interdependence and the adding of stronger individual 
emotions (Hatfield, 1988). In a recent study, Karwowski-
Marques (2008) showed that couples that are together for 
longer periods have higher relationship quality levels. The 
author suggests that bigger relationship duration is normally 
associated with the overcoming of difficulties and a higher 
degree of positive experiences, which would contribute to 
the enhancement of marital links. 

A second important relationship configuration dimension 
refers to different possible relationship types. Aloni and 
Bernieri (2004) hypothesized that there might be differences 

in the constitution of schemes on love according to different 
romantic relationship modalities. Within that perspective, 
individual experience and knowledge of the object of interest 
influence the cognitive representations on it. In spite of a 
lack of consensus in the literature, the authors state that 
older people, who are usually more experienced regarding 
love, develop richer schemes on the phenomenon. 

Even if the current study does not assess the effects of 
sex on beliefs or schemes related to love, it is important to 
stress that it is an important variable that needs to be taken 
into account. Its influence is noticed already at the level of 
romantic relationship involvement. Concerning passion, men 
are more passionate than women, and the latter are better 
companions than the former (Kim & Hatfield, 2004; 
Traupmann & Hatfield, 1981). In terms of sexual interest, 
men seem to be more interested in sexual aspects than 
women, thinking more often on the topic and reporting a 
higher number of sexual fantasies (Beck, Bozman & 
Qualtrough, 1991). These sex differences are also reflected in 
the ways that love is conceived. Women conceive love in 
terms of emotional experiences and security, whereas men 
see it as a sexual commitment that is satisfactory (Buss, 2000; 
Cimbalo & Novell, 1993; Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Results 
from a study about real and ideal partner choices conducted 
by Medina and collaborators (2007) with stable couples show 
that men favored physical and sexual attractiveness, 
socioeconomic level and positive affects when they were 
choosing their relationship companions. In contrast, women 
evoked characteristics such as schooling, a wide social 
network and the absence of sexual experiences. A similar 
study by Silva and Pereira (2005) showed  that a sample of 
Brazilian women taking part on stable relationships pointed 
out that being tender, a good companion and possessing 
high social status are characteristics of interest for a stable 
relationships companion. It is possible to identify sex 
differences also in terms of representations on dating, as 
women associate it with aspects related to friendship and 
affect and men relate to sexual aspects (Bertoldo & Barbará, 
2006).  

From a sociopsychological perspective, individuals who 
take part on relationships with different dimensional 
configurations may be considered as belonging to groups of 
people who have different practices regarding a given social 
object, i.e., the couple relationship. In this sense, we propose 
the investigation of shared beliefs as social representations 
(Rouquette & Rateau, 1998; Flament & Rouquette, 2003). 
Such perspective is compatible with that of implicit theories; 
Sampaio and collaborators (2000) affirm that social 
representations function as implicit theories that guide the 
actions of people, organizing stable thoughts about objects. 

A social representation is a structure of beliefs, opinions 
and information about a social object (Abric, 1994a). The 
structure of a social representation is organized around two 
distinguishable cognitive systems. The central core comprises 
consensual elements that determine representational identity 
and that manage its structure defining the object or 



836                                             Alexsandro Luiz de Andrade and Joao Wachelke  

anales de psicología, 2011, vol. 27, nº 3 (octubre) 

evaluating it, whereas the peripheral system is most often 
composed by less shared elements that refer to specific 
situations, giving flexibility and the possibility to integrate 
individual knowledge to the representation (Abric, 1994b; 
Flament, 1994; Lheureux, Rateau & Guimelli, 2008). It is 
well documented in literature that differences at the level of 
intensity of practices related to an object and at the level of 
the undertaking of different practices are associated with 
social representations with different central systems and with 
the activation of cognitive schemes of different qualities 
(Guimelli, 1989; Guimelli & Jacobi, 1990; Guimelli, 1994; 
Guimelli, 1995; Abric, & Tafani, 1995; Flament, 2001).  

It is important to differentiate representations according 
to relationship practices, here taken into account as two 
structural configuration dimensions of relationships: 
relationship duration and relationship type. Thus, it is posited 
that the formed groups are characterized by similarities in 
the characteristics of their relationship configurations at the 
time of data collection.  

The present study aims at comparing the representation 
structures on couple relationship shared by young adults. As 
a tentative guiding hypothesis, it is expected that differences 
on the structures of social representations will be identified 
according to different modalities of relationship type and 
relationship duration. Sex will only be a control variable, 
guiding a balanced sample composition to reduce its possible 
effects. 
 

Method 
 

Participants 
 

The sample was formed by 160 individuals – 81 were 
male – who were invited to take part on the study through 
internet invitations in online communities. There were 
participants from all Brazilian geographic regions. Their 
mean age was 24.18 years (SD = 2.65 years).  

 

Instrument 
 
A questionnaire was made available on an internet 

website as an electronic form in Portuguese language. It 
contained participant description items (sex, age, couple 
relationship situation, geographic residence) and an open-
ended associative task, in which participants had to “write 
down the first five words that came to their minds after 
reading the word „couple relationship‟ ”.  

 
Procedures 
 
Several invitations were posted on Brazilian internet 

forums from a relationship network website. The text 
explained briefly the theme of research and the tasks 
involved, and it also contained a web link to the website 
hosting the questionnaire. Participants were grouped 
according to their answers to three questionnaire items: 1. 
whether they were taking part on a couple relationship or 
not; 2. if they were in a relationship, whether the relationship 
was informal or stable; and 3. if the relationship was stable, 
its duration in months.  

Based on those data, four participant groups with 
different configurations in relationship dimensions were 
created. Those groups are to be understood as block 
configurations of the relationship type and duration 
dimensions. A first configuration refers to participants who 
were not taking part in couple relationships, in what is the 
equivalent of people involved in a “non-relationship”. The 
second group comprised participants who declared being in 
informal relationships, a very specific type of relationship 
marked by low commitment and short duration. The third 
and fourth groups included participants with stable 
relationships lasting up to 2 years – short steady relationship 
- or more than 2 years – long steady relationship -, 
respectively. The last two groups involve a similar 
relationship type – the stable relationship – differing in terms 
of duration. Groups were formed a posteriori through the 
random selection of participants in the data bank so as to 
have 40 participants in each configuration group – 
approximately 20 from each sex. Table 1 presents the 
research design, including participants‟ data concerning their 
Brazilian region of residence and age. 

 
    Table 1: Sample characteristics: sex, country region and age per relationship type. 

 Relationship type 

Sex No partner Informal Short steady Long steady 

Male 20 21 20 20 
Female 20 19 20 20 

Country region     

North 0 0 3 0 
North-east 3 1 4 8 
Center-west 1 3 5 5 
South-east 18 20 13 17 
South 18 16 15 10 

Mean age  in years (SD) 23.50 (2.34) 23.45 (2.17) 24.20 (3.01) 25.55 (2.53) 
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Data analysis consisted of comparisons of word 
evocations for the four configuration groups. No analyses 
were carried out to verify sex differences: as mentioned 
previously, that variable was balanced only for the purpose 
of control in the research design. Words were grouped only 
according to lemmatization criteria. No semantic 
equivalences of word forms were made, so as to avoid the 
interference of bias in thematic categorization (Flament & 
Rouquette, 2003). The whole analysis was conducted in 
Portuguese language; the translation to English took place 
only at the level of the final results reported on this paper. 

Evocations were compared through prototypical analysis 
(Vergès, 1992). That technique provides a first level 
characterization of representation structure through the 
crossing of two criteria: frequency and evocation rank, 
considered respectively as indicators of collective and 
individual salience. Research results point out that central 
core elements are usually found among the words with high 
frequencies that are readily evocated (i.e., that have a low 
mean evocation rank) (Abric, 1994c, 2003). The numbers of 
occurrences of words at evocation rank 1 were also 
described, as it has been shown that sometimes the rank 1 
proportion is a better indicator of individual salience of a 
word than the mean evocation rank (Wachelke, 2008). 

It must be stressed though that prototypical analysis only 
provides centrality hypotheses that need to be confirmed by 
other techniques (Moliner, 1994). Aside from the mentioned 
central core zone, highly frequent and later-recalled elements 
usually refer to a salient peripheral system, while words that 
have low frequencies but that are evoked early comprise a 
contrast zone that might be an evidence of the existence of 
subgroups within a group. Finally, words with high evocation 
ranks and low frequencies usually refer to particularized 
aspects of the representation, bearing little interest to a social 
representation characterization. 
 

Results 
 
Two indexes were calculated to describe the distribution of 
words associated with each group. The diversity index is the 
ratio between number of word forms and total number of 
occurrences for each group. High diversity values (close to 1) 
imply that there are many word forms with low frequencies, 
while small ones suggest that a few word forms account for a 
considerable number of occurrences, which in social 
representations research is usually an indication of the 
existence of more organized shared beliefs about a social 

object. Additionally, the rarity index is a complementary 
measure of vocabulary diversity obtained through the 
division of the number of word forms with a single 
occurrence (called hapax) by the total number of word 
forms. A value close to 1 indicates that the corpus is high in 
variety and is not concentrated around specific forms in 
terms of word frequencies (Flament & Rouquette, 2003).   

The vocabulary of the informal relationship group is the 
most diverse of all [Diversity (D) = .39], while participants in 
the other relationship modalities had a slightly more uniform 
vocabulary, with the same diversity values (D = .32). 
Concerning rarity, participants in informal relationships were 
the ones who mentioned more single-occurrence word forms 
[Rarity (R) = .67], and individuals outside romantic 
relationships were the ones to make less use of them (R = 
.50). Participants involved in short and long steady 
relationships had intermediate rarity values (respectively R = 
.59 and R = .63). 

Concerning prototypical analysis, all tables included only 
words with frequencies 4 or higher, that is, mentioned by at 
least 10% of the participants from each relationship type. 
The cut-off point to distinguish between low and high 
frequencies was determined through a qualitative analysis of 
word frequencies, identifying the approximate spot in which 
it was steeper, also taking into account a goal of maintaining 
approximately 30% of evocation occurrences at the high 
frequency zones. It was then decided that the unified cut-off 
for all relationship types groups would be 12. The 
proportions of occurrences at the high frequency zone 
ranged from 26.7% for participants at informal relationships 
to 43.3% for participants outside romantic relationships. 
Since each participant provided five responses, the mean 
evocation rank cut-off was 3. The comparison of the 
representations of different groups regarding an object is 
done qualitatively through the composition of their 
prototypical analysis tables (see Tables 2, 4, and 5). 

The results of participants without relationship partners 
indicate that there is a dominant element: love, with the 
highest frequency and approximately half of its evocations at 
the first rank (see Table 2). The other elements from the 
central, high peripheral and contrast zones have very close 
frequencies, and similar low rank 1 proportions. Results 
suggest that people without partners share an idealized 
conception of relationships based on love, complemented by 
a fragmented view of secondary aspects of relationships such 
as companionship, sex, being faithful and tender. 
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          Table 2: Prototypical analysis on couple relationships for participants without partners. 

 Rank < 3 Rank >= 3 

 Type Freq. Rank (rk. 1) Type Freq. Rank (rk. 1) 

Freq. >= 12  love 25 1.84 (12) sex 13 3.39 (2) 

(43.3%) companionship 13 2.69 (3)    

 tenderness 12 2.75 (0)    

 faithfulness 12 2.33 (4)    

 respect 12 2.08 (4)    

Freq. < 12 trust 9 2.57 (1) friendship 7 3.14 (2) 

    sincerity 3 3.43 (1) 

    commitment 6 3.50 (1) 

    passion 6 3.50 (0) 

    loyalty 5 4.00 (0) 

    complicity 4 3.75 (0) 

    family 4 4.25 (0) 

 
Table 3 presents the results relative to participants within 

informal relationships. Love is still the element that is more 
likely to be central, even if its frequency is significantly lower 

than among non-relationship participants [χ 2 (1) = 4.05; p = 
.04; V = .23]. It is noticeable that the fragmentation of the 
structure is now situated at the contrasting zone; in 

comparison to the results of participants without 
relationships, the high frequency zone contains fewer 
elements. This is an evidence of the increase of 
representation structure organization as one enters a 
relationship. 

 
          Table 3: Prototypical analysis on couple relationships for participants in informal relationships. 

 Rank < 3 Rank >= 3 

 Type Freq. Rank (rk. 1) Type Freq. Rank (rk. 1) 

Freq. >= 12  love 16 2.50 (6) respect 13 3.23 (2) 

(26.7%) complicity 13 2.77 (3) tenderness 12 3.50 (1) 

Freq. < 12 friendship 9 2.33 (2) passion 9 3.22 (1) 

 companionship 9 2.67 (2) understanding 4 3.50 (0) 

 trust 7 1.86 (3)    

 faithfulness 8 2.63 (1)    

 sex 8 2.50 (3)    

 sincerity 5 2.00 (3)    

 
Table 4 shows the results of participants that were in a 

steady, but still short relationship. It is remarkable that both 

love [χ2 (1) = 7.27; p = .001; V = .30] and companionship 

[χ2 (1) = 6.54; p = .01; V = .29] have considerably higher 
frequencies compared to the ones exhibited by informal 
relationship participants. That seems to be the qualitative 

effect of changing relationship status on the representation 
regarding couple relationships. Just as the representation 
shared by informal relationship participants, the 
fragmentation of the representation remains at the 
contrasting zone, with a reduced high frequency zone. 

 
          Table 4: Prototypical analysis on couple relationships for participants within short steady relationships. 

 Rank < 3 Rank >= 3 

 Type Freq. Rank (rk. 1) Type Freq. Rank (rk. 1) 

Freq. >= 12  love 28 2.11 (16) sex 13 3.15 (0) 

(36.8%) companionship 20 2.70 (7)    

 respect 13 2.85 (2)    

Freq. < 12 trust 11 2.46 (4) tenderness 9 3.33 (0) 

 friendship 9 2.89 (2) sincerity 6 3.50 (0) 

 faithfulness 8 2.88 (2)    

 complicity 6 2.33 (2)    

 commitment 5 1.60 (2)    
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Finally, the results relative to the words evoked by 
participants within long steady relationships are presented on 
Table 5. Love is still the dominant element of the structure. 
Even if the frequency of the companionship element is 
similar to that which was found among participants in short 
relationships, it is remarkable that it switched to the high 
peripheral zone: its rank is higher, and not a single 
occurrence took place at rank 1. A pertinent structural 

pattern change can also be found concerning the 
fragmentation of the structure; while for participants within 
informal or short relationships the zone with more elements 
was that of contrast, for participants within long 
relationships the contrast zone contains fewer elements, and 
the diversity of elements is found within the low peripheral 
zone, pointing out to authentic idiosyncrasies rather than 
subgroup formations.  

 
         Table 5: Prototypical analysis on couple relationships for participants within long steady relationships. 

 Rank <= 3 Rank >= 3 

 Type Freq. Rank (rk. 1) Type Freq. Rank (rk. 1) 

Freq. >= 12  love 27 1.85 (17) sex 16 3.00 (2) 

(41.6%) respect 13 2.31 (4) companionship 15 3.33 (0) 

    friendship 13 3.39 (2) 

Freq. < 12 faithfulness 9 2.67 (3) tenderness 9 3.22 (0) 

 trust 6 2.67 (2) complicity 8 3.00 (0) 

 sincerity 4 1.75 (1) passion 7 3.00 (1) 

    understanding 5 3.75 (0) 

    marriage 4 3.00 (1) 

    partnership 4 3.25 (1) 

 
It is important to stress that if the two non-steady 

relationship conditions (no relationship and informal 
relationship) are merged into one, and also both steady 
relationship conditions are considered together, there is a 
significant association involving the evocation of the element 
love. It was mentioned by 56 (70%) within-relationship 
participants, whereas only 41 (51.3%) non-relationship 

participants evoked it [χ2 (1) = 5.89; p = .015; V = .19]. 
Those results suggest that love is more likely to be a central 
element – or at least a that it plays a stronger central role – 
within the representation on couple relationships for people 
who are taking part of a steady relation.  
 

Discussion 
 
Results point out that mostly the same words are mentioned 
with comparable frequencies by all groups, with minor 
differences in terms of presence or absence or words within 
the established minimum count of 4. The differences are 
mainly at the level of modulations in structure, with certain 
words having more or less salience in each relationship 
configuration condition. 

The common central element in the four analyzed 
configurations was love. The centrality of that element is 
evidenced by a vast range of scientific studies about 
romantic love (Sternberg, 2006; Hatfield, Rapson & Martel, 
2007; Cassepp-Borges & Teodoro, 2007), and it seems 
legitimate to consider that feeling as one of the most 
important motivations for a person to desire, seek and 
maintain a relationship with another person. 

A first observation involves the representations of 
participants outside a relationship; the non-relationship 
condition allows for an understanding of a specific modality 

of relationship type, in which duration has no influence. For 
those participants, the couple relationship is represented by 
aspects that seem to deal with their own expectations, i.e. 
components that would ideally be present in any relationship: 
love, respect and fidelity.  

An informal relationship is nothing but a short duration 
relationship type in which some elementary commitment is 
already there. Results indicate that the representations related 
to that configuration are more widespread, with less clear 
consensus. It consists of evidence that when people are 
engaging in the initial steps of a relationship, different 
intentions and possibilities come into play, pointing out to a 
high diversity in terms of the understanding of what a couple 
relationship is or should be. Perhaps this scattering of 
conceptions indicates a negotiation process of partners that 
are still getting to know each other, and that might later 
influence the maintenance – or break-up – of relationships. 
Results indicate a representational correspondence of what 
informal relationships are commonly thought to be: a yet 
undefined stage of transition and tryouts. 

It is noticed that as relationships become stable and 
survive the passing of time, the structure of the 
representation is again transformed. With cumulative growth 
experiences and synchronization of couples that are 
successful, there is a tendency for homogeny and stability on 
the beliefs about relationships (Knee, 1998). In the present 
studies, the representations of participants within stable 
relationships get more and more structured around the 
notion of love; other than that, there are mostly subtle 
changes regarding status of important peripheral elements 
such as friendship, sex and respect, accounting for a high 
similarity of representations from participants from short 
and long relationships. The most remarkable difference 
regards the companionship element: in long relationships its 
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structural status decreased, both in terms of frequency and 
rank 1 proportion. 

Overall results indicate that there is a common model of 
romantic relationships that our participants referred to, in 
order to define a relationship or evaluate it. It is a conception 
of romantic relationships as structured above all around the 
notion of love. A couple relationship must inspire love in the 
involved partners. Some further aspects are also important, 
but secondary – as if they were desirable characteristics to 
look for -, such as friendship, respect, companionship and 
tenderness.    

Nevertheless, our expectations concerning variations in 
representations based on relationship configuration are also 
confirmed. Being involved in one or another kind of 
relationship modulates the structural strength of elements. 
As examples of that, it could be seen that with the 
strengthening of the relationship, love tends to become more 
and more central, while some elements also exhibit 
fluctuations in status. The overall model pattern can also be 
outlined more clearly on the representations shared by 
participants outside relationships and within stable 
relationships, while participants from informal relationships 
report a view on romantic relationships that is less 
differentiated and marked by higher multiplicity and 
fragmentation: that is also evidence of configuration 
influence on the modulation of representation structure.  

Despite those modulations, the facts that a single model 
of relationship could be identified from results and that 
specific configurations only modified the expression of 
secondary elements of that model – i.e., peripheral elements 
– it can be concluded that all participants share a single 
representation on couple relationships. The access to or 
carrying out of different relationship practices – 
operationalized by the engagement in relationships with 
different structural configurations in terms of duration and 
type – is associated with modifications on representation 
structure but only at the level of context effects (Flament & 
Rouquette, 2003). In other words, there is one common 
representation but there is more or less emphasis in its 
secondary elements due to characteristics from each 
relationship context type.  

The distribution of words in the quadrants also bears 
interest to the understanding of the dynamics of the 
representation on couple relationships as relationship status 
is transformed. For participants without partners, the core 
zone is populated by a higher number of elements, which 
could actually imply a lack of clear representation structure 
rather than clear organization; as Flament (2001) pointed out, 
when results indicate that the core is formed by too many 
elements, it is as if nothing detaches from the rest and finds 
true emphasis on the structure. The high peripheral and 
contrast zone are formed by single elements, and there are 
idiosyncrasies on the low peripheral one. When participants 
enter informal relationships, the core differentiates itself 
around less elements, but a contrasting zone composed by a 
higher number of elements indicates that there are multiple 

experiences and views concerning that step of knowing a 
new partner and trying to evaluate the future of the 
relationship; whether it „works‟ or not. Such pattern is the 
same for short steady relationships; the new status of a 
relationship, becoming more „official‟ as a commitment, 
introduces a new reality of change for partners, also offering 
various views and possibilities for understanding what a 
couple relationship is or should be. Finally, as the 
relationships last longer, experiences and views are 
consolidated, and the representation structure acquires signs 
of stability and clear organization: a clearly differentiated 
core zone, reduced high peripheral and contrasting zones, 
and the less shared evocations with lower importance on the 
structure, contained within the low peripheral area.   

Therefore, if it is considered that groups linked to 
different structural relationship configurations can be 
approximated both to groups involved in different practices 
and also to different relationship states or phases, then the 
information concerning the contents of each quadrant and 
the distribution of words per quadrant allows to map the 
natural dynamics (Moliner, 1998) that regulate 
representations on couple relationships when changes in 
relationship status take place. In this case, the context 
modulations in structure depart from an initial situation of 
stability and clear organization for participants outside 
relationships, undergo a period of transformation and crisis 
on the structure that is due to changes in relationship status 
(informal and short steady relationships) and achieve stability 
again when relationships last over time. Such dynamics bear 
resemblance to the chronological understanding of social 
representations proposed by Moliner (2001) and based on 
the phases of emergence, stability and transformation. But it 
must be made clear that our data refer to modulations 
limited to context effects, and not to transformation in 
representations themselves in historical scale. Our results 
show a minor scale process that is similar to a departure 
from stability followed by a transformation and finally a 
return to stability; yet it is situated at the level of individual 
appropriation of a representation modulated by context 
influences, rather than at the level of structure itself.  

It is essential to stress that only a first level of description 
of representation structure has been evaluated in the current 
study. The results that have been obtained allow for the 
further utilization of structural techniques that are suitable 
for the confirmation of representation structures, such as 
centrality questionnaires based on the questioning – mise en 
cause – principle (Moliner, 1994) or basic cognitive schemes 
(Guimelli & Rouquette, 1992). That might be a logical 
sequence for upcoming studies on shared beliefs about 
couple relationships from a structural perspective. 

As a concluding note, it is pertinent to state that the ways 
of living and representing a union with another person are 
determined by multiple factors that are linked to sex, indi-
vidual life cycles, sociocultural variables and others that have 
not been dealt with in the present paper, such as personality, 
attachment and love styles. Further studies related to repre-
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sentations on couple relationships should take into account 
the refining of the characterization of representations and 

also assessment the roles of mentioned variables and variable 
sets on representation structures.
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