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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic has radically altered everyday interactions, potentially disrupting the process of romantic rela-
tionship formation. Prior research suggests that threats to the basic psychological need for relatedness, along with negative 
mental imagery, can lead to an obsessive preoccupation with a romantic interest. The present research examines how the 
relatedness-threatening nature of the pandemic may similarly facilitate problematic relationship behaviors. Two studies—a 
small-scale natural experiment with measurements before and during the pandemic (Study 1) and a daily diary study (Study 
2)—investigated how relatedness frustration and negative fantasies predict presumptuous romantic intentions. In Study 1 these 
threats unexpectedly corresponded to reduced presumptuous romantic intentions, though no such main effect was present 
in Study 2. Replicating prior experimental work, in both studies, more negative fantasies about a romantic target predicted 
greater presumptuous romantic intentions. Study 2 also revealed that at the between-person level the combinatory effect of 
relatedness frustration and negative fantasies led to greater intentions. At the within-person level, this combinatory effect 
led unexpectedly to reduced intentions. Finally, there was substantial heterogeneity in the within-person effect of COVID-
induced relatedness frustration: although frustration stoked intentions for some individuals, for others it reduced intentions. 
This work suggests that for many, the early social ramifications of COVID-19 reduced motivation to presumptuously pursue 
romantic relationships. Yet, certain individuals, particularly those with more negative fantasies, are more prone to pursue 
presumptuously amidst the pandemic.
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The widespread implementation of social distancing meas-
ures designed to manage the COVID-19 pandemic has radi-
cally changed the nature of everyday interactions. These 
measures may be especially disruptive when it comes to 
personal relationships (Pietromonaco & Overall, 2020), 
including the formation of new romantic bonds. More than 
ever, it is important for behavioral researchers to understand 
how challenges to making connections with others—like the 
current global pandemic—influence romantic relationship 

pursuit and maintenance. This is especially important given 
the central role close relationships play in overall well-being 
and health (Knee et al., 2013).

The ways in which individuals seek out and foster roman-
tic connections can come to bear heavily on a relationship’s 
success. Indeed, when individuals are overly persistent in 
their attempts to court a romantic interest (e.g., Cupach 
et al., 2011), relationship success is unlikely and, when 
unwanted by the recipient, can even qualify as stalking 
behavior (Sinclair & Frieze, 2005). Moreover, the social 
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic may intersect 
with and amplify these perennial relationship pursuit chal-
lenges, leading individuals—especially those in the earlier 
phases of a romantic relationship—to engage in problematic 
relationship behaviors.

Research by Valshtein and colleagues (2020) offers one 
explanation for how COVID-19 may influence individuals’ 
propensity to engage in such problematic behaviors. They 
found that experimentally induced threats to participants’ 

 * Timothy J. Valshtein 
 tjvalshtein@fas.harvard.edu

1 Harvard University, Room 844 William James Hall, 33 
Kirkland St., Cambridge, MB 02138, USA

2 New York University, New York, NY, USA
3 University of Konstanz, Constance, Germany
4 Leuphana University Lueneburg, Lüneburg, Germany
5 University of Hamburg, Hamburg, Germany

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5523-239X
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s12144-022-03555-4&domain=pdf


 Current Psychology

1 3

feelings of connectedness increased their in-the-moment 
obsessive thinking about a romantic partner (e.g., feel-
ing overcome by thoughts and images about the partner). 
Greater obsessive thinking, in turn, was associated with 
greater endorsement of intentions to engage in stalking-like 
behaviors (e.g., showing up to the partner’s home unan-
nounced, sending them desperate messages). Some partici-
pants in these studies were experimentally directed to engage 
in fantasies of how interacting with their partner could go 
wrong. These negatively-valenced fantasies led to greater 
obsessive thinking. In other words, more problematic pat-
terns of thought and behavioral intentions were observed 
in those made to feel socially disconnected, and in those 
with negative interpersonal fantasies. With social distanc-
ing practices as a widespread, naturally occurring threat to 
social connection, we are interested in whether the findings 
of Valshtein et al. (2020) apply in the context of early-stage 
romantic relationships during COVID-19. That is, whether 
the combinatory effect of COVID-induced threats to relat-
edness, and negative fantasies predict greater intentions to 
presumptuously pursue a romantic interest.

Romantic pursuit during COVID‑19

Research on how the COVID-19 pandemic affects romantic 
relationships—especially those of highly committed, cohab-
iting couples—is rapidly accumulating (e.g., Balzarini et al., 
2020; Williamson, 2020). However, many American adults 
are either single or in non-cohabiting romantic relationships 
(Thornton & Young-DeMarco, 2001). COVID-19-related 
social mitigation practices including partial lockdown, 
mass gathering restrictions, and social distancing meas-
ures present unique challenges for this population that may 
restrict opportunities for building romantic bonds. Despite 
these hurdles, many individuals remain actively engaged in 
romantic pursuit, often aided by technology-facilitated inter-
actions (Lehmiller et al., 2020).

It is especially important to understand how COVID-19 
has influenced intentions to engage in presumptuous behav-
iors among people in the early phases of a romantic rela-
tionship. In line with work on goal intentions (Gollwitzer & 
Moskowitz, 1996), presumptuous romantic intentions can be 
defined as the strategies an individual plans to enact that are 
thought (by the pursuer) to effectively maintain and enhance 
emotional, cognitive, and physical closeness to a romantic 
interest—irrespective of if the person being pursued is a cur-
rent, former, or prospective romantic partner, and regardless 
of if these courtship behaviors are reciprocated. For exam-
ple, a pursuer may intend to go through a romantic interest’s 
private things, send them explicit messages, or surprise them 
with an unannounced visit (Valshtein et al., 2022). Even if 
use of these tactics does not reach the criteria for criminal 

stalking or the intent is benign, such behaviors may be unde-
sired by the recipient and, as such, counterproductive to rela-
tionship formation.

COVID‑19 social mitigation measures 
as a relatedness need threat

As others have suggested (Matias and Marks, 2020), the 
COVID-19 pandemic represents a severe challenge to psy-
chological homeostasis and may be especially threatening 
to individuals’ need for relatedness. The need for related-
ness is the universal requirement to experience warm, caring 
interactions and bonds with others; fulfilling this need is 
essential to well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017; Vansteenkiste 
et al., 2020). By vastly restricting ordinary means of social 
interaction, COVID-19 poses a direct threat to relatedness 
(Simard & Volicer, 2020): it may not only deprive people of 
opportunities to satisfy their need for relatedness, but it may 
also actively thwart relatedness via isolation and disconnec-
tion (see Chen et al., 2015).

Threats to basic psychological needs, as the COVID-19 
context may have been, induce need arousal—that is, need 
threats stoke motivation to seek need satisfaction (Pren-
tice et al., 2014). For example, participants in one study 
who received false feedback about ending up alone were 
higher in relationship-oriented motivation than participants 
given false feedback regarding a different psychological 
need (Sheldon & Gunz, 2009, Study 2). And, per an inter-
nal meta-analysis by Valshtein et al. (2020), the presence 
of a relatedness threat (e.g., cyberball exclusion) increased 
participants’ obsessive thinking, which was predictive of 
greater presumptuous romantic intentions. As such, people 
should be more motivated to seek out satisfying social inter-
actions to the extent that COVID-19 threatens their need for 
relatedness.

There are, however, important considerations that cast 
doubt on this hypothesis. First, during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, especially the early stages, relatedness threats from 
social mitigation may have been directly tied to personal 
health and safety risks. Meaning, the more that COVID-
related risks required physical distancing, and thus threat-
ened relatedness needs, the more connecting with others 
in-person posed the threat of contracting and spreading 
the illness. The same conditions that promoted presumptu-
ous romantic connection-seeking may also have dampened 
connection-seeking due to legitimate health concerns. Yet, 
pursuit behaviors that do not require close physical con-
tact—such as “sexting” (Lehmiller et al., 2020)—would 
not necessarily be curtailed by worsening COVID-19 
transmission.

A second consideration is that a heightened need for 
relatedness during the COVID-19 pandemic could be met 
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through non-romantic close others, especially because need 
threat is conceptualized as applying to the general relat-
edness need, rather than a need to connect with a specific 
romantic interest. If some individuals who craved connection 
under pandemic conditions secured it via non-romantic rela-
tionships, a positive association between relatedness threat 
and presumptuous romantic intentions may not emerge, at 
least not on the average. However, the growing literature on 
relationships during COVID-19 suggests that for many indi-
viduals, romantic and sexual pursuits have persisted despite 
the constraints of the pandemic (e.g., Lehmiller et al., 2020) 
and would thus be an outlet for heightened relatedness needs.

Accordingly, our first objective (Aim 1) is to understand 
whether the threat to relatedness posed by COVID-19 miti-
gation strategies predicts differences in intentions to pre-
sumptuously pursue a romantic interest. Importantly, there 
are numerous ways to conceptualize how COVID-19 affects 
relatedness. On the one hand, COVID-19 can be construed 
as an objective, relatedness threat, in the sense that the abil-
ity to connect socially for many has been hampered com-
pared to before the pandemic. But it can also be construed 
psychologically, in terms of the subjective experience of 
relatedness frustration: individuals’ perceptions of the 
degree of COVID-19 hampering their social connections can 
vary from person-to-person and from day-to-day., irrespec-
tive of the fact that the COVID-19 pandemic may be a stable 
relatedness threatening context. In both cases, we predict the 
COVID-related social restrictions will threaten and for the 
most part subsequently frustrate relatedness needs, thereby 
resulting in increased presumptuous romantic intentions.

Negative fantasies about a romantic interest

Beyond the context of COVID-19, the way someone thinks 
about a romantic interest may influence their relationship 
pursuit strategies. Doubts, obsessions, and other unpleasant 
thoughts, for example (Doron & Kyrios, 2005), play a role 
in romantic relationship dynamics. Building on Valshtein 
et al. (2020), of particular interest are how negative fan-
tasies about a romantic interest function as a predictor of 
presumptuous romantic intentions in early-stage romantic 
relationships.

Negative fantasies are thoughts and mental images about 
future-oriented scenarios that are experienced as unpleas-
ant—that is, negatively valenced (Oettingen, 2012; Oettin-
gen & Mayer, 2002). For example, one could imagine going 
for coffee with a potential romantic partner and having an 
awkward, cold conversation. Such fantasies may intensify 
relationship pursuit. Consistent with this notion, Oettin-
gen and Mayer (2002) found that participants with more 
negatively valenced fantasies about potential obstacles to 
relationship formation were both more actively pursued and 

more likely to have formed an intimate relationship, adjust-
ing for expectations of success. Similarly, Valshtein et al. 
(2020) found that having negative (vs. positive) fantasies 
about things going poorly with a romantic partner increased 
obsessive thinking about them, which predicted intentions 
to seek closeness to that partner.

This pattern can be explained by research on the self-
regulatory strategy of mental contrasting (Oettingen et al., 
2001). During mental contrasting, pleasant fantasies of 
attaining a desired future are contrasted with negatively 
valenced fantasies of obstacles that might stand in the way 
(overview by Oettingen, 2012). Given sufficient expectations 
for success, mental contrasting strengthens goal commit-
ment and increases energy to tackle challenges (Oettingen 
et al., 2001). From this perspective, negative fantasies about 
a romantic interest may make the obstacles inherent in rela-
tionship pursuit more salient and therefore strengthen pursuit 
intentions.

These predictions are in line with other theories of moti-
vation. Per motivational intensity theory, negative fantasies 
that heighten the perceived degree of difficulty in pursuing 
the romantic interest should increase effort mobilization—
here, stronger intentions to take a presumptuous course of 
action—so long as the relationship is sufficiently desirable 
(Sciara & Pantaleo, 2018). Moreover, the same needs-as-
motives (e.g., Prentice et al., 2014) logic used in discuss-
ing COVID-induced relatedness threat can be applied here. 
Negative fantasies themselves may be viewed as a threat 
to relatedness, to the extent that these unpleasant thoughts 
and images of interacting with the romantic interest stir real 
feelings of rejection and disconnectedness. So, threatening 
relatedness via negative fantasies should motivate individu-
als to seek closeness to them.

Accordingly, we hypothesize that individuals with more 
negative fantasies about a romantic interest will report 
stronger presumptuous romantic pursuit intentions (Aim 
2). In line with Oettingen and Mayer (2002), we expect this 
to be the case whether negative fantasies are conceptualized 
in terms of valence (i.e., how negative) or frequency (i.e., 
how often).

Interaction between COVID‑induced 
relatedness frustration and negative 
fantasies

One unique aspect of conducting this research during the 
COVID-19 pandemic is this ability to explore the inter-
relations between a relatedness-threatening social context 
(COVID-19) and individual vulnerabilities (negative fanta-
sies; see Pietromonaco & Overall, 2020) as determinants of 
relationship pursuit in everyday life. In the tradition of clas-
sic social psychological theorizing of person-environment 
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interactions, we examine whether presumptuous romantic 
intentions may be better predicted by an interaction between 
the social consequences of the COVID-19 context and indi-
viduals’ negative fantasies about their romantic interest.

An interaction pattern would be consistent with the work 
by Valshtein et al. (2020), who observed that in the pres-
ence of an aroused relatedness need, negative fantasies left 
individuals preoccupied with their unmet need, and thus 
more inclined to engage in behaviors to redress that unmet 
need. In other words, negative fantasies should be particu-
larly motivating towards the pursuit of a romantic interest 
in the presence of a threat to relatedness. On the other hand, 
less negatively valenced fantasies could be used effectively 
to satisfy relatedness (Oettingen & Mayer, 2002) and ame-
liorate the drive to pursue. So, our third objective (Aim 
3) is to test whether negative fantasies more strongly pre-
dict presumptuous romantic intentions when under greater 
relatedness threat posed by COVID-19. Because the threat-
by-fantasy interaction pattern observed in Valshtein et al. 
(2020) was not conclusive, Aim 3 is considered in terms 
of the complexity it may add to Aims 1 and 2, rather than a 
primary aim.

The present research

COVID-19 was assessed as a relatedness threat (Aim 1), 
negative fantasies (Aim 2), and their interaction (in Study 2 
only; Aim 3) as predictors of intentions to enact presumptu-
ous behaviors to pursue a romantic interest or early-stage 
romantic partner, with two online longitudinal studies of 
U.S. university students. In Study 1, participants reported 
on their presumptuous romantic intentions prior to the onset 
of the COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S. A follow-up sur-
vey was then conducted during the first wave of COVID-19 
transmission in the U.S. (late April, 2020) that included a 
second measure of presumptuous romantic intentions, as 
well as measures of other variables of interest. With social 
mitigation regulations serving as a naturalistic relatedness 
threat induction across all participants, this objective con-
ceptualization of relatedness threat was used to examine the 
average change in presumptuous romantic intentions from 
before to during the pandemic. The subjective experience of 
COVID-induced relatedness frustration, as well as fantasy 
negativity during the pandemic were also used to predict the 
extremity of change in intentions.

Study 2 was conducted over several weeks starting 
in October 2020, when the second wave of transmission 
was approaching its peak in the U.S. Daily self-reports 
of participants’ COVID-induced relatedness frustra-
tion, frequency of negative fantasies, and presumptuous 
romantic intentions were obtained. Although all partici-
pants were living in the context of relatedness threatening 

social mitigation regulations, we quantified differences in 
the severity of COVID-induced relatedness frustration at 
both the between- and within-persons levels. For exam-
ple, individuals who live alone may experience greater 
relatedness frustration due to COVID than those who live 
with roommates or family (between-persons). And a given 
individual may experience greater relatedness frustration 
on a day when they see an advertisement from their state 
government imploring them to stay at home due to rising 
infection rates (within-persons). The predictions should 
apply on both the between- and within-person levels, but 
as relevant past research has only examined between-per-
son effects, these within-person analyses are exploratory 
tests.

Additionally, in Study 2, the degree of heterogeneity in 
the effects of interest will be estimated (Aim 4) using a 
novel statistical approach (Bolger et al., 2019). Altogether, 
we aim to better understand how individuals—whose basic 
psychological needs may be frustrated by the pandemic 
and ensuing social mitigation—think about, develop, and 
maintain romantic connections. Note, although previous 
research has investigated the effects of positively-valenced 
mental imagery in the romantic context (Oettingen & 
Mayer, 2002), to more closely follow Valshtein et  al. 
(2020), the present research will only examine negative 
fantasies.

Study 1

In a small-scale, natural experiment with undergradu-
ate students we sought to conceptually replicate in-lab 
research (Valshtein et al., 2020). Our initial, pre-registered 
research plan (https:// bit. ly/ covid 19pri- prereg) stipulated 
a final sample size of at least 150 participants. However, 
as only a much smaller sample was obtained, a simpler, 
modified version of those analyses was conducted. First, 
participants’ presumptuous romantic intentions at Time 1 
should correlate with presumptuous romantic intentions at 
Time 2, but intentions should be higher during COVID-19 
due to the relatedness threatening nature of the pandemic. 
We hypothesized that participants subjectively experienc-
ing greater COVID-induced relatedness frustration would 
also report a greater change in presumptuous romantic 
intentions from before to during the pandemic (Aim 1; 
Sheldon & Gunz, 2009; Valshtein et al., 2020). We  antici-
pated that participants who report more negative fantasies 
about a romantic interest would report greater intentions 
to enact presumptuous behaviors from before to during the 
pandemic (Aim 2). Because of the small sample size, the 
pre-registered interaction between COVID-induced relat-
edness frustration and negative fantasies (Aim 3) was not 
examined.

https://bit.ly/covid19pri-prereg
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Method, study 1

Participants and procedure

In Study 1, undergraduate students (n = 52) from a large 
private university in the U.S. were recruited to complete 
questionnaires at two separate time points: once in the month 
preceding COVID-19 related social mitigation measures 
(Time 1, early Feb. 2020) and another two months into the 
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S. (Time 2, late 
April 2020). Both surveys were conducted online via Qual-
trics, and participants were compensated with course credit.

The Time 1 survey was a multipurpose battery of ques-
tionnaires that included our measure of presumptuous 
romantic intentions, as well as questionnaires for unrelated 
studies. These unrelated measures were only used for the 
purpose of comparing our final sample to the pool of eligible 
Time 1 survey completers (see Results). Because it was not 
yet a public health concern in the U.S., the Time 1 survey 
did not contain any measures related to COVID-19. All other 
relevant study variables were collected during Time 2.

Any undergraduate psychology student in the department 
participant pool was eligible for the Time 1 survey, yielding 
a sample of 380 participants. From this initial recruitment, 
Time 2 survey data was collected amidst the height of the 
first wave of COVID-19 transmission, with the express pur-
pose of understanding changes in individuals’ presumptu-
ous romantic intentions from before to during the pandemic. 
Only 52 participants responded to the second survey, likely 
due to challenges in quickly implementing remote learning 
and research recruitment procedures.

The final sample comprised 14 men, 35 women, and 3 
trans or gender nonbinary participants. This sample con-
tained 7 individuals who reported being in a romantic 
relationship, 31 who had a romantic interest they wanted 
to pursue, and 12 who failed to report their relationship 
status. Finally, this sample was racially and ethnically het-
erogeneous: 44% identified as Asian, 26% identified as 
White, 14% identified as Multiracial or some other racial/
ethnic group not listed, 10% identified as Latinx, and 6% 
identified as Black. Participants spent a median 57.84 min 
(MAD = 22.02 min) on the complete baseline survey and 
a median 15.73 min (MAD = 6.21 min) for the follow-up 
survey.

Measures

Information about romantic interest

After consenting to the Time 2 survey, participants were 
asked if they were currently in a romantic relationship. 
If they answered no, participants were then asked if they 

were “currently interested in or pursuing anyone sexually or 
romantically (e.g., a crush).” If participants again answered 
no, they were asked to think about someone with whom 
they would theoretically be interested in having a romantic 
relationship. Once participants responded “yes” to one of 
these prompts, they wrote the pertinent person’s name (e.g., 
if they were in a relationship, they typed in their partner’s 
name). This name was inserted into all subsequent questions 
pertaining to participants’ romantic interest (indicated below 
by < ROMANTIC INTEREST >). Finally, participants were 
whether they were currently living with the romantic inter-
est, how often they had been in contact with them recently, 
and where the romantic interest was currently located.

COVID‑induced relatedness frustration

Pertinent to our main hypotheses, participants reported on 
the subjective experience of COVID-induced relatedness 
frustration in the Time 2 survey. Because at the time of data 
collection there was no previously validated measure assess-
ing the degree to which participants felt COVID-19 was 
responsible for stifling their social connections, and because 
expeditious data collection amidst the first wave of the pan-
demic was essential, a well-validated scale was adapted for 
use in the COVID-19 context. Because an important aspect 
of relatedness is feeling connected to others, participants 
were responded to the 4-item UCLA loneliness scale (Rus-
sell, 1996), which probed individuals’ loneliness over the 
past two weeks (e.g., “How often did you feel that you 
lacked companionship”). However, to ensure this measure 
of relatedness frustration tapped into COVID-19-related 
concerns specifically, three new items were generated to 
augment these loneliness items. Participants responded to 
how much COVID-19 was interfering with participants’ 
ability to make meaningful social connections (item 1), 
complete work, schoolwork, or other responsibilities (item 
2), and how worried they were about getting or transmitting 
COVID-19 (item 3). Importantly, because the loneliness 
items and COVID-19-specific items were measured on dif-
ferent Likert-type scales (1 [not at all] to 6 [all of the time] 
and 1 [not at all] to 7 [a great deal], respectively), all seven 
items were centered and standardized prior to to creating a 
composite score. This prevented unequal weighting of unit 
changes across items. After dropping one item (complet-
ing work or other responsibilities), reliability was sufficient 
(α = 0.69) and neither removing additional items nor add-
ing other related items such as social distancing adherence 
improved internal consistency.1

1 The supplementary materials (https:// bit. ly/ socia llydi stant relat ionsh 
ips) contain a more thorough psychometric evaluation of this meas-
ure. A single factor model fit the data reasonably well.

https://bit.ly/sociallydistantrelationships
https://bit.ly/sociallydistantrelationships
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To ensure that these items are a valid measure of related-
ness frustration, several analyses were conducted to assess 
whether this measure correlated with a commonly used 
measure of basic psychological need satisfaction and frus-
tration (Chen et al., 2015), which was included in the Time 2 
survey. COVID-induced relatedness frustration measure cor-
related moderately with relatedness frustration, as expected 
(for detailed analyses, refer to the supplemental materials). 
Finally, participants reported on several additional experi-
ences with COVID-19 (e.g., how many people they were 
living with; see the online supplement for full measures) that 
are ancillary to our primary aims and will not be discussed 
further.

Negative fantasies

To measure negative fantasies at Time 2, individuals 
responded to two items: “typically how negative are your 
fantasies about < ROMANTIC INTEREST > ” and “typi-
cally how unpleasant are your fantasies about < ROMANTIC 
INTEREST > ?” These two items were averaged together 
to create an indicator of negative fantasies. In addition to 
how negative participants’ fantasies were, they were also 
asked about the intensity, intrusiveness, and frequency of 
these fantasies. All items were assessed on a 1 to 7 scale 
where higher scores indicated more extremely valenced, 
more intense, more intrusive, and more frequent fantasies 
(anchors varied by item). Additionally, positive fantasies 
were measured in the same manner, but because our theoreti-
cal interest was in negative fantasies, they were not included 
in any analyses.

Presumptuous romantic intentions

Participants completed a recently validated 13-item meas-
ure of intentions to enact presumptuous romantic behaviors 
(Valshtein et al., 2022) in both the Time 1 and Time 2 sur-
veys. Adapted from a checklist measuring Obsessive Rela-
tional Intrusion (Cupach & Spitzberg, 1998), this measure 
is based on research on victim-report of perpetrator stalk-
ing-like behavior (Spitzberg et al., 1998). This measure 
taps into general presumptuousness (though subscores can 
be calculated, if relevant) and has been shown to predict 
actual relationship behaviors and a variety of relationship 
outcomes (e.g. maintenance behaviors, commitment, nar-
cissism, and entitlement, among others). Participants were 
told that “sometimes people engage in a variety of behaviors 
to get the attention of romantic or sexual interest or rela-
tionship partner” and then asked on a 1 (not at all likely) 
to 7 (extremely likely) Likert-type scale how likely they 
“would be to engage in the following behaviors in order 
to attract or maintain the interest” of a romantic interest or 
relationship partner. Sample items include, “surprise them 

by showing up unannounced” and “send desperate notes/
letters/messages to them.” All 13 items were averaged, such 
that higher scores indicate greater presumptuous romantic 
intentions. The measure had satisfactory reliability at both 
time points (αtime1 = 0.81, αtime1 = 0.82). Note, in the Time 2 
survey, the following instruction was also included: “please 
answer these questions with respect to how you would act, 
not necessarily how you are able to act in light of COVID-19 
related regulations.” This additional instruction was impor-
tant for the measure to capture the same underlying construct 
of presumptuous romantic intentions in the new context of 
the pandemic at Time 2.

Demographics and other variables

In addition to the primary variables of interest, the Time 2 
survey assessed age, race, gender, sexual orientation, and 
socioeconomic status. Participants reported how often they 
had dreams during sleep and how often those dreams were 
about the romantic target. Participants also completed a 
4-item measure of perceived stress (Cohen et al., 1983), a 
4-item measure of general mental health (Kroenke et al., 
2009), and a 12-item measure of perceived social support 
(Kazarian & McCabe, 1991). See the online supplement for 
more information regarding measures beyond the immediate 
scope of the current research.

Results, study 1

All analyses were conducted in R Version 4.0.2 (R Core 
Team, 2020). Because Study 1 comprised a convenience 
sample during the height of the pandemic’s first wave, com-
parisons were conducted to ensure that our final sample 
(n = 52) did not differ from other eligible participants in the 
baseline introductory psychology sample (n = 342). Those 
who responded to the Time 2 survey were not meaningfully 
different from this larger pool of participants (see https:// bit. 
ly/ socia llydi stant relat ionsh ips for details). Table 1 contains 
descriptive statistics for all primary study variables.

Aim 1: change in presumptuous romantic intentions

Though presumptuous romantic intentions before the pan-
demic significantly predicted presumptuous romantic inten-
tions during the pandemic (b = 0.54, se = 0.14, p < 0.001, 
95% CI[0.25, 0.82]), the hypothesized increase in pre-
sumptuous romantic intentions was not observed. Instead, 
individuals’ presumptuous romantic intentions decreased 
significantly from Time 1 (M = 3.38, SD = 1.02) to Time 
2 (M = 2.82, SD = 0.98), t(77.93) = 2.58, p = 0.012, 95% 
CI[0.13, 1.00], d = 0.56, which corresponds to a medium 

https://bit.ly/sociallydistantrelationships
https://bit.ly/sociallydistantrelationships
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effect of approximately half a standard deviation in presump-
tuous romantic intentions.

Aims 1 and 2: predictors of change in presumptuous 
romantic intentions

To examine changes in presumptuous romantic intentions 
from before to during the pandemic, we estimated a linear 
model in which difference scores (Time 2—Time 1; higher 
scores indicate greater intentions during COVID-19) were 
regressed onto COVID-induced relatedness frustration, neg-
ative fantasy valence, and negative fantasy intrusiveness (see 
Fig. 1). The model intercept indicates the average change in 
presumptuous romantic intentions from Time 1 to Time 2 
(b = -0.57, se = 0.14, p < 0.001, 95% CI[-0.86, -0.28]). Con-
trary to our Aim 1 hypothesis, subjective reports of COVID-
induced relatedness frustration predicted a greater decrease 
in presumptuous romantic intentions during the pandemic 
(b = -0.53, se = 0.26, p = 0.054, 95% CI[-1.07, 0.01]). In 
line with our Aim 2 hypothesis, however, fantasy negativity 
(b = 0.41, se = 0.14, p = 0.004, 95% CI[0.14, 0.68]) and the 
intrusiveness of these negative fantasies (b = 0.31, se = 0.13, 
p = 0.026, 95% CI[0.04, 0.57]) both predicted a dampened 
decline in presumptuous romantic intentions from before 
to during the pandemic. Together, these three predictors 
explained 38.6% of the variance in changes in presumptuous 

romantic intentions. Notably, this pattern of results is analo-
gous whether using difference scores (as above) or a residu-
alized change score (Time 1 intentions predicting Time 2 
intentions).

Brief discussion, study 1

In Study 1, we investigated Aims 1 and 2 regarding inten-
tions to pursue a romantic interest via presumptuously as a 
function of COVID-induced relatedness frustration and neg-
ative fantasies. Study 1 addressed Aim 1 in two ways: first, 
the “natural experiment” of the onset of social mitigation 
measures to combat the pandemic allowed us to interpret 
overall changes in presumptuous romantic intentions from 
Time 1 to Time 2 through the lens of a pervasive related-
ness threat for all participants. We hypothesized that pre-
sumptuous romantic intentions would increase from before 
to during the pandemic. Interestingly, the opposite pattern 
emerged— presumptuous romantic intentions decreased by 
more than half of a standard deviation from before to during 
the pandemic. Second, individual differences in COVID-
induced relatedness frustration at Time 2 negatively pre-
dicted changes in presumptuous romantic intentions. By 
both metrics, the Aim 1 hypothesis was contradicted.

Table 1  Means, Standard 
Deviations, and Correlations for 
Study 1 Variables

All measures were assessed at Time 2, except where noted. *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * 
p < 0.05; + p < 0.07;

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Presumptuous Romantic Intentions (T1) 3.38 1.02 1 - - - -
2. Presumptuous Romantic Intentions (T2) 2.69 0.98 0.56*** 1 - - -
3. COVID-induced Relatedness Frustration 0.00 0.62 0.17 0.06 1 - -
4. Negative Fantasies 2.41 1.17 -0.24 0.12 0.21 1 -
5. Fantasy Intrusiveness 3.78 1.47 -0.09 0.09 0.09 0.12 1

Fig. 1  Predicting Differences in 
Presumptuous Romantic Inten-
tions From COVID-induced 
Relatedness Frustration and 
Negative Fantasies in Study 1. 
Note. Values above the dashed 
line indicate an increase in pre-
sumptuous romantic intentions 
during the pandemic, whereas 
values below the line indicate a 
decrease from before to during 
the pandemic. Bars above and to 
the right of each plot represent 
the distribution of scores for the 
variable on the corresponding 
axis
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Although these findings are not in line with predictions, 
they are not surprising. Higher scores at Time 1 may reflect an 
initial elevation bias in reporting (Shrout et al., 2018), instead 
of veridical reporting on presumptuous romantic intentions. 
Alternatively, it seems reasonable reductions in presumptu-
ous romantic intentions are a reflection of the average par-
ticipant’s tendency to follow public health guidelines to stay 
home and minimize social contact (even though they were 
instructed to respond at Time 2 as if such restrictions were 
not in place). Indeed, during the pandemic, relatedness threats 
are confounded with worries about getting or transmitting 
COVID-19—both in theory and in our measure of related-
ness frustration. Especially early in the pandemic (T2), when 
the edict was “social distancing,” before the more apt “physical 
distancing,” individuals may not have developed strategies for 
safely pursuing romantic connections. It is also possible that 
stay-at-home orders made critical opportunities for pursuit less 
salient, thereby reducing intentions. Regardless, the decrease 
in intentions is reflective of how the COVID-19 context shapes 
relatedness need fulfillment.

Study 1 also addressed Aim 2, testing whether negative 
fantasies about a romantic interest correlate with (changes 
in) presumptuous romantic intentions. Consistent with prior 
experimental work (Valshtein et al., 2020), the decrease in 
presumptuous romantic intentions from Time 1 to Time 2 
attenuated to zero when individuals reported above-average 
levels of negative fantasies. This means that individuals 
in this sample who had highly negative fantasies during 
COVID-19 retained pre-COVID levels of presumptuous 
romantic intentions, whereas their counterparts low in nega-
tive fantasies reduced their intentions. Although this was not 
a formal test of our Aim 3 interaction hypothesis, it seems 
that when the socially restricted COVID context is followed 
by negative fantasies, individuals “double down” on poten-
tially problematic pursuit of a romantic interest.

The lack of a true experimental design and the small 
sample size of this natural experiment led us to interpret 
these findings with caution. However, given the uniqueness 
of our “natural experiment” amidst a once-in-a-generation 
pandemic, replication is not an option to bolster these find-
ings. Thus, to better understand the role of subjectively expe-
rienced COVID-induced relatedness frustration, negative 
fantasies, and their interaction in predicting presumptuous 
romantic intentions, a second study was conducted to inves-
tigate how these processes unfold daily under COVD-19 
social mitigation guidelines.

Study 2

Study 2 was designed to expand upon Study 1 by capital-
izing on a daily diary approach to understanding the effects 
of COVID-19 social mitigation guidelines on how people 

pursue new and maintain existing relationships. Collecting 
daily reports allows us to quantify the degree to which pre-
sumptuous romantic intentions, regarding a non-cohabiting 
romantic partner or romantic interest, fluctuate as a function 
of individuals’ daily, lived experience of COVID-19. Not 
only will this design enable us to explore both between- and 
within-person effects of COVID-induced relatedness frus-
tration, negative fantasies, and their interactions (i.e., Aims 
1–3), but this also represents the first attempt to use longitu-
dinal methods to study stalking-like behaviors.

Both COVID-induced relatedness frustration and nega-
tive fantasies are expected to predict presumptuous roman-
tic intentions at both the between-person and within-per-
son level, in line with Valshtein et al. (2020). Specifically, 
individuals who report subjectively more COVID-induced 
relatedness frustration (Aim 1) and negative fantasies (Aim 
2) on average will report greater presumptuous roman-
tic intentions. However, because the Study 1 findings cast 
doubt on COVID-induced relatedness frustration as a posi-
tive predictor of presumptuous romantic intentions, we could 
alternatively observe, as in Study 1, relatedness frustration 
corresponding to reduced presumptuous romantic intentions. 
With this intensive longitudinal design, within-person pre-
dictions regarding Aims 1 and 2 are also possible. Valshtein 
et al. (2020) experimentally-induce relatedness threats and 
negative fantasies, and so those findings may represent an 
acute, situational phenomenon akin to the within-person 
fluctuations one might experience when reporting daily 
experiences. Accordingly, we hypothesize that on days 
when a participant reports more COVID-induced related-
ness frustration or negative fantasies as compared to their 
own average, they will report greater presumptuous romantic 
intentions.

Finally, we predict there to be both between-person and 
within-person interactions (Aim 3). More precisely, for indi-
viduals who report greater COVID-induced relatedness frus-
tration than the average person, the between-person effect 
of negative fantasies will be more closely associated with 
presumptuous romantic intentions. Similarly, on days when 
individuals report greater than their usual COVID-induced 
relatedness frustration, the within-person effect of negative 
fantasies will be more closely associated with presumptuous 
romantic intentions.

In Study 2, we will capture the degree of heterogeneity 
in our primary within-person associations of interest (Aim 
4)—the first such attempt in research on presumptuous 
romantic intentions. Specifically, we anticipate significant 
heterogeneity in COVID-induced relatedness frustration as 
a predictor of presumptuous romantic intentions: that is, for 
some individuals, daily frustrations will be more predictive, 
whereas for other people, daily frustration will be less pre-
dictive—possibly even negatively predictive—of presump-
tuous romantic intentions. This hypothesis is based on our 
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unexpected Study 1 findings and on research suggesting that 
individuals vary in their ability to manage the social ramifi-
cations of COVID-19 (Luchetti et al., 2020). Similarly, we 
anticipate significant heterogeneity in negative fantasies as a 
predictor of presumptuous romantic intentions. In line with 
research on responses to rejection (Smart Richman & Leary, 
2009), for some people, negative fantasies about a romantic 
interest may strongly predict compensatory presumptuous 
romantic intentions, whereas other negatively fantasizing 
individuals may withdraw and be less likely to act. Using 
a recently developed approach (Bolger et al., 2019), we 
investigate heterogeneity by estimating random slopes for 
each predictor. Studying heterogeneity allows us to precisely 
quantify the degree to which a fixed effect is generalizable 
and, in doing so, prompts avenues for future research into 
what factors explain such heterogeneity.

Method, study 2

Participants

We recruited 282 undergraduate students during the sec-
ond COVID-19 wave, which occurred in the U.S. in late-
October 2020. Due to COVID-19 restrictions and remote 
learning, participants were located across 18 different 
states, with an additional 36 students reported resid-
ing outside the U.S.2 A total of 15 participants failed at 
least one of two attention checks and were subsequently 
removed from analysis. Of the participants who com-
pleted the baseline survey, 233 participated in the daily 
diary surveys, and 8 participants had missing or incom-
plete data preventing us from identifying and matching 
diary entries. Despite recruiting participants who were 
specifically not cohabitating with a romantic partner, 14 
individuals reported currently residing with their roman-
tic partner and were thus removed. Of the remaining 211 
participants, 15 failed to complete at least 4 diary days 
and were subsequently removed from analyses. Two addi-
tional participants were removed because their responses 
failed to vary across items.

Following this preliminary cleaning, the final sample 
consisted of 194 participants, 141 of whom completed all 7 
diary days, 41 of whom completed 6 days, 13 of whom com-
pleted 5 days, and 6 of whom completed 4 diary days. Our 
sample—77.8% of whom were heterosexual—comprised 49 
men, 141 women, and 4 trans or gender nonbinary partici-
pants. Of the 194 final participants, 67 were in non-cohabit-
ing romantic relationships, and the other 127 individuals had 

a romantic interest. Finally, our sample was also racially and 
ethnically heterogeneous: 40.2% identified as Asian, 19.0% 
identified as multiracial or some other racial/ethnic group, 
17.5% identified as White, 11.9% identified as Black, 11.3% 
identified as Latinx, and 0.1% identified as American Indian 
or Alaskan Native.

Procedure

Baseline survey

After consent, participants reported their relationship status 
as in Study 1. The name of participants’ romantic interest 
was again inserted into all subsequent questions pertaining 
to the romantic interest. Participants then completed the 
measures described below as “Baseline.” Participants spent 
a median 10.01 min (MAD = 298 s) on the baseline survey.

Daily diary surveys

Every day for seven days, starting the day after com-
pleting the baseline survey, participants were sent one 
brief daily diary survey that took a median 1.47 min 
(MAD = 47.44  sec) to complete. Because the sample 
comprised students remote learning from a variety of 
locations, subsequent daily diary surveys were sent at 
the time in which the initial baseline survey was com-
pleted. To reduce nuisance variability in item responses, 
participants answered each item with respect to only the 
past day in which they were responding. On the last day 
of the survey, participants were shown a debriefing form 
with the study aims, basic information about the design, 
related publications, and the option to remove their data 
from analysis. Because the sample comprised undergrad-
uate students, they were compensated with course credit.

Measures

Baseline COVID‑induced relatedness frustration

Participants were asked about COVID-induced relatedness 
frustration over the past month using the same 6 items about 
both responses to COVID-19 and loneliness from Study 1. 
However, in an attempt to better tap into the relatedness 
frustrating nature of the pandemic, in Study 2 participants 
also responded to one item regarding the extent to which 
COVID-19 interfered with their ability to make romantic 
connections. All 7 items were standardized and centered, 
then created an average (α = 0.80). Higher scores indicated 
greater COVID-induced relatedness threat. As in Study 1, 
participants again reported on their adherence to social dis-
tancing practices and their perceived seriousness of COVID-
19 pandemic.

2 Meaningful as not observed in any of the primary measures based 
on participants’ reported location (17 + states).
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Baseline negative fantasies

To measure negative fantasies, individuals responded to the 
same two items as in Study 1, modifying the time scope 
of the question to evaluate fantasies in the past two weeks. 
These items were averaged for a baseline indicator of nega-
tive fantasies. Like in Study 1, participants reported on 
the intrusiveness of these fantasies on a 1 to 7 scale where 
higher scores indicated more negative and more intrusive 
fantasies (anchors varied by item). Participants also reported 
on how frequently they “fantasized about < ROMANTIC 
INTEREST > ” in the past month, on a scale from 0 (Never) 
to 6 (All the Time), as a potential covariate. Positive fanta-
sies were assessed in the same manner but were not included 
in analyses.

Baseline demographics and other covariates

As in Study 1, participants reported on demographic ques-
tions including age, race, gender, sexual orientation, and 
socioeconomic status, as well as several exploratory meas-
ures, including perceived stress (Cohen et al., 1983), men-
tal health (Kroenke et al., 2009), attraction to the romantic 
interest, and relationship expectations, efficacy, and rela-
tionship commitment. Finally, at two points in the baseline 
survey, attention checks were embedded (e.g., “If you are 
reading this statement, please leave this item blank”).

Daily COVID‑induced relatedness frustration

The same seven-item measure of COVID-induced relat-
edness frustration from was included, except participants 
responded only based on how they felt over the past day. 
Again, all 7 items were standardized, centered, and averaged 
to create a scale score for each day. Following recommenda-
tions by Cranford and colleagues (2006), the reliability of 
change was estimated using a variance components analy-
sis and found this measure could reliably detect individual 
change across the diary period  (Rc = 0.76).

Daily negative fantasies

Daily negative fantasies were assessed using one item: 
“In the past day, how often did you have negative fanta-
sies about < ROMANTIC INTEREST > .” Participants 
responded on a 1 (Never) to 7 (All the Time) scale. Par-
ticipants also responded to one item about the intrusiveness 
of their fantasies that day. As with assessment of baseline 
fantasies, participants also reported on positive fantasies for 
exploratory purposes.

Daily presumptuous romantic intentions

The same 13-item measure of presumptuous romantic inten-
tions was used in Study 2. Unlike in Study 1, participants 
reported on their presumptuous romantic intentions with 
respect to a specific romantic interest. To ensure that they 
thought about the same interest while responding to these 
items, the name and pronouns of the romantic interest they 
listed at baseline was piped into each item (e.g., “Check up 
on < ROMANTIC INTEREST > through mutual acquaint-
ances/friends”). Following the same approach (Cranford 
et al., 2006), the composite score of these 13 items was a 
reliable measure for detecting change  (Rc = 0.78).

Daily diary additional questions

Finally, at the end of the seventh diary day, participants 
responded to two additional items about their relationship to 
their romantic interest: first, whether they knew where their 
romantic interest currently resided (yes/no), and second, how 
easily they could locate their romantic interest (from 1, not 
at all easy, to 7, extremely easy).

Results, study 2

Data analytic plan

We estimated a multilevel model to test the influence of 
between-person differences and within-person changes in 
COVID-induced relatedness frustration and negative fanta-
sies on presumptuous romantic intentions. Prior to estima-
tion, “between-person” and “within-person” effects were 
disaggregated for both COVID-induced relatedness frus-
tration and negative fantasies. To calculate between-person 
effects, participants’ average score across all diary days was 
computed and then subtracted the overall sample average 
from an individual’s average. A between-person effect can 
be interpreted as a person’s average level of the predictor, 
or how much a given person’s average score deviates from 
the sample average. To calculate within-person effects, a 
person’s average score was subtracted from their daily score. 
This can be interpreted as how much a person deviates from 
their own average on a given day.

Because the interaction between COVID-induced related-
ness frustration and negative fantasies was of interest, inter-
action terms were computed for both between-person and 
within-person effects. This allows for the interpretation of 
both the interaction between people who are above average 
in their COVID-induced relatedness frustration and nega-
tive fantasies, as well the interaction on days when people 
are above their own average for relatedness frustration and 
negative fantasies. We estimated all models using restricted 
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maximum likelihood. In the final model,3 fixed effects as 
seen in the variable column of Table 3 were entered. Impor-
tantly, a random intercept for each individual was specified, 
as well as random slopes for within-person COVID-induced 
relatedness frustration and within-person negative fantasies. 
This approach estimates unique effects of COVID-induced 
relatedness frustration and negative fantasies for each 
individual.

Descriptive statistics

Daily means and standard deviations for study variables 
are in Table 2, along with the between-person and within-
person correlations of presumptuous romantic intentions, 
COVID-induced relatedness frustration, and negative fanta-
sies. Between-person correlations are associations between 
individuals’ average score across all diary days. The within-
person correlations represent individuals’ change on a given 
day relative to their own average across all diary days.

Aims 1 and 2: fixed effects of COVID‑induced 
relatedness frustration and negative fantasies

Looking at the fixed effects of our model (see Table 3), 
which represent the effects for the average, or typical par-
ticipant, several notable findings emerge. First, we found 
a negative effect of day, such that with each passing day 
people reported lower presumptuous romantic intentions. A 
weekend effect was also observed, whereby people reported 
higher presumptuous romantic intentions on the weekend 
compared to the week. People in relationships reported 
greater presumptuous romantic intentions than single indi-
viduals. Individuals who reported fantasizing about their 
romantic target more frequently over the past month—
whether positively or negatively—also reported greater 
presumptuous romantic intentions.

Pertinent to the main hypotheses, no significant fixed 
effect for between-person COVID-induced relatedness 
frustration was observed (b = 0.10, se = 0.11, p = 0.39). 
On the other hand, there was a positive between-person 
effect of negative fantasies, such that people who are higher 
than average in negative fantasies report more presump-
tuous romantic intentions (b = 0.19, se = 0.08, p = 0.01). 
Moreover, there was no significant association between 
either within-person COVID-induced relatedness frustra-
tion (b = 0.01, se = 0.05, p = 0.906) or negative fantasies 

(b = -0.02, se = 0.02, p = 0.28) and daily presumptuous 
romantic intentions.

Aim 3: interaction between COVID‑induced 
relatedness frustration and negative fantasies

Regarding Aim 3, there was a marginally significant 
interactions between COVID-induced relatedness frus-
tration and negative fantasies at the between-person and 
within-person levels (see Table 3 and Fig. 2). In looking 
more closely at the between-person interaction, simple 
slope analyses revealed that for individuals who were one 
standard deviation above the sample average in COVID-
induced relatedness frustration, negative fantasies pre-
dicted greater presumptuous romantic intentions, which 
supported our hypothesis, (b = 0.31, se = 0.09, p = 0.001). 
The effect of negative fantasies for someone one standard 
deviation below average in relatedness frustration, in con-
trast, was not significant, (b = 0.07, se = 0.10, p = 0.47).

In looking at the interaction at the within-person level, 
the pattern of results is in the opposite direction of the 
between-person interaction. Here, simple slope analyses 
reveal that on days when an individual was one standard 
deviation above their typical COVID-induced related-
ness threat, negative fantasies predicted significantly less 
presumptuous romantic intentions (b = -0.05, se = 0.02, 
p = 0.02). The effect of negative fantasies on a day when 
someone is one standard deviation below their typical 
COVID-induced relatedness frustration was not signifi-
cant (b = 0.01, se = 0.03, p = 0.62).

Table 2  Means, Standard Deviations, Between-Person Correlations, 
and Within-Person Correlations for Study 2 Primary Variables

PRI = Presumptuous Romantic Intentions; Means  are presented for 
each day, for each key variable; Standard Deviations are displayed in 
parentheses; Values on the upper diagonal of the correlation matrix 
represent between-person correlations. Values on the lower diagonal 
represent within-person correlations; *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * 
p < 0.05; + p < 0.07;

Variable PRI Rel. Frustration Neg. Fanta-
sies

Day 1 2.17 (1.08) 0.12 (0.68) 1.85 (1.23)
Day 2 2.03 (1.13) 0.00 (0.67) 1.87 (1.36)
Day 3 2.10 (1.25) 0.08 (0.75) 1.86 (1.38)
Day 4 2.03 (1.13) -0.04 (0.71) 1.82 (1.30)
Day 5 1.94 (1.15) -0.04 (0.79) 1.72 (1.27)
Day 6 1.92 (1.14) -0.10 (0.71) 1.88 (1.35)
Day 7 1.98 (1.14) -0.07 (0.72) 1.73 (1.27)

PRI - 0.03 0.34***

Rel. Frustration 0.05+ - 0.09
Neg. Fantasies -0.03 0.18*** -

3 An initial model with theoretically-relevant covariates was fit in 
order to ensure the model was specified properly. For brevity, only 
the final model is presented–though the pattern of results is analogous 
across models. These analyses can be found in the online supplemen-
tal materials.
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Aim 4: random effects for COVID‑induced 
relatedness frustration and negative fantasies

We specified a random intercept for participants, as well as 
random effects for both COVID-induced relatedness frus-
tration and negative fantasies to understand heterogeneity 
of both within-person effects. As recommended by Bolger 

and colleagues (2019), we evaluated this heterogeneity with 
three criteria: the uncertainty interval of the random effects, 
comparative model fit, and relative size of the random effects 
as compared to the fixed effects. We found substantial 
variability in individuals’ expected level of presumptuous 
romantic intentions, as estimated with a random intercept 
(sd = 0.92, 95% CI[0.82, 1.01]). Specifically, individuals’ 

Table 3  Estimated Fixed 
Effects from Multilevel Model 
Predicting Presumptuous 
Romantic Intentions

*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; + p < 0.10;

Variable 95% CI

Estimate Std. Error LB UB

Intercept 1.60 0.13 1.34 1.86 ***
Day -0.03 0.01 -0.05 -0.02 ***
Weekend 0.06 0.03 0.002 0.11 *
Relationship Status 0.52 0.16 0.20 0.84 **
Fantasy Frequency (Baseline) 0.14 0.05 0.05 0.23 **

Between
COVID-induced Relatedness Frustration 0.10 0.11 -0.12 0.31
Negative Fantasies 0.19 0.08 0.04 0.34 *
Frustration x Neg. Fantasies 0.19 0.10 -0.003 0.38  + 

Within
COVID-induced Relatedness Frustration 0.01 0.05 -0.09 0.10
Negative Fantasies -0.02 0.02 -0.05 0.02
Frustration x Neg. Fantasies -0.08 0.04 -0.16 0.003  + 

Fig. 2  Study 2 Interactions Between COVID-induced Relatedness Frustration and Negative Fantasies Predict Daily Presumptuous Romantic 
Intentions on a Between-Person (left) and Within-Person (right) Level 
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intercepts ranged from the lowest possible value on the 1–7 
scale (b0 = 1.00) to much higher (b0 = 3.48).

As displayed in Fig. 3, there also appears to be mean-
ingful heterogeneity in the within-person effect of COVID-
induced relatedness frustration on presumptuous romantic 
intentions. This means that although on average the effect 
of daily COVID-induced relatedness frustration was incon-
sequential for presumptuous behavior, this was not indica-
tive of all individuals. As is reflected by the panel plot in 
Fig. 3, for some people COVID-induced relatedness frus-
tration led to more presumptuous romantic intentions (par-
ticipants #74 and #231), for others frustration had no asso-
ciation with presumptuous romantic intentions (participants 
#124 and #75), and for others they led to less presumptuous 
romantic intentions (participants #11 and #101). Individu-
als’ unique slopes, representing the association between 
COVID-induced relatedness frustration and intentions, were 
variable, with 95% ranging from -0.31 to 0.32 (see Fig. 3, 
vertical dashed lines). The uncertainty interval around the 
random effect was not close to zero (sd = 0.33, 95% CI[0.23, 
0.41]). Importantly, the likelihood ratio test comparing this 
model including random slopes to the model with only ran-
dom intercepts suggests a significant model improvement 
(LRT = 33.75, df = 2, p < 0.001). The size of the random 
effect (sd = 0.33) was more than 28 times the size of the 
fixed effect (b = 0.013). Taken together, the presence of this 
random effect indicates that there is significant heterogeneity 

in how COVID-induced relatedness frustration influences 
presumptuous romantic intentions.

Evidence for a similar pattern in negative fantasies did not 
emerge: a likelihood ratio test did not suggest improved model 
fit from a random slope of negative fantasies (LRT = 4.28, 
df = 3, p = 0.23), and the uncertainty interval around the ran-
dom effect (sd = 0.048) was not close to zero (95% CI[0.02, 
0.11]), even though the relative size of the heterogeneity was 
sufficiently large (> 25% of the fixed effect). It was accord-
ingly omitted from the final model. Thus, although there 
were meaningful differences in individuals’ effect of COVID-
induced relatedness frustration on presumptuous romantic 
intentions, this was not the case for negative fantasies.

General discussion

Across two studies during two different waves of the COVID-
19 pandemic, we found some evidence for the notion that relat-
edness frustration predicts how ardently individuals intend to 
pursue or develop a romantic relationship. We addressed four 
primary aims: to examine COVID-induced relatedness frustra-
tion (Aim 1), negative fantasies (Aim 2), and their interaction 
(Aim 3) as predictors of intentions to presumptuously pursue 
a romantic interest; and, finally, to examine the heterogeneity 
of the within-person effects of COVID-induced relatedness 
frustration and negative fantasies (Aim 4).

Fig. 3  Representative Participant Slopes (left) and Distribution of 
Slopes (right) for COVID-induced Relatedness Frustration Predicting 
Daily Presumptuous Romantic Intentions in Study 2. Note. In the left-
hand plot, numbers above each panel represent that participant’s ran-

domly designated ID. In the right-hand plot, the black line represents 
the fixed effect, and the dashed red lines indicate a 95% confidence 
interval computed from the random effect



 Current Psychology

1 3

With respect to Aim 1, presumptuous romantic inten-
tions unexpectedly decreased during the pandemic (Study 
1), despite the onset of the pandemic representing a threat 
to relatedness. Also contrary to expectations, individuals 
with greater COVID-induced relatedness frustration during 
the pandemic showed a stronger decrease in presumptuous 
romantic intentions in Study 1. Further complicating these 
results, in Study 2 we failed to observe significant fixed 
effects of COVID-induced relatedness frustration on pre-
sumptuous romantic intentions at either the between-person 
or within-person level. The original hypothesis—that pan-
demic-related social mitigation regulations would threaten 
relatedness and the resulting relatedness need frustration 
would in turn increase presumptuous romantic intentions—
was not supported.

In hindsight, these contradictory, mixed Aim 1 findings 
may reveal a possible boundary condition on the needs-as-
motives notion (Prentice et al., 2014). Just as the pandemic 
threatened relatedness needs, it also threatened physical 
health needs, which surely took precedence over relational 
needs—especially concerning early-stage, tentative roman-
tic connections. When rising case numbers fueled these 
safety concerns, along with the subjective experience of 
relatedness-frustrating social mitigation policies, people 
might reasonably have reduced their presumptuous roman-
tic intentions. This would explain our Study 1 findings, with 
presumptuous romantic intentions decreasing both during 
the relatedness threatening COVID-19 context and as a func-
tion of greater reported relatedness frustration. Individuals 
may have also relied more on family and friends for a sense 
of community through shared adversity (Luchetti et al., 
2020), relative to developing new romantic connections. 
In Study 2, where there were null results on average for 
relatedness frustration as a predictor, the same social with-
drawal for safety was still plausible, but to a lesser degree. 
More than six months following its U.S. onset, people may 
have acclimated to changes in social interaction norms and 
accordingly developed new strategies for connection. Per-
haps it was easier for Study 2 participants to imagine them-
selves making romantic advances that were not tied to risky 
in-person behaviors, thus enabling the relatedness frustration 
to spur presumptuous romantic intentions in some individu-
als—an interpretation supported by our finding meaningful 
heterogeneity in the within-person effect of relatedness frus-
tration. Future research may examine other circumstances in 
which relatedness and safety needs are seemingly at odds to 
gain a better understanding of why our Aim 1 predictions 
were not upheld.

In support of Aim 2, in Study 1 negative fantasies pre-
dicted a diminished decrease in presumptuous romantic 
intentions from before to during the pandemic. We repli-
cated the positive association between negative fantasies 
and presumptuous romantic intentions in Study 2, at the 

between-person level. People who negatively fantasized 
more often than the rest of the sample also reported more 
daily presumptuous romantic intentions. Our results replicate 
work (Valshtein et al., 2020) finding that people more prone 
to negative fantasies are also more prone to preoccupation 
with a romantic interest. Further, this work extends Valshtein 
et al. (2020) in three important ways: first, with presumptu-
ous romantic intentions as the focal outcome, rather than 
obsessive thinking, this research advances understandings of 
stalking-like behaviors. Second, in finding the same pattern 
as Valshtein et al. (2020) amidst a global pandemic, which 
demonstrates the robustness of negative fantasies as a pre-
dictor in this domain, holding true even in an unusual con-
text for developing romantic relationships. Third, the effects 
Valshtein et al. (2020) found with experimentally induced 
negative fantasies were observed with naturally-occurring 
differences.

Interestingly, in Study 2, self-reports of daily fluctuations 
in negative fantasies (i.e., the within-person effect) were not 
predictive of presumptuous romantic intentions. If a within-
person effect of negative fantasies does exist, perhaps it 
plays out on a larger timescale than We could observe with 
daily measures over one week. Future work should continue 
to probe whether within-person changes in negative fantasies 
also predict presumptuous romantic intentions.

Concerning Aim 3, we observed modest interactions 
between COVID-induced relatedness frustration and nega-
tive fantasies both between-persons and within-persons (e.g., 
on the daily level). Conceptually replicating the pattern 
found by Valshtein and colleagues (2020), For individuals 
who tended to experience more COVID-induced related-
ness frustration on average, between-person differences in 
negative fantasies more strongly predicted presumptuous 
romantic intentions. Our findings imply that individual dif-
ferences in negative fantasizing are especially predictive of 
romantic pursuit when frustrating basic psychological need 
for relatedness are also considered.

Unlike previous literature, we also observed an interesting 
within-person interaction, such that on days when a person 
experienced more COVID-induced relatedness frustration 
than was typical for them, daily negative fantasies were asso-
ciated with lower daily presumptuous romantic intentions. 
Perhaps the combination of higher-than-usual COVID-
induced relatedness frustration and negative fantasies within 
an individual reflected a level of difficulty in romantic pur-
suit that was too high to summon the effort required to pur-
sue presumptuously (Sciara & Pantaleo, 2018). Future work 
is needed to expand on this novel investigation of within-
person predictors of daily presumptuous romantic intentions.

In Study 2, we also hypothesized—and partially 
observed—that there would be heterogeneity in the extent to 
which both COVID-induced relatedness frustration and neg-
ative fantasies predicted presumptuous romantic intentions. 



Current Psychology 

1 3

Although the average association between individuals’ 
COVID-induced relatedness frustration and presumptuous 
romantic intentions was not significant, the effect was idio-
syncratic. For some, COVID-induced relatedness frustration 
was associated with lower reported presumptuous romantic 
intentions; yet, for others COVID-induced relatedness frus-
tration predicted more presumptuous romantic intentions. 
Smart Richman and Leary’s (2009) multimotive model of 
rejection offers a compelling interpretation: with several 
motivated responses available to address relatedness threats, 
individuals who reported lower presumptuous romantic 
intentions when they had greater COVID-induced related-
ness frustration may have engaged in alternative responses 
like social withdrawal. Future research should explore possi-
ble moderators explaining the heterogeneity in this effect–for 
example, relationship commitment, relationship quality, or 
feasibility of pursuit. Notably, less clear evidence emerged 
for heterogeneity in the negative fantasy effect.

Implications

The present research builds upon growing literature on 
the social ramifications of the COVID-19 pandemic. Our 
research elaborates on the intuitive idea that COVID-19 
should interfere with pursuit of romantic connections (e.g., 
Luetke et al., 2020). Specifically, our work advances cur-
rent understandings of how contextual factors (e.g., the 
COVID-19 pandemic) interact with social-cognitive factors 
(e.g., negative fantasies) to determine people’s motivation 
to form and maintain meaningful romantic connections via 
presumptuous strategies. Accordingly, our work contributes 
to the body of work demonstrating meaningful heterogeneity 
in how and when psychological need frustration can increase 
risk for maladjustment (Valshtein et al., 2020).

Unlike much research on romantic relationships during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, our sample comprised individuals 
who are not in serious relationships—or at least not seri-
ous enough to be cohabitating. However, the work that most 
closely informed our hypotheses (Valshtein et al., 2020) 
examined individuals in relationships ranging from 1.5 to 
9 years on average and experimentally induced negative fan-
tasies. In the present research, where the need threat was nat-
urally-occurring, the role of spontaneously-reported negative 
fantasies, as measured, may have been diminished because 
people constructively addressed the relatedness threats prior 
to reporting on their fantasies and intentions. In other words, 
this naturalistic test produced weaker effects because indi-
viduals were able to quickly experience negative fantasies 
and engage in strategies to attenuate fantasies, all before the 
daily survey was administered. This caveat is consistent with 
findings that lab studies in social psychology often yield 
larger effect sizes than field studies (Mitchell, 2012).

Our results contribute to the growing body of research 
on problematic interpersonal behaviors (Kaukinen, 2020) 
and intimate partner violence (Jarnecke & Flanagan, 2020) 
in light of the limited social landscape caused by COVID-
19. Although an average decline in presumptuous romantic 
intentions compared to before the pandemic was observed, 
COVID-19 lockdowns have raised concerns regarding an 
elevated risk of stalking (Bracewell et al., 2020) and inti-
mate partner violence (Jarnecke & Flanagan, 2020). Using 
a multilevel model specified with random effects, we exam-
ined variation in the extent to which psychological mecha-
nisms—relatedness frustration and negative fantasies—may 
be contributing to the uptick in perpetration. Future research 
should focus on identifying for whom experienced related-
ness frustration and negative fantasies are most likely to 
facilitate presumptuous romantic intentions, and on what 
aspects of the social environment amidst a global pandemic 
might lead individuals to set and follow through on such 
intentions.

The present research advances our understanding of 
potentially unwanted romantic behavior beyond the COVID-
19 context, as it is the first attempt to investigate within-
person variability in stalking-like behavior. Researchers have 
previously discussed (e.g., Ali & Naylor, 2013) whether such 
forms of intimate partner violence are facilitated via situ-
ationally-elicited cultural messages that promote “stalking 
culture” (e.g., Becker et al., 2020) or via dispositional, evo-
lutionary tendencies (e.g., Buss & Duntley, 2011). Assessing 
both dispositional (between-person) and situational (within-
person) effects using daily diary methods may afford us new 
insights into these questions. For example, this approach 
may be especially useful in studying how gender differences 
emerge, such as quantifying the degree to which problematic 
romantic behaviors are predicted by gender role attitudes 
(between-person effect) or contextual factors like cultural 
messages or mood (within-person effects).

Beyond moderators and mechanisms at between- and 
within-person levels, time is also worthy of more scrutiny. 
There are two ways in which the effects of time should be 
further explored: interval and dyadic timing. First, select-
ing an appropriate time interval may lend itself to more 
effectively capturing variability in presumptuous romantic 
intentions. For example, relatively low endorsement of daily 
intentions was observed; however, using a different measure-
ment interval (e.g., weekly) might be more conceptually-
aligned with actual variability in intentions. Second, future 
work should consider the timing of romantic behaviors with 
respect to the needs of the romantic interest. What differen-
tiates an uncomfortable stalking-like blunder from a suave 
courtship maneuver may be a matter of synchrony between 
a behavior and its intended recipient (e.g., McClure, 2011). 
Conceptualizing relationship formation as a dyadic pro-
cess that unfolds over time has been a fruitful approach to 
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explaining other relationship processes, but researchers have 
yet to extrapolate this approach to relationship formation.

In the present research, we assessed individuals’ pre-
sumptuous romantic intentions, not their actual behav-
iors. Given robust findings detailing the intention-behav-
ior gap (Sheeran, 2002), it is likely that our participants 
did not always act in accordance with their intentions. 
However, studying intentions rather than actual behav-
iors may in fact be a strength. Not only are intentions 
one of the strongest predictors of actual behavior (for a 
review, see Sheeran, 2002), but because intentions pre-
cede behavior, targeting them as an outcome may be an 
effective research strategy for preventing problematic 
relationship behaviors before they occur. In the con-
text of early waves of COVID-19, assessing intentions 
likely allowed us to tap into meaningful variability that 
could not have been gleaned from assessing behaviors, 
which were likely limited by public safety restrictions. 
Future research should continue to explore early predic-
tors of more extreme stalking behaviors, the intention-
behavior gap in romantic pursuit, and potential interven-
tions to promote more effective relationship strategies. 
Ultimately, more research in this vein will have critical 
intervention implications, such as whether to target harm 
reduction messaging to a select few individuals or to eve-
ryone, under select circumstances.

In sum

In two studies during the COVID-19 pandemic, a complex 
picture emerged for how potentially relatedness threaten-
ing experiences—whether large scale social mitigation 
measures or idiosyncratic negative future fantasies—
come to bear on navigating the early phases of roman-
tic relationships. Individuals with a greater tendency to 
negatively fantasize about a romantic interest had greater 
intentions to pursue them via presumptuous means. And 
this was especially the case for individuals experiencing 
the pandemic as frustrating their need for relatedness. 
As bell hooks (2001, p.147) describes, “love allows us to 
enter a paradise. Still, many of us wait outside the gates, 
unable to cross the threshold, unable to leave behind all 
the stuff we have accumulated that gets in the way of 
love.” Amidst a global pandemic, the gates of paradise 
have become more imposing, reflected in the overall 
decrease in presumptuous romantic intentions from the 
pandemic’s onset. Yet, however misguided their attempts 
may be, many continue to seek entrance into the gates 
of paradise. By investigating predictors of problematic 
relationship behaviors—the “stuff that gets in the way 
of love”—we can better protect romantic pursuers from 
the biting pangs of disconnection and protect the pursued 
from harmful, unwanted romantic advances.
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