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Table 1
Emotional and Physiological Reactivity: Positive Task 

Table 2
Emotional and Physiological Reactivity: Negative Task 

Table 3 
Gender Differences: Positive Task

Pre-Task M (SD)
Post-Task M (SD)
t-value
Positive Affect
2.87 (0.85)

o The repeated measures t-tests were all significant
o Positive emotion increases from before to after friendship interactions
o Negative emotion decreases from before to after friendship interactions

Results Discussion 
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Introduction
o Friendship interactions have important implications for adjustment during 

adolescence (Furman & Rose, 2015)
o Adolescents’ negatively-focused problem talk with friends is linked 

to increases in depressive symptoms (e.g., Schwartz-Mette & Rose, 2012)

o Talking to friends about positive life events has been linked to lower 
depressive symptoms (Smith, 2011)

o Less is known, however, about adolescents’ more immediate 
emotional responses to friendship interactions. 

o Interacting with friends can also affect physiological responses. 
o For example, talking about problems has been linked to increases in 

physiological stress responses (Byrd-Craven, 2010)

o Parasympathetic nervous system (PNS) activity has important 
implications for close relationships (Porges, 2009); however, few 
studies consider adolescent friendships.

o Changes in respiratory sinus arrhythmia (RSA) are a measure of PNS 
activity (Porges, 2001; 2009).

o Increases in RSA reflect PNS activation (e.g., heartrate slows, rest & 
digest functions) and a state of calm, positive affiliation.

o Decreases in RSA reflect PNS deactivation and a state of attention 
and engagement (e.g., with a challenge).

o This study aims to examine adolescents’ emotional and physiological (i.e., 
RSA) reactivity to positive and negative valence interactions with friends

Hypotheses
Emotional Reactivity
o Subjective report of positive affect will increase from before to after positive task
o Subjective report of negative affect will increase from before to after negative task

Physiological Reactivity
o RSA will increase during Positive Task
o RSA will decrease during Negative Task

Gender Differences
o Girls will experience greater changes in affect and physiology than boys

o Participants were adolescents (46 boys, 100 girls) in the 8th, 9th, and 10th grades 
who participated in a research study with a same-gender close friend.

o The friends completed two interaction tasks together: a Positive Valence Task 
(plan a party) and a Negative Valence Task (talk about a problem)

o Emotional reactivity: adolescents reported on positive (e.g., happiness) and 
negative (e.g., upset) emotions before and after each task using the Positive and 
Negative Affect Scale (Watson et al., 1999).

o Physiological reactivity: participants wore heartrate monitors and respiratory 
belts and Mindware software was used to compute RSA.

o For pre-task RSA, adolescent friend sat quietly side-by-side for 3 min.
o RSA was measured during each task and averages were computed.

Method

Emotional Reactivity
o Positive emotions increase and negative emotion decreases from before to after 

friendship interactions 
o Contrary to the hypothesis, the patterns of reactivity were the same for the positive 

task (plan party) and negative task (problem talk)
o Findings suggest that adolescents enjoy talking with their friends based on changes 

in their emotions (i.e., positive emotions increased, negative emotions decreased).
o However, this could vary depending on behaviors during the task and characteristics 

of the adolescents engaging in the task.
o Taking into consideration the behaviors for each task (Schwartz-Mette et. Al, 

2018), it is possible that kids who co-ruminated might experience 
increases in negative affect; this could be examined in future work.

o Research finds that youth with depressive symptoms (Schwartz-Mette, Smith, 

2016) have difficulties with friendship interactions. Studies have shown 
that the more elevated emotional symptoms an individual has, the more 
likely they are to talk about topics that facilitate negative affects. (Shwartz-
Mette, 2018)

Physiological Reactivity
o We hypothesized that RSA would increase during the Positive Task and decrease

during the Negative Task.
o Contrary to hypotheses, results indicated that RSA decreased during both tasks.
o It will be important for future research to examine behaviors in relation to changes

in RSA during friendship interactions.
o RSA decreases could be especially likely if adolescents were especially

stressed or upset when talking about problems during the negative task.
For example, past work has linked dwelling on negative affect during
problem talk to cortisol responses (Byrd-Craven, 2010).

o It is also important to note short-term changes in RSA because of quick fluctuation.
o Research typically examines average changes in RSA from before to

after/during a task
o Participants’ RSA could increase/decrease in total, but could be

different in shorter term intervals

Pre-Task M (SD) Post-Task M (SD) t-value
Positive Affect 2.85 (0.77) 3.04 (0.81) 6.78**

Negative Affect 1.36 (0.33) 1.21 (0.23) 3.97**
RSA 6.56 (1.12) 5.77 (1.01) 10.66**

Pre-Task M (SD) Post-Task M (SD) t-value
Positive Affect 2.87 (0.85) 3.00 (0.89) 3.41**

Negative Affect 1.23 (0.31) 1.13 (0.18) 4.56**

RSA 6.18 (1.26) 5.71 (1.23) 3.74**

Positive Task 
F Value

Negative Task 
F Value

Positive Affect

Gender 0.202 0.017

Reactivity 8.653* 18.262**

Gender x Reactivity 0.399 2.380

Negative Affect

Gender 0.093 0.654

Reactivity 13.143** 34.189**

Gender x Reactivity 3.341 1.552

RSA
Gender 0.092 0.064
Reactivity 97.91** 10.401*
Gender x Reactivity 0.764 0.003


