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Abstract Editorial Record

In this project, we explored descriptive and injunctive norms of ghosting and whether  First submission received:
norms differed based on prior experiences with ghosting in romantic relationships.  June 15, 2021

Ghosting is the act of unilaterally ceasing communication with a partner to dissolve a

relationship. Perceived norms contribute to intentions and behaviors, but scholars  Revisions received:

have not previously investigated individuals’ perceived norms of ghosting (i.e., how  January 18, 2022
common they think it is, how they think others react to ghosting). Adults (N = 863) on  February 28, 2022
Prolific, residing in the United States, completed an online survey assessing their

knowledge of, experience with, and perceived norms about ghosting in romantic ~ Accepted for publication:
relationships. A portion of these analyses were pre-registered on Open Science  June 13, 2022

Framework. Descriptive norms regarding adults in general (i.e., societal-level) and their

friends (i.e., personal-level) differed based on participants’ prior experience with  Editor in charge:
ghosting in romantic relationships. Some injunctive norms at both the societal- and ~ Michel Walrave
personal-levels also differed based on prior experience with ghosting in romantic

relationships. Participants with prior ghosting experience thought ghosting of romantic

partners was more common than those with no prior experience. Regardless of prior

ghosting  experience, participants tended to believe that individuals felt

embarrassed/inadequate after being ghosted by a romantic partner. These analyses

provide understanding about descriptive and injunctive norms regarding ghosting in

romantic relationships and may be helpful to dating app developers in how they frame

messaging about ghosting.
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Introduction

Ghosting, the act of cutting off all communication with a partner without informing them of your intention to do
so and ignoring their attempts to reconnect (Freedman et al., 2019; Koessler et al., 2019b, LeFebvre, 2017), has
received a great deal of attention in the popular press. Several press articles have discussed how common the
phenomenon is among unmarried individuals (Borgueta, 2016; Engle, 2019). However, research on the topic has
reported wide ranges for the frequency of ghosting (Freedman et al., 2019; Koessler et al., 2019b; LeFebvre et al.,
2019; Timmermans et al., 2020), especially in romantic relationships. For example, in a sample of emerging adults
aware of the term of ghosting, only 4% of the sample had no prior experiences with ghosting (LeFebvre et al.,



2019). However, in broader samples of adults, more than half of the participants had no prior experiences with
ghosting (Freedman et al., 2019). As such, it is unclear how common individuals believe ghosting among romantic
partners to be. Additionally, while research has explored how individuals react to ghosting (Koessler et al., 2019a;
LeFebvre & Fan, 2020; Timmermans et al., 2020), it is unclear how individuals perceive others' reactions to
ghosting. Therefore, the aims of this study were to explore the norms individuals hold about rates of and reactions
to ghosting romantic partners. Understanding the norms individuals possess about ghosting is important as
perceived norms may contribute to individuals' intentions for engaging in future ghosting behaviors, as well as
how they evaluate their own ghosting behaviors.

Perceived Norms and Behavior

Though individuals’ perceived norms do not wholly predict behavior (Rimal & Real, 2003), norms can influence
engagement in behaviors (e.g., Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975; Goldstein & Cialdini, 2007; Manning, 2009; Montafio &
Kasprzyk, 2008; Rivis & Sheeran, 2003). Specifically, norms describe how individuals should act or do act (Rimal &
Real, 2003). However, norms are based on internalized information and are not always accurate representations
of others’ thoughts and behaviors (Rimal & Real, 2003). Moreover, there are several types of norms that individuals
may hold. For example, subjective norms represent individuals' perceptions of the extent to which others want
them to engage or would support them in engaging in the behavior or action (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975; Sun Park &
Smith, 2007). Injunctive norms represent individuals' perceptions of what behavior or action they ought to take in
a specific situation based on beliefs about morally appropriate conduct (Goldstein & Cialdini, 2007). Inherently,
then, injunctive norms also provide information on penalties that may be enforced for not complying with the
general course of action in a specific situation (Rimal & Real, 2003). Descriptive norms represent individuals’
perceptions of what behavior or action is typically taken by others in that specific situation (Cialdini et al., 1990;
Rimal & Real, 2003). As such, descriptive norms also provide information on what proportion of individuals do not
take that action in the specific situation (Rimal & Real, 2003). This study specifically focused on individuals’
injunctive and descriptive norms related to ghosting.

Deviance regulation theory asserts that individuals diverge from norms when it may be advantageous to do so to
create a positive perception of themselves, and individuals avoid diverging from norms when it could disadvantage
their reputation (Blanton & Christie, 2003). Thus, it is imperative to understand what is perceived to be normative
by the target individual (see Goldstein & Cialdini, 2007). By understanding individuals' perceptions of what is
normative, one is able to predict what actions they may choose in a specific situation and instances in which they
may deviate from the norm to foster a more positive perception of themselves. Therefore, both injunctive and
descriptive norms are likely important for understanding individuals' ghosting behavior.

Like many other theories in social psychology (Crowne & Marlow, 1960; Goffman, 1959; Paulhus & Reid, 1991),
social identity and self-categorization theories posit that individuals' actions are often motivated by seeking a
positive perception of themselves (Hornsey, 2008). Moreover, how others in a specific context behave can
contribute to what individuals perceive as actions that promote positive perceptions in that specific context
(Hornsey, 2008). Additionally, it is important to note that, norms can occur at the personal level (perceptions of
those important to the target individual) and at the societal level (perceptions of others, in general; Sun Park &
Smith, 2007). Thus, social identity and self-categorization theories (see Goldstein & Cialdini, 2007) suggest that
individuals’ perceptions of their friends' behaviors (i.e., norms at the personal-level) should have more influence
on their actual behavior than their perceptions of the average adults' behaviors (i.e., at the societal-level). As such,
this study examined individuals' societal- and personal-level norms.

Additionally, norms predict behavior across a range of contexts. For example, emerging adults’ norms related to
alcohol consumption in college are associated with their own drinking behaviors in college (Borsari & Carey, 2003;
E. S. Collins & Spelman, 2013; Larimer et al., 2004). Additionally, adolescents’ norms related to dating violence have
been associated with their own engagement in such behaviors (Reed et al., 2011; Simon et al., 2010). Within the
realm of romantic relationships, researchers have explored the impact of perceived norms on the initiation and
continuation of romantic relationships. For example, cross-cultural research on adolescents demonstrated early
development of norms about the expectations and behaviors of boys and girls in romantic relationships (De Meyer
et al.,, 2017). Furthermore, longitudinal research on emerging adults revealed the impact of norms on their
commitment to their romantic relationship, and especially in situations of low relationship dependence (i.e., low
satisfaction, low investment, and high quality of alternatives; Etcheverry & Agnew, 2004). However, researchers
have not thoroughly explored perceived norms around romantic relationship dissolution strategies.



Ghosting as a Romantic Relationship Dissolution Strategy

To end a romantic relationship, there are many strategies that individuals can use. One strategy that has gained a
great deal of attention recently in both the popular and scholarly press is ghosting. Ghosting can be conceptualized
as an extreme form of the avoidance and withdrawal tactic for romantic relationship dissolution (Baxter, 1982; T.
J. Collins & Gillath, 2012). Ghosting tends to be perceived by initiators as an easier way to end a relationship with
a romantic partner (LeFebvre et al., 2019; Manning et al., 2019; Thomas & Dubar, 2021). However, like other
avoidance and withdrawal tactics (T. J. Collins & Gillath, 2012), it is generally perceived to be less acceptable than
other methods of ending a relationship (Freedman et al., 2019). Moreover, recipients of ghosting experience more
distress, uncertainty, and other negative emotions than when the relationship is ended more directly (Koessler et
al., 2019a; LeFebvre & Fan, 2020; LeFebvre et al., 2020; Pancani et al., 2021). Additional research has more broadly
explored individuals’ motivations to use ghosting (Koessler et al., 2019a, 2019b; LeFebvre et al., 2019, 2020;
Manning et al., 2019; Timmermans et al., 2020) and various correlates of ghosting behaviors (Freedman et al.,
2019; Navarro et al., 2020, 2021; Powell et al., 2021). Most of this research, though, has predominately compared
individuals—mostly emerging adults—who have ghosted to those who have not, and those who have been
ghosted to those who have not; less research has accounted for the fact that some individuals may have both
ghosted and been ghosted (e.g., LeFebvre et al., 2019; Manning et al., 2019; Powell et al., 2021).

Furthermore, only one study has quantitatively examined perceived acceptability of ghosting. Freedman and
colleagues (2019) reported that individuals were more likely to indicate that ghosting was a more acceptable way
to end short-term or newly initiated relationships than long-term relationships. While the article referred to
acceptability as a subset of individuals’ “perceptions of ghosting,” the items regarding acceptability could also be
interpreted as subjective norms. As such, information regarding descriptive and injunctive norms remains missing
from the literature

Technology's Role in Ghosting

It is believed that ghosting has become a more regularly implemented form of relationship dissolution due to the
rise in technology-mediated communication (LeFebvre, 2017). Contributing to the high rates at which couples
engage in technology-mediated communication is the increasing frequency with which prospective partners meet
and get acquainted through dating apps (DeWiele & Campbell, 2019; Statista, 2021; Vogels, 2020). Dating apps
have employed a gamification approach to encourage consistent usage (DeWiele & Campbell, 2019; Hanson,
2021a; Sobieraj & Humphreys, 2022), and, as a result, many interactions are brief and without much depth (Hobbs
et al., 2017; Zhang & Yasseri, 2016). Furthermore, many users acknowledge a “hook-up” culture and more direct
expressions of sexual intentions associated with dating apps, and this is especially true for men'’s stated motives
for using dating apps (Fitzpatrick & Birnholtz, 2018; Hanson, 2021a, 2021b; Hobbs et al., 2017).

Focusing on relationship dissolution, qualitative research has found that some users find it easier to ghost
connections on dating apps than to directly reject them (DeWiele & Campbell, 2019; Timmermans et al., 2020),
and many users perceive ghosting to be quite common and somewhat expected on dating apps (DeWiele &
Campbell, 2019; Timmermans et al., 2020; Thomas & Dubar, 2021). Users’ options to block or “unmatch” with a
prospective partner and users’ patterns of deleting and reinstalling apps for various reasons (Brubaker et al., 2016;
DeWiele & Campbell, 2019; Sharabi & Timmermans, 2021) both lead to a high rate of unanswered messages (Tom
Tong & Walther, 2010; Zhang & Yasseri, 2016). Additionally, one reason that users may block or “unmatch” with
prospective partners, thereby ghosting them, is in response to undesirable or inappropriate behaviors (Thomas &
Dubar, 2021; Timmermans et al., 2020).

Furthermore, prior experimental research demonstrated that individuals are more likely to be polite in their online
rejection of a prospective mate if they share acquaintances or expect future interactions (Tom Tong & Walther,
2010), both of which may be less likely when partners meet through a dating app. However, the research also
noted that many participants indicated they would have simply ignored the online request for a date (Tom Tong
& Walther, 2010), thereby ghosting the prospective partner. Moreover, they found that their participants were
interested in using a pre-written “no thanks” option to reject a prospective partner when contacted online via a
dating site by someone they had not met before or with whom they did not share acquaintances (Tom Tong &
Walther, 2010). Furthermore, Tom Tong and Walther (2010) asserted that online daters may be more likely to use



a pre-written rejection than ghost a prospective partner or write their own tailored rejection. Acknowledging the
prevalence of ghosting on dating apps (De Wiele & Campbell, 2019; Thomas & Dubar, 2021; Timmermans et al.,
2020), one app implemented a notification system to discourage users from ghosting others (Horton, 2018). That
dating app’s implementation supports the idea that the setting in which messaging is provided to change behavior
should match the setting in which the behavior occurs (Goldstein & Cialdini, 2007). Understanding individuals’
norms for ghosting could foster the development of campaigns to reduce individuals' intentions to use ghosting,
as well as help to tailor the messaging provided to dating app users when attempting to reduce the frequency of
ghosting.

The Present Study

The present study contributes to the current literature on ghosting in three specific ways. Primarily, this study
provides a first glimpse into individuals' injunctive and descriptive norms of a specific relationship dissolution
strategy (i.e., ghosting) at the personal- and societal-levels. With this focus, we add to the field’s understanding of
how ghosting experiences have shaped individuals' perceptions and behaviors within the realm of relationship
dissolution. Moreover, the present study continues to refine the literature by comparing individuals who have
both ghosted and been ghosted, who have only ghosted, who have only been ghosted, and who have no prior
experience with ghosting. Furthermore, the present study broadens the literature by sampling a wide array of
adults, encompassing various ages and various relationship experiences, rather than focusing solely on emerging
adults’ experiences as most prior research on ghosting has done.

These data are from a larger project on individual differences in ghosting which was pre-registered on Open
Science Framework (OSF; https://osf.io/tscd8). The analyses in the present study explored individuals' injunctive
and descriptive norms pertaining to the act of ghosting and examine whether norms differed based on their prior
experiences with ghosting. A subset of the conducted analyses were pre-registered on OSF. Specifically, it was
hypothesized that:

H1: ghosters will think that others (personal-level and societal-level) feel more positively about ghosting than those
who have neither ghosted nor been ghosted.

H2: that ghostees will think that others (personal-level and societal-level) feel less positively about ghosting than
those who have neither ghosted nor been ghosted.

Additional analyses explored whether descriptive norms differed based on individuals' prior experience with
ghosting (i.e., only ghosted, only been ghosted, both, or neither).

Method

Participants

Participants were recruited from Prolific if they were over the age of 18, from the United States, and had an
approval rate at or above 85%. Although 984 individuals began the study, 41 (4.2%) failed the first attention check
(Phrasing: It is important that you pay attention to this study. Can you drag the bar to the ninety percent mark?) and 39
(4%) did not answer it. Additionally, of the 984 individuals, 32 (3.3%) failed the second attention check (Phrasing:
In order to facilitate our research we are interested in knowing certain factors about you. Specifically, we are interested
in whether you actually take the time to read the directions; if you do not read the instructions and then you answer
questions, we will have trouble interpreting the data. So, in order to demonstrate that you have read the instructions,
please click on "I have read the instructions" at the bottom of the list of states in order to proceed. Do not click on the
state you are from. Thank you very much.) and 49 (5%) did not answer it. Lastly, of the 984 individuals, 13 (1.3%)
stated that we should not use their data (Phrasing: It is very important that we have high-quality data, and the
accuracy of responses will directly impact our research findings, so if you feel that we should not use your data for any
reason, click "no" below, and we will remove your responses from the study with no penalty to you— you'll still be paid!
It's just important that we have truthful and accurate responses here. Thank you for your time. Should we use your data
from this study?) and 39 (4%) did not answer the question. Individuals who did not answer or incorrectly answered
either attention check, or indicated that we should not use their data were removed for analysis. Therefore, the
analytic sample consisted of 863 participants (Mag = 33.35 years, SDag = 11.63; 50.9% men, 47.5% women, 1.3%
other, 0.3% did not disclose; 74.3% heterosexual, 12.17% bisexual, 5.9% gay, 5% lesbian, 1.85% asexual, 0.78% did



not disclose; 67.8% White, 8.3% Asian/Asian American, 7.8% African/African-American/Black, 6.1% Hispanic/Latino,
6.4% Multiracial, 3.5% other or did not disclose). A majority of the sample was either single (42.1%) or married/in
a long-term committed relationship (33.4%; 6.6% dating casually, 15.3% dating seriously, 2.5% engaged, 0.1% did
not answer). Furthermore, while most participants were not currently students (76.9%; 0.6% in high school, 14.9%
in college, 6.0% in grad school, 1.3% in professional school, 0.2% did not disclose), most participants had some
college experience (26.0%) or had earned a degree (9.3% associate’s degree, 38.4% bachelor's degree, 12.2%
master's degree, 2.5% professional or doctoral degree; 1.0% less than high school, 10.7% high school degree/GED).
This sample is similar to the demographic distribution of Prolific users (Peer et al., 2017).

Measures

Knowledge of Ghosting

Participants indicated whether they had heard of ghosting (Yes/No) and their prior experience with ghosting
(Selected one): whether they had ever been ghosted by a romantic partner, had ever ghosted a romantic partner,
both been ghosted by and ghosted a romantic partner, or had neither been ghosted by nor ghosted a romantic
partner.

Descriptive Norms of Ghosting

A series of questions were developed, guided by Ajzen (2013), to gauge participants' descriptive norms of ghosting
and of being ghosted at both the societal- and personal-level. Questions at the societal-level asked about adults
more broadly, whereas questions at the personal-level asked about friends (see Table 1). All questions were
answered using a sliding bar scale of 0 to 100 in which participants could select whole number responses. See
supplemental document on OSF comparing participants’ responses across the descriptive norms.

Table 1. Descriptive Norms.
Question M (SD) Mdn Mode

Ghosted a Romantic Partner (Societal-Level)
What percentage of the adult population do you believe has previously ghosted a romantic 39.44

partner? (21.35) 35 30
What percentage of the adult population do you believe would be willing to ghost a 49.44
) 50 50
romantic partner? (23.35)
How many times do you think an average individual ghosts a romantic partner during their 10.30
: 3 2
adult life? (16.38)
Ghosted a Romantic Partner (Personal-Level)
What percentage of your friends do you believe have previously ghosted a romantic 29.87
23 10
partner? (26.39)
What percentage of your friends do you believe would be willing to ghost a romantic 39.08
35 50
partner? (28.95)
How many times, on average, do you think your friends have ghosted a romantic partner 9.17 5 1
during their adult life? (16.43)
Been Ghosted by a Romantic Partner (Societal-Level)
What percentage of the adult population do you think has been ghosted by a romantic 39.53
35 50
partner? (22.55)
How many times do you think an average individual is ghosted by a romantic partner during 11.16
. . 3 2
their adult life? (18.31)
Been Ghosted by a Romantic Partner (Personal-Level)
What percentage of your friends do you think has previously been ghosted by a romantic 28.15
20 10
partner? (24.87)
How many times, on average, do you think your friends have been ghosted by a romantic 9.49
. . ; 2 1
partner during their adult life? (16.47)

Injunctive Norms of Ghosting

A series of questions were developed, guided by Ajzen (2013), to gauge participants’ injunctive norms of ghosting
and of being ghosted at both the societal- and personal-level (see Table 2). All questions were answered using a



7-point Likert-type scale (1 = Strongly disagree to 7 = Strongly agree). See supplemental document on OSF comparing
participants’ responses across the injunctive norms.
Table 2. Injunctive Norms.
Question M(SD) Mdn Mode

Ghosted a Romantic Partner (Societal-Level)

The average individual feels guilty when they ghost a romantic partner. 4.75 (1.46)
The average individual feels relieved when they ghost a romantic partner. 4.48 (1.48)
The average individual is supportive of others ghosting a romantic partner. 3.21(1.39)

Ghosted a Romantic Partner (Personal-Level)

My friends would feel guilty if they ghost a romantic partner. 5.03(141) 5
My friends would feel relieved if they ghost a romantic partner. 4.22 (1.47)
My friends would be supportive of me ghosting a romantic partner. 3.45(1.62) 3

Been Ghosted by a Romantic Partner (Societal-Level)
The average individual probably feels embarrassed when ghosted by a romantic partner. 5.68 (1.27)
The average individual probably feels relieved when ghosted by a romantic partner. 2.53(1.31)
Been Ghosted by a Romantic Partner (Personal-Level)

My friends would feel inadequate if ghosted by a romantic partner. 5.34(1.23)
My friends would feel relieved if ghosted by a romantic partner. 2.55(1.27)
Demographics

Participants answered questions about their age, gender, ethnicity, education, sexual orientation, and relationship
status.

Procedure

These data are from a larger study on individual differences in ghosting experiences (i.e., only had ghosted, only
had been ghosted, both, or neither) collected in October of 2018. Participants were first asked if they had heard
of ghosting. Regardless of how they answered, they were presented with the following information: For the
purposes of this study, ghosting is defined as the following: “When one ends a romantic relationship or friendship by
cutting off all contact (including social media) and ignoring attempts to reach out”. Participants were then asked to
indicate their prior experience with ghosting. Participants then answered a series of questions on their norms
about ghosting. Finally, participants shared demographic information and were asked whether their data should
be used for analysis. On average, the full survey took participants almost 12 minutes to complete (M = 11.94
minutes, SD = 11.47, Mdn = 9.92). After data were collected, participants were compensated $1.19 for their
participation.

Results

Ghosting Knowledge and Experiences

A majority of the sample (85.5%) indicated that they had heard of ghosting (14.5% had not). However, slightly less
than half had some prior experience with ghosting: 19.8% had only been ghosted by a former romantic partner
(i.e., Only Ghostee), 8.6% had only ghosted a former romantic partner (i.e., Only Ghoster), 17.5% had been both
ghosted by and ghosted a former romantic partner (i.e., Both); 54% had no prior experiences with ghosting (i.e.,
Neither; one person did not answer the question).

Descriptive Norms

Individual Differences in Societal-Level Norms



An exploratory MANOVA with Bonferroni post-hoc analyses revealed differences in participants’ societal-level
descriptive norms based on their prior experience with ghosting, Wilk's A = .76, F(15, 2344) = 16.43, p < .001,
Ne? = .09. Specifically, differences were demonstrated across all norms: proportion who ghosted, A3, 853) = 67.64,
p <.001, ng? = .19, proportion willing to ghost, A3, 853) = 48.75, p <.001, ny,? = .15, times ghosted, A3, 853) = 5.16,
p =.018, ny,? = .02, proportion who had been ghosted, A3, 853) = 76.78, p < .001, ny? = .21, and times had been
ghosted, F(3, 853) = 5.11, p =.002, ny,?> = .02 (see Figure 1). For all societal-level norms (i.e., adults, in general), the
Both group held higher descriptive norms than the Neither group (p's <.022). Additionally, the Both group believed
more adults had ghosted and that a larger proportion had been ghosted than the Only Ghoster and the Only
Ghostee groups (p's <.014). The Both group also believed more adults were willing to ghost than the Only Ghostee
group (p = .001). The Only Ghoster and Only Ghostee groups believed more adults had ghosted, were willing to
ghost, and had been ghosted than the Neither group (p's <.001). Finally, the Only Ghostee group believed more
adults had been ghosted a higher number of times than the Neither group (p =.007). No other comparisons were
statistically significant (see OSF table supplement for exact p-values).

Figure 1. Participants’ Societal- and Personal-Level Descriptive Norms Based on Ghosting Experience.
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Note. Error bars denote standard error. % = Percentage; # = Number.

Associations With Personal-Level Norms

An exploratory MANOVA with Bonferroni post-hoc analyses revealed differences in participants’ personal-level
descriptive norms based on their prior experience with ghosting, Wilk's A = .63, F(15, 2335) = 28.46, p < .001,
Ne® = .14. Specifically, differences were demonstrated across all norms: proportion who ghosted, A3, 850) = 133.55,
p <.001, ny? = .32, proportion willing to ghost, A3, 850) = 98.16, p <.001, ny,? = .26, times ghosted, A3, 850) = 10.21,
p <.001, np? = .04, proportion who had been ghosted, A3, 850) = 99.99, p < .001, ny? = .26, and times had been
ghosted, A3, 850) = 11.41, p <.001, ny? = .04 (see Figure 1). For all personal-level norms (i.e., friends), the Both
group held higher descriptive norms than the Neither group (p's < .001). Additionally, the Both group believed a
larger proportion of their friends had ghosted, were willing to ghost, and had been ghosted than the Only Ghoster
and Only Ghostee groups (p's < .018). The Only Ghoster and Only Ghostee groups also believed that a larger
proportion of their friends had ghosted, were willing to ghost, and had been ghosted than the Neither group
(p's £.001). The Only Ghoster believed a larger proportion of their friends were willing to ghost than the Only
Ghostee group (p = .002). Finally, the Only Ghostee group believed their friends had ghosted and been ghosted
more times than the Neither group (p’s < .032). No other comparisons were statistically significant (see OSF table
supplement for exact p-values).

Injunctive Norms

Associations With Societal-Level Norms



A pre-registered MANOVA with Bonferroni post-hoc analyses was conducted to examine the pre-registered
hypotheses that H1: ghosters will think that others (personal-level and societal-level) feel more positively about
ghosting than those who have neither ghosted nor been ghosted and H2: that ghostees will think that others
(personal-level and societal-level) feel less positively about ghosting than those who have neither ghosted nor
been ghosted. The MANOVA revealed differences in participants’ societal-level injunctive norms based on their
prior experience with ghosting, Wilk's A = .90, F(15, 2350) = 5.86, p < .001, ny? = .03. Specifically, differences were
demonstrated across the following norms: guilty when ghosting, A3, 855) = 5.36, p = .001, ny? = .02, supportive of
ghosting, F(3, 855) = 18.11, p < .001, ny? = .06, embarrassed/inadequate after being ghosted, A3, 855) = 4.27,
p =.005, np? =.02, and relieved after being ghosted, A3, 855) = 4.12, p =.007, n,? = .01; no difference was found for
relief when ghosting, F(3, 855) = .54, p = .659, ny? = .00 (see Figure 2). The Only Ghostee group less strongly
endorsed that adults feel guilty when ghosting than the other three groups (p's < .044). The Only Ghostee, Only
Ghosted, and Both groups more strongly endorsed that adults support others’ ghosting than the Neither group
(p's £.002); the Only Ghostee group also endorsed it less strongly than the Both group (p = .035). The Only Ghostee
and Neither groups more strongly endorsed that adults feel embarrassed/inadequate after being ghosted than
the Only Ghoster group (p's <.027). Lastly, the Only Ghostee and Neither groups less strongly endorsed that adults
feel relieved after being ghosted than the Both group (p <.031). No other comparisons were statistically significant
(see OSF table supplement for exact p-values).

The pre-registered hypothesis that ghosters will think that others, at the societal-level, feel more positively about
ghosting than those who have neither ghosted nor been ghosted was partially supported. Specifically, individuals
who had only ghosted a romantic partner believed that adults were more supportive of others’ ghosting and that
adults who had been ghosted were less likely to feel embarrassed/inadequate after being ghosted. The pre-
registered hypothesis that ghostees will think that others, at the societal-level, feel less positively about ghosting
than those who have neither ghosted nor been ghosted was not supported. On the contrary, individuals who had
only been ghosted by a romantic partner believed that adults felt less guilty when ghosting and were more
supportive of others’ ghosting than those with no prior experience with ghosting.

Associations With Personal-Level Norms

A pre-registered MANOVA with Bonferroni post-hoc analyses was conducted to examine the pre-registered
hypotheses that H1: ghosters will think that others (personal-level and societal-level) feel more positively about
ghosting than those who have neither ghosted nor been ghosted and H2: that ghostees will think that others
(personal-level and societal-level) feel less positively about ghosting than those who have neither ghosted nor
been ghosted. The MANOVA revealed differences in participants’ personal-level injunctive norms based on their
prior experience with ghosting, Wilk's A = .90, (15, 2339) = 7.43, p < .001, np? = .04. Specifically, differences were
demonstrated across the following norms: guilty when ghosting, F(3, 851) = 11.58, p < .001, ny? = .04, relief when
ghosting, A(3,851) =6.02, p <.001, n,? =.02, supportive of ghosting, A3, 851) = 29.67, p <.001, n,? =.10, and relieved
after being ghosting, A(3, 851) =5.41, p =.001, ny? =.02; no difference was found for embarrassed/inadequate after
being ghosted, A3, 851) = 2.15, p =.093, ny2 = .01 (see Figure 2). The Neither group more strongly endorsed that
their friends feel guilty when ghosting than the Only Ghoster and Both groups (p's <.001). The Neither group less
strongly endorsed that their friends feel relief when ghosting than the Only Ghoster and Both groups (p's < .025).
The Neither and Only Ghostee groups less strongly endorsed that their friends support others' ghosting than the
Only Ghoster and Both groups (p's < .003). Lastly, the Neither and Only Ghostee groups less strongly endorsed
that their friends feel relieved after being ghosted than the Both group (p's < .003). No other comparisons were
statistically significant (see OSF table supplement for exact p-values).’

The pre-registered hypothesis that ghosters will think that others, at the personal-level, feel more positively about
ghosting than those who have neither ghosted nor been ghosted was largely supported. Specifically, individuals
who had only ghosted believed that their friends feel less guilty when ghosting, more relief when ghosting, and
were more supportive of others’ ghosting than those with no prior experience with ghosting. Furthermore,
individuals who had both ghosted and been ghosted believed that their friends feel similarly across those
injunctive norms, and that their friends feel more relieved after being ghosted than those with no prior experience
with ghosting. The pre-registered hypothesis that ghostees will think that others, at the personal-level, feel less
positively about ghosting than those who have neither ghosted nor been ghosted was largely not supported.
Rather, individuals who had only been ghosted were not significantly different in their person-level injunctive
norms from individuals who had no prior experience with ghosting.



Figure 2. Participants’ Societal- and Personal-Level Injunctive Norms Based on Ghosting Experience.
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Discussion

These analyses demonstrate the first step in understanding the descriptive and injunctive norms individuals
possess about ghosting. Specifically, we examined whether descriptive norms at the societal-level (e.g., adults, in
general) and at the personal-level (i.e., friends) for ghosting a romantic partner and for being ghosted by a romantic
partner differed based on participants’ prior experience with ghosting. Given that norms can influence intentions
to engage in specific behaviors as well as influence how individuals evaluate their own behaviors, understanding
the norms individuals possess about ghosting extends our understanding regarding the perceived acceptability of
ghosting and the reasons why some individuals choose to ghost a romantic partner rather than use a different
relationship dissolution strategy.

Similar to other research, a majority of our participants had heard of ghosting but varied in their direct experience
with ghosting. It may be that most adults are aware of the concept of ghosting because of the attention it has
received in the popular press (e.g., Borgueta, 2016; Engle, 2019) and in television shows (e.g., MTV's Ghosted: Love
Gone Missing). Further, it may be that fewer of our participants had first-hand experiences with ghosting than some
other studies (e.g., Koessler et al., 2019a; LeFebvre et al., 2019; Navarro et al., 2020) because we did not restrict
the age range of our sample.

The analyses demonstrated individual differences in perceived norms of ghosting based on participants’ prior
experience with ghosting. Specifically, those with any prior experience with ghosting, and especially those who
had both ghosted and been ghosted, believed ghosting to be more common among adults, in general, and among
their friends. Those without prior ghosting experience were less likely to believe that ghosting is common among
adults, in general, or among their friends. These results are in line with research on assumed similarity and the
false consensus effect (Cronbach, 1955; Gilovich, 1990; Ross et al., 1976). Further, Kenny (1994) asserted that
assumed similarity is stronger the closer the individuals are (i.e., friends versus adults, in general), and the pattern
of descriptive norm results demonstrate more nuance based on ghosting experience at the personal-level than at
the societal-level. Additionally, the false consensus effect is strongest when presented with more general or vague
information (Gilovich, 1990). As such, the difference in descriptive norms based on prior experience with ghosting
may have been even larger had participants not been provided with an explicit description of what ghosting meant
before answering questions about their perceived norms for ghosting.

Individuals’ prior experiences with ghosting were also associated with how they believed others felt about
ghosting. However, while there were significant differences based on ghosting experience, the pattern of results
for endorsing each injunctive norm was more similar between societal- and personal-level norms than they were
for descriptive norms. For example, regardless of prior experience with ghosting, participants tended to agree that



adults, in general, as well as their friends, did not feel relieved but, rather, felt embarrassed/inadequate after being
ghosted. As such, there may be a perceived consensus (Hoch, 1987; Zou et al., 2009) among individuals regarding
the emotional ramifications of ghosting, regardless of prior experience with ghosting.

Implications

Although frequently thought of as an “easier” method of relationship dissolution (DeWiele & Campbell, 2019;
LeFebvre et al., 2019; Manning et al., 2019; Thomas & Dubar, 2021; Timmermans et al., 2020), ghosting can have
negative impacts (Koessler et al., 2019a; LeFebvre & Fan, 2020; LeFebvre et al., 2020; Pancani et al., 2021). As such,
it may be beneficial to seek ways to reduce rates of ghosting. One such way to do so may be to correct individuals'
perceived norms about ghosting in a place where ghosting commonly (but not solely) occurs—dating apps
(DeWiele & Campbell, 2019; Thomas & Dubar, 2021; Timmermans et al., 2020).

As alluded to previously, at least one dating app has employed a system designed to reduce rates of ghosting on
their app when messages have gone unanswered after a specific period of time (Horton, 2018). Dating app
developers might employ a similar system when users are choosing to “unmatch” or block a prospective partner,
or when choosing to delete their app, so that individuals with whom they were recently communicating are not
simply ghosted. Guided by prior research (Tom Tong & Walther, 2010), users could be encouraged to do so using
a pre-written message or by tailoring their own messaging. Within the system to encourage users to send a closing
message could be an acknowledgement of their own experiences with ghosting compared to norms of ghosting.
Specifically, the system could acknowledge the user's own prior experiences of ghosting or being ghosted by
others on the dating app. Semi-individualized messages acknowledging their own prior experiences would be
important because of wide variability in descriptive norms and the demonstrated differences in norms based on
prior ghosting experiences noted in this study. As such, a singular message about perceived rates of ghosting may
influence behavior in unintended directions (Goldstein & Cialdini, 2007).

Prior attempts to modify or correct perceived norms have not always shifted behavior in the ways intended (e.g.,
Campo & Cameron, 2006; Keeling, 2000; Schultz et al., 2007). Supporting deviance regulation theory (see Goldstein
& Cialdini, 2007), our results reiterate the importance of understanding the individuals' own experiences, and
subsequently their perceptions of what is normative, before attempting to modify their behavior with specific
messaging. Focusing on injunctive norms, for example, if the user believes not ghosting a romantic partner is
normative, then incorporating the message, Those who ghost a romantic partner are (insert negative adjective:
inconsiderate, selfish, etc.) may reduce the likelihood of them ghosting prospective romantic partners. On the other
hand, if the user believes ghosting a romantic partner is normative, then incorporating the message, Those who
do not ghost a romantic partner are (insert a positive adjective: considerate, selfless, etc.) may reduce the likelihood of
them ghosting prospective romantic partners.

Furthermore, and supporting social identity and self-categorization theories (see Goldstein & Cialdini, 2007), in the
present study, participants’ prior experience with ghosting was a better predictor of norms, especially descriptive
norms, at the personal-level than at the societal-level. Thus, guided by social identity and self-categorization
theories, dating apps might suggest messaging to modify or correct perceived norms of ghosting such as, Your
friends don’t typically ghost their prospective partners, you shouldn't either, rather than Other users don't typically ghost
their romantic partners, you shouldn't either.

Limitations and Future Directions

This study benefits from having been pre-registered, but many of the analyses in this manuscript were exploratory.
Additional work should be conducted to replicate these results. Further, for the half of the sample with prior
ghosting experience, the study did not ask their total number of experiences as an initiator or recipient of ghosting,
nor did it ask how long it had been since participants’ most recent ghosting experience. For example, one-third of
the sample was in a long-term/committed relationship and unlikely to have had a recent ghosting experience. It
may be that individuals’ cumulative number of ghosting experiences and/or the recency of their ghosting
experience impacts their perceived norms. Additionally, participants were not asked about their prior experience
with online dating technologies (e.g., dating websites, dating apps). Such information could be informative and
associated with participants’ norms, given that usage of dating technologies has been linked with higher rates and
expectations of ghosting (De Wiele & Campbell, 2019; Thomas & Dubar, 2021).



Other individual differences may also impact perceptions of ghosting norms. For example, research on
relationship-related behaviors and perceived norms have noted differences based on gender (e.g., Auster et al.,
2018; De Meyer et al., 2017; Hanson, 2021a), sexual orientation (e.g., Klinkenberg & Rose, 1994; Potarca et al.,
2015), social status (e.g., Armstrong et al., 2014), and the intersectionality of factors (e.g., Kuperberg & Padgett,
2015). Focused on ghosting within dating apps, the design of specific dating apps may also impact individuals'
perceptions of ghosting norms. For example, other research has demonstrated differences in users’ actual and
expected behaviors across specific dating apps (e.g., which genders initiate conversations, potential anonymity of
users; Bryon & Albury, 2018; Comunello et al., 2021; Pruchniewska, 2020).

Moreover, to date, all ghosting research has been cross-sectional. It would be interesting for scholars to explore
whether, and if so how, participants’ perceived norms of ghosting may change over time. Lastly, it could be
beneficial to begin examining the utility of specific messaging in an effort to decrease ghosting.

Conclusion

This study provides a detailed glimpse into individuals' descriptive and injunctive norms of ghosting in romantic
relationships. Although norms may not be a fully accurate reflection of others’ behaviors (Rimal & Real, 2003), they
have been demonstrated to influence behavioral intentions (Goldstein & Cialdini, 2007). Our research shows that,
despite the negative emotions individuals believe to be normative of ghosting, individuals who believe that
ghosting is normative also indicate that they are more likely to have ghosted and/or been ghosted. This study
suggests that individuals tend to think their friends have had fewer experiences with romantic ghosting (as an
initiator or as a recipient) than adults more broadly in society have had, and those who have both ghosted and
been ghosted possess the highest descriptive norms (i.e., believe it to be more common) than those with only one-
sided or no prior experiences with ghosting. This study also suggests that individuals tend to believe both their
friends and adults feel guilty when ghosting romantic partners and that both groups of individuals feel
embarrassed or inadequate when they are ghosted by a romantic partner. Further, these results suggest that a
key consideration when attempting to modify individuals' perceptions of norms of ghosting, especially their
descriptive normes, is to identify the individual's prior experience with ghosting and then phrase messaging at the
personal-level (i.e., what their friends may or may not do).

Footnotes

' The four MANOVAs were also conducted controlling for participants’ marital status (i.e., single, dating, or
married/long-term committed relationship) and the results were consistent with what is reported in the
manuscript.
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