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ABSTRACT

Responsible sexual decision-making is a critical step in assuring a healthy life.
College-aged individuals, highly at-risk for unintended pregnancies and sexually
transmitted infections, often face this situation. Since the decision concerning whether or
not to participate in risky sexual behaviors can be difficult to make in isolation, college-
aged individuals may turn to their friends for assistance. Previous research validates the
potential influence of friends on one’s sexual behavior. Because friends are valued
candidates for consultation when making difficult decisions, it is critical to understand
how the role of friendship communication may influence sexual behavior.

This dissertation had three goals all focused on analyzing the ways in which
sexually transmitted infections and unintended pregnancies can be prevented among
college-aged individuals. The first was to apply the regret regulation theory to
interpersonal college-aged friendships. The regret regulation theory proposes that
individuals will evaluate the possibility of experiencing regret, often with significant
others, when decisions are important. The second goal was to test the parts of the theory
relating to the anticipation of regret. The theory suggests that individuals will regulate
regret according to levels of anticipated regret. Finally, the third goal was to acquire
information concerning social support among friends during conversations involving
sexual decision-making.

Two foundational studies and one main study contributed to the pursuit of these
goals. Study 1 was an investigation of the sexual decision-making conversation of

college-aged individuals with their friends as well as the types of social support provided
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during these conversations. The data were used to generate twenty-four scenarios based
on the contextual details provided by the participants in conjunction with varying levels
of anticipated regret and social support. Study 2 was a survey involving six scenarios in
which a sample of participants rated events for typicality and relational importance to
their friendships. Study 3 entailed use of a 2 (anticipated regret: low and high) x 2 (social
support: positive and negative) design with participants completing measures of
friendship quality, as well as sexual disclosures and behavior. In addition, the participants
reviewed, rated, and responded to the hypothetical scenario identified as the most typical
- one depicting a conversation among friends about whether or not to engage in a hook-
up. The participants’ intentions to engage in the hook-up and to seek friend’s input in the
future were also matters of interest.

The results of the studies indicated that college-aged individuals make sexual
decisions both with and without the assistance of their same-sex friends. Participants
rated the hypothetical scenarios detailing sexual decision conversations as typical,
although not highly important to their friendships. The initial test of regret regulation
theory revealed that anticipated regret was a strong predictor of intentions to engage in
sexual behavior. The interaction effects were not significant; however, which indicated
issues with its utility for the sexual decision-making process as related to emerging
adulthood friendship consultation and support. The analyses showed positive social
support to be a strong predictor for participants who reported strong intentions to seek a
friend’s advice in the future. Open-ended data reinforced this finding with esteem (ego)

support reported being communicated most frequently during sexual decision



conversations. Sex differences indicated that male college-aged individuals had greater
expressed inclinations to engage in the behavior; females had greater intentions to seek
the friend’s advice in the future and also reported higher levels of anticipated regret than
males.

The findings of each study are discussed with a particular focus on how the
studies contribute to the existing research in the sexuality and communication fields.
Theoretical, methodological, and practical contributions of this dissertation are outlined
while also noting the importance of studying the role of friendship especially during a
time period critical to the development of one’s sexual identity and skills necessary for
later romantic relationships. Finally, the limitations of this dissertation are acknowledged,

and future directions for research involving sexual decision-making are proposed.
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Chapter 1

Statement of the Problem and Related Scholarship

Introduction

Nineteen million new cases of sexually transmitted infections (STIs) are reported
each year (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2007). Most of these STIs could
be prevented through the proper use of condoms or other safer sex practices (Coleman &
Ingham, 1999). Furthermore, 49% of all pregnancies each year are unintended (Finer &
Henshaw, 2006). According to the data released by the CDC and confirmed by Finer and
Henshaw, the highest rates of these STIs and unintended pregnancies fall within the 15-
24 year old age group (see also Weinstock, Berman, & Cates, 2004). The choices these
individuals face regarding their sexual behavior may increase their chances of exposure
to STIs and/or unintended pregnancy. Logically, promoting responsible sexual decision-
making could be a significant first step toward helping this population have healthy lives
(Weiss, 2007). To provide further insight into how to prevent STIs and unintended
pregnancies in this age group, it is critical to understand the influences on young people’s
sexual decision-making. Friendship support provided during sexual decision-making and
the anticipated emotional states that may accompany these decisions can be important
essential influences.

Young people’s peers and friends are the most frequently reported influences on
risky sexual decision-making (Christopher & Roosa, 1991; Finken, 2005; Holtzman &

Rubinson, 1995). The strength of these influences occurs because children begin to spend
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more time in adolescence with friends and being more comfortable talking about sex with
their friends than with their parents (Herold & Way, 1988; Papini, Farmer, Clark, &
Snell, 1988). According to Spanier (1977), friends are the primary source of sexual
information in adolescence and young adulthood, and research has indicated that young
people often turn to their friends for opinions concerning dating and sex (Finken, 2005;
Wilks, 1986). It is during the transition to emerging adulthood (i.e., those individuals
aged 18-25) that sexual discussions among friends intensifies (Arnett, 2000). Lefkowitz,
Shearer, and Boone (2004) reported that college students discuss sex more often with
their best friends than with their parents and that they feel comfortable when talking with
each other about sex.

Unfortunately, little is known about the extent to which, and in what capacity, a
friend’s influence has on one’s sexual decisions. Most often, peer influence is assessed
using reports of participants’ sexual behavior and attitudes in addition to the participants’
perceptions of the friends’ behavior and attitudes (e.g., Berndt, 1996; Billy & Udry, 1985;
Jaccard, Blanton, & Dodge, 2005). The reports of friends’ behavior, however, are a result
of participants’ transference of their own behavior (Maxwell, 2002), and college-aged
individuals often overestimate the sexual behavior in which their peers engage
(Agostinelli & Seal, 1998; Page, Hammermeister, & Scanlan, 2000). The conclusions
from these studies attempt to provide an understanding of peer influence based on simple
correlations between the participant and friend reports (Berndt, 1996). However,
individuals frequently develop friendships and interact with people who share common
experiences (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) or who have similar attitudes and beliefs

(Berndt, 1982; Jaccard et al.). Instead of capturing the significance of peer influence,



these correlations highlight the effects of friendship selection (Jaccard et al., 2005), in
other words, individuals initiate friendship with similar others (Baumeister & Leary,
1995; Berndt, 1996). Therefore, correlations between self-reports of behavior may not
adequately reveal the role that friends play in sexual decision-making whereas the sexual
conversations among friends may be important to the sexual decision process (Halpern-
Felsher, Kropp, Boyer, Tschann, & Ellen, 2004). To clarify the relationship of peer
influence in sexual decision-making, an understanding of the role of the friend as a
consultant, determined by studying the sexual communication behavior of young people,
would be most helpful.

Communication in the form of social support is a key element in evaluating the
role of friends in decision-making. Often, the function of a friend is to provide social
support during a time of need (Burleson & Samter, 1994). Making poor sexual decisions
may induce negative emotions (Gilovich & Medvec, 1995). To avoid negative feelings,
such as regret, one may seek information to reduce the risk of making bad decisions
(Zeelenberg, 1999). Decision-making concerning sex is one situation in which the
feedback of friends can help assure one that he or she can avoid negative effects (Finken,
2005).

Regret is a negative emotion experienced by a decision maker when he or she
realizes that another decision would have produced a better outcome (Zeelenberg, 1999).
From the perspective of regret regulation theory, this emotion is one most people would
like to avoid (Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007). To do so, a decision-maker must spend time
considering what regret he or she might experience (Janis & Mann, 1977). For example,

Richard, van der Pligt, and de Vries (1996) asked participants to consider the feelings



they would experience after participating in unsafe or safe(r) sex; the respondents who
reflected on involvement in unsafe sex reported more feelings of regret than those in the
safe condition. Therefore, young people faced with similar sexual decisions regarding
whether or not to participate in unsafe sex might decrease the chance of experiencing
regret by taking the time to consider anticipated regret. Additionally, as suggested by
regret regulation theory, anticipated regret is experienced when decisions are “difficult
and important.” Finken (2005) suggests that in making these tough decisions, one’s
friends become important consultants. In fact, during sexual conversations with friends,
feedback may be critical to identifying decision-making outcomes that will likely
produce the least amount of regret (e.g., participating in safe sex vs. unsafe sex).

Studies focusing on the role of friendship in sexual communication and decision-
making are limited (see Halpern-Felsher et al., 2004; Holtzman & Rubinson, 1995;
Letkowitz et al., 2004). However, the consultation of friends during risky sexual decision
making may be a critical factor when considering the astounding STI and unintended
pregnancies statistics for young people (Finken, 2005). The purpose of this dissertation
was to test aspects of the regret regulation theory and friendship support communicated
during sexual conversations. Specifically, it focused on whether the type of support one
receives from a friend during the experience of anticipated regret influences the decisions
to enact a particular sexual behavior and the likelihood of turning to that friend for

support in the future.



Anticipated Regret
The Experience of Regret

Zeelenberg (1999) notes, “[R]egret is a negative, cognitively based emotion that
we experience when realizing or imagining that our present situation would have been
better, had we decided differently” (p. 94). Because there are many instances in which we
would have preferred to make a different choice or we realized that another decision
would have been more profitable, the experience of regret is inevitable (Zeelenberg &
Pieters, 2007). In fact, regret has been rated as the negative emotion most intensely
experienced and the one second most frequently reported after anxiety (Saffrey,
Summerville, & Roese, 2008). Regret cannot be experienced without alternative choices
and is rooted in social comparison (Zeelenberg & Pieters). Hence, individuals may find it
difficult to avoid not assessing decisions made in relation to what “...‘could have,’

‘might have,” or ‘should have’ happened” (Gilovich & Medvec, 1995, p. 380).

Regret Theory, Anticipated Regret, and Feedback

Regret theory (Bell, 1982; Loomes & Sugden, 1982) focuses on the choices
individuals make and, in turn, the feelings induced from the options they pass up
(Zeelenberg, Beattie, van der Pligt, & de Vries, 1996). Underlying this theory are two

assumptions: (1) regret is experienced when comparing an actual outcome with a



potential outcome, and (2) feelings of regret are anticipated and are then considered
during the decision-making process (Loomes & Sugden, 1982; Zeelenberg et al.). Even
though regret is frequent, most individuals would like to avoid it and are motivated to
take steps to do so (Gilovich & Medvec, 1995). Therefore, anticipating regret becomes a
useful means for identifying the post-decisional feelings (i.e., regret) an individual may
experience from a making a particular choice. Baumeister, Vohs, and Tice (2006) have
suggested that anticipating emotions, such as regret, serves as a venue to evaluate
potential outcomes, positive emotions result in positive outcomes and negative emotions
result in negative outcomes. For example, considering post-decision regret, or
anticipating regret, allows the individual to delay making a decision, which should result
in making a decision that is more likely to avoid regret and to result in a more positive

outcome (Janis & Mann, 1977).

Comparison of the obtained outcome to the other outcomes that in retrospect may
have been better to select can induce regret. Thus, feedback is a critical factor in regret
theory (Zeelenberg, 1999). Feedback about the available decision options allows an
individual to evaluate which one would provide the most effective way to avoid regret
(Zeelenberg et al., 1996). If a decision maker does not receive feedback regarding the
alternatives, there can be no comparison of actual and potential outcomes. In this
circumstance, there is no reason to anticipate regret (Zeelenberg, 1999). Consequently,
feedback for the potential choices should influence one’s levels of anticipated regret, his
or her decision-making process and, ultimately, the regret he or she has experienced, once

the decision is made. Yet feedback may not focus on the most risk-aversive (avoids risk)



option but instead the one that is most regret-averse (avoids regret), which could be one
that is highly risky (Zeelenberg, 1999; Zeelenberg et al., 1996). For example, an
individual may be presented with a safe option (e.g., having protected sex) and risky
option (e.g., having unprotected sex). The risk-aversive (avoids risk) option is to have
protected sex; however, anticipated regret may be experienced if that individual believes
his or her sexual partner will be hurt by the decision to have sex with a condom (e.g.,
ruins mood, suggests partner is “dirty,” is not exclusive, etc.). In this case, the most
regret-averse (avoids regret) decision may be to proceed with risky unprotected sex as a
way to avoid relationally-harmful situations (Cleary, Barhman, MacCormack, & Herold,
2002; Cline, Freeman, & Johnson, 1990; Cline, Johnson, & Freeman, 1992).

Regret is a complex emotion induced when one believes that having made another
decision made would have resulted in a better, more positive outcome. Most individuals
prefer to avoid this feeling and, therefore, may engage in decision-making processes that
include consideration of anticipated regret and feedback, both of which suggest the most
regret-aversive options. These ideas have been incorporated into Zeelenberg and Pieters’s
(2007) regret regulation theory which guided the research for this dissertation.

Regret Regulation Theory: Application to Interpersonal Relationships

Zeelenberg and Pieters introduced ten propositions in their theory of regret
regulation (2007). Specifically, they outlined the conditions under which regret would be
experienced, the components of decisions that may be regretted, and the behavioral

implications of regret. These propositions include:



Proposition 1: Regret is an aversive, cognitive emotion that people are motivated
to regulate in order to maximize outcomes in the short-term and learn maximizing
them in the long run.

Proposition 2: Regret is a comparison-based emotion of self-blame, experienced
when people realize or imagine that their present situation would have been better
had they decided differently in the past.

Proposition 3: Regret is distinct from related other specific emotions such as
anger, disappointment, envy, guilt, sadness, and shame and from other general
negative affect on the basis of its appraisals, experiential content, and behavioral
consequences.

Proposition 4: Individual differences in the tendency to experience regret are
reliably related to the tendency to maximize and compare one’s outcomes.
Proposition 5: Regret can be experienced about past (‘retrospective regret’) and
future (‘anticipated or prospective regret’) decisions.

Proposition 6: Anticipated regret is experienced when decisions are difficult and
important and when the decision maker expects to learn the outcomes of both the
chosen and rejected options quickly.

Proposition 7: Regret can stem from decisions to act or not to act: The more
justifiable the decision, the less regret.

Proposition 8: Regret can be experienced about decision process (“process
regret”) and decision outcomes (“outcome regret”).

Proposition 9: The intensity of regret is contingent on the ease of comparing

actual with counterfactual decision processes and outcomes, and the importance,



salience and reversibility of the discrepancy (added by Pieters & Zeelenberg,

2007).

Proposition 10: Regret aversion is distinct from risk aversion, and they jointly and

independently influence behavioral decisions.

Proposition 11: Regret regulation strategies are decision-, alternative-, or feeling-

focused and implemented based on their accessibility and their instrumentality to

the current overarching goal (p. 4).

Previous studies have provided empirical evidence illuminating regret and how it
is experienced. According to Landman (1993), regret is a “reasoned-emotion”; it is most
often a distressful, negative experience for those involved (Gilovich & Medvec, 1995;
Jokisaari, 2003; Landman, Vandewater, Stewart, & Malley, 1995) (See Proposition 1).
Furthermore, research has demonstrated that anticipated regret may be included in the
process of decision-making as a way to avoid such negative, regretful experiences
(Zeelenberg, 1999) (See Proposition 2 and Proposition 6). On the other hand, the use of
feedback regarding the potential choices assists the decision-maker in determining which
option (whether risky or not) will likely produce the least amount of future experienced
regret (Zeelenberg et al., 1996; Zeelenberg & Beattie, 1997) (See Proposition 6 and
Proposition 9). Together these propositions constitute a model that allows for testing
regret and decision-making.

In presenting the cognitive processes or the “psychology of regret” in their theory,
Zeelenberg and Pieters (2007) imply that decisions are made in relative isolation from
other people. Although individuals may be the final decision makers in many situations

such as purchasing a lottery ticket (Zeelenberg, 1999) or placing a bet on a sports team
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(Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007), it is likely that other people, especially significant others,
will influence the process of decision-making even if they are not present at the scene
(Finken, 2005). In times of need, Finken noted, an individual may turn directly to friends
as consultants, to help analyze problems and make tough decisions (Wilks, 1986), which
suggests a social nature to the decision-making process (Janis & Mann, 1977). In fact, an
individual may seek support from friends to assist with evaluation of potential post-
decisional feelings. Similarly, Proposition 6 of Zeelenberg and Pieters’s regret regulation
theory posits that anticipated regret will be experienced when the decisions are difficult
and important. In an earlier report, Fischhoff (1996) noted that adolescents may have a
difficult time making significant decisions. According to Wilks (1986), mothers and
same-sex friends are the most important people in a typical adolescent’s life; however,
they reportedly discussed problems more frequently with their friends and value them
more in the decision-making process. To derive the broadest understanding, anticipation
of regret needs to be viewed through a social lens (Janis & Mann, 1977; Zeelenberg,
1999). Individuals may experience increased anticipated regret if a decision is socially
important and if other people expect that decision to be followed through. The social
aspect of anticipated regret suggests that (a) significant individuals help us make
decisions, and (b) these individuals may influence the process of making decisions and
implementing decisions.

Zeelenberg and Pieters’s regret regulation theory proposes that regret can be
induced by the process of decision-making and the decision outcome. Previous research
has focused on the regret that may follow a decision or actual regret felt once a decision

is made. Little research has focused on sow the process of decision-making may
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influence the regret experienced (Richard et al., 1996; Simonson, 1992; Zeelenberg,
1999). Pieters and Zeelenberg (2005) observed that regret may still be experienced
despite a successful decision outcome if the method of decision-making is poor. For
example, one function of friendship is to provide social support (Burleson, 1995).
However, if an individual provides poor or unhelpful social support, the friend may be
unhappy. In this situation, a friend’s poor advice may cause problems during the
decision-making process. Specifically, as predicted by regret regulation theory, bad
advice may actually decrease levels of anticipated regret which, in turn, may increase
intentions to engage in risky behavior. Because anticipated regret should cause
individuals to think more about the decisions they are going to make, higher levels of
regret will be experienced if they engage in risky behavior as a result of not anticipating
regret (e.g., Janis & Mann, 1977; Zeelenberg, 1999). Indeed, whether portending positive
or negative effects, decisions may be made with the assistance of others. Thus, support
communicated during this process may be critical in understanding how anticipated
regret is experienced, decisions are made, and even how regret is experienced, especially

among college-aged individuals.

The Role of College-Aged Friendships in Risky Decision-Making

Friendships provide an abundance of benefits to those involved, including
companionship, acceptance, trust, respect, emotional support, intimacy, help, and
enjoyment (Bukowski, Newcomb, & Hoza, 1987; Button, 1979; Hartup & Stevens, 1997,
Kuttler, La Greca, & Prinsten, 1999; Reohr, 1991). In fact, the most commonly reported
benefit of friendship is having someone with whom to talk or self-disclose (Duck &

Wright, 1993; Monsour, 1992; Parks & Floyd, 1996; Rawlins, 1992; Reohr, 1991).
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According to Reohr, friendship provides an opportunity for two individuals to establish a
sense of exclusivity that promotes sharing secrets and optimal communication. Duck and
Wright describe “talk” as the primary reason why both men and women get together with
their friends. Moreover, Fehr (2004) suggests that through talk, friends are able to
achieve intimacy; in her study, participants reported self-disclosure as the interaction
pattern most likely to increase the intimacy in their friendships because if one “need[s] to
talk to, my friend will listen” (p. 15). Similarly, research by Monsour and by Parks and
Floyd on intimacy in friendships has revealed that self-disclosure, is part of participants’
definitions of closeness and intimacy. Clearly, as Wheeless (1976) posited, talking and
self-disclosing are major benefits of friendship, as well as means for developing
solidarity.

Friends appear to be the main communication partners in discussions of sex-
related topics during adolescence and emerging adulthood (Lefkowitz et al., 2004).
Therefore, it is surprising that so few studies have examined sexual communication
patterns among college friends (Halpern-Felsher et al., 2004; Holtzman & Rubinson,
1995; Letkowitz et al., 2004). Researchers have recently begun to investigate the
discussions college-aged friends have about sex (Letkowitz et al., 2004; Lucas, 2007;
Lucas & Afifi, 2006). Their findings indicate that college friends talk about a wide range
of sexual topics. When thinking about people with whom to discuss sexual behavior,
participants often rank their friends highest on the list (Dickinson, 1978; Handelsman,
Cabral, & Weisfeld, 1987; Kallen, Stephenson, & Doughty, 1983; Spanier, 1977).
Methodologically, these studies have asked participants to either (a) list the sexual topics

they discuss (Lefkowitz et al., 2004; Lucas & Afifi, 2006) or (b) respond to a one item
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measure of communication (e.g., “Do you talk to your mother about sex?”) (Jaccard,
Dittus, & Gordon, 2000). In general, these studies have not explicated the nuances of
sexual communication amongst college-aged friends. Although young people identify
friends as major sources of sexual information, the information and the influence
friendships have on sexual behavior decisions has remained a mystery.

The social approach to anticipated regret posited by Janis and Mann (1977) and
by Zeelenberg (1999) suggests that peers and friends presumably do influence sexual
decision-making and the enactment of particular sexual behavior (Halpern-Felsher et al.,
2004; Holtzman & Rubinson, 1995). During the transition to adolescence, peers and
friends become critical sources of influence in sex-related decisions (Christopher &
Roosa, 1991), and sexual conversations among friends may affect young people’s
decisions about sexual behavior (Halpern-Felsher et al., 2004). Investigating the
communication between friends may provide a more descriptive, nuanced, and accurate
view of the influence friends may have in sexual decision-making to help better
understand the sexual decision-making process.

What does seem likely, in light of research involving risky sexual decision-
making and the benefits of friendship is that people would be motivated to help their
friends assess anticipated regret. Although young people identify friends as a major
source of sexual information (Dickinson, 1978; Handelsman et al., 1987; Kallen et al.,
1983; and Spanier, 1977), the way in which social support operates and the influence that
friendships have on communication relating to sexual matters and subsequent decision-
making is not clear. However, it seems likely that communication between friends will

play a critical role in the process of sexual risky decision-making.
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Social Support in Friendship

Burleson and Samter (1994) note that a functional approach to relationships
“stresses the things that certain relationships typically do for people and, consequently,
the things that people come to look to those relationships for” (p. 62). Friends provide
benefits for those involved (Burleson, 1995) that may be different from those benefits
received in familial and romantic relationships (Burleson & Samter, 1994). For example,
the ostensible benefits of friendship include a “friendly ear” (Rawlins, 1992), enjoyment,
help, social support, and acceptance (Reohr, 1991). In turn, these benefits may become an
expectation of how a friend should behave. A college-aged individual may seek a friend
during times of need because that is what he or she wants, needs, or expects from this
friend (Goldsmith, 2004). In turn, the friend may understand that he or she is to perform
tasks expected of friends (e.g., “I listen because that’s what a friend is supposed to do”)
(Burleson & Samter, 1994). Through communication, according to Burleson and Samter,
this friend is able to enact the functions, or behaviors (social support) that are considered
as critical to friendship.

Social support is a fundamental characteristic of the friendship relationship. In
crises, we turn to our friends for support (Barnes & Duck, 1994). As friendships become
closer and more intimate, opportunities to provide friends with support arise frequently
(Albrecht & Adelman, 1987), and the support becomes important and valued (Wilks,
1986). Goldsmith and Parks (1990) reported that three-fourths of their participants sought
social support from a same-sex friend as opposed to support from other individuals (e.g.,
family members). Furthermore, particular skills are essential and preferred by college

students when friends are providing social support. In particular, affectively-oriented
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skills, such as ego, emotional, and conflict management support, are considered most
critical to friendship (Burleson & Samter, 1994; Westmyer & Myers, 1996). Similarly,
Goldsmith and Parks’s (1990) participants felt it important for best friends to have such
affectively-oriented skills as conflict management (the ability to develop mutually
satisfying in solutions), comforting skill (the ability to make person feel better when
depressed), ego support (the ability to help a friend feel good about her/himself), and
regulative skill (the ability to help someone who has violate a norm fix a mistake)
(Burleson, Samter, & Lucchetti, 1992; Westmyer & Myers, 1996). A friend providing
competent and appropriate social support can help alleviate one’s problems and troubles.
Simply put, receiving social support from our friends affects our mental and physical
well-being in positive ways (Cutrona, 1986).

Friendships also serve as a resource for achieving personal goals throughout life
(Burleson & Samter, 1994). Social support that provides friends with rewarding
consequences has been the focus of extensive research (Burleson & Samter, 1994;
Burleson et al., 1992; Westmyer & Myers, 1996). Burleson and his colleagues have
investigated the role of high person-centered (HPC) messages and determined that in
social support, they are more effective than low person-centered (LPC) message