
Social vulnerability with peers reflects a dynamic, 

adaptive response to nested environmental systems.

• Adolescents in higher-risk, lower-connection 

neighborhoods may flexibly deploy self-disclosure, 

leading to less consistency in development.

• Deviations from the cultural norm should not be 

interpreted as maladjustment, but rather flexible 

adaptation to real social inequity.

• Adolescents’ developing social intimacy is shaped by 

repeated social interactions that happen in context.

Limitations and Future Directions:

• Explore friendships and romantic relationships comprised 

of ranging intersectional identities, outside of the gender 

binary.

• Small window into social processes that unfold over years 

and across relationships; investigate how various close 

relationships contribute to developing social intimacy.

• Neighborhood context is only assessed in Charlottesville, 

VA; research on the range of social contexts is needed.
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BACKGROUND

• Learning the skills to give and get support is a 

fundamental social intimacy process (Cassidy, 2001) that 

is developed through repeated social interactions 

(Costello et al., 2023; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2020).

• Self-disclosure, sharing personal thoughts and feelings to 

be known by another person, is a socially vulnerable 

behavior that adolescents use to ask for social support 

from their peers (Costello et al., 2025).

• Social vulnerability (required for self-disclosure) may have 

different implications for adolescents who face daily 

stressors regarding safety of their gender and racial 

identities and in their neighborhoods (Darling, 2007; 

Moran & Eckenrode, 1991).

• Social intimacy skills practiced in adolescent friendships 

set the foundation for similar behaviors in adult romantic 

relationships (Costello et al., 2024).

AIMS

1. Characterize differences in rates of self-disclosure by 

adolescents’ gender and racial identities. 

2. Investigate how neighborhood context moderates 

associations from self-disclosure with adolescent best 
friends to adult romantic partners.

RESULTS
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METHODS

Procedure: Study visits with best friend every year age 13-

18; with romantic partner every 3 years age 19-29.

Participants: 184 adolescents and their best friends 

Charlottesville, VA. 58% White, 29% Black, and 13% Other 

identity groups. Median family income $40,000.

Self-disclosure (observed; age 13-29): participants 

instructed to discuss any support/advice topic for 6 minutes 

with close other (friend or partner). Vulnerability double-

coded by graduate students on a scale 0-4 (ICCs = .69-.75).

Neighborhood quality (parent-report; age 13): parents 

completed the Neighborhood Quality Questionnaire (NQQ; 

Buckner, 1988) at study start. Subscales: risk, connection, 

cohesion, and deterioration/crime.

Contact: Meghan Costello, mcostello14@mgh.harvard.edu

Figure 1. Girls in 

this sample self-

disclosed more 

than boys at age 

14, 15, and 16.

Figure 2 and 

Figure 3. There 

were no 

statistically 

significant 

differences in 

self-disclosure by 

racial minoritized 

status (Fig 2) or 

by specific racial 

identity (Fig 3).

Figure 4. Adolescents with higher self-disclosure and more 

positive neighborhood characteristics showed relative 

increases in self-disclosure into adulthood.

Table 1. Moderation was particularly driven by more 

positive parent description of neighborhood 

characteristics.
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