
 

Love Notes – Theory of Change 
 
A. Intentionality via the Theory of Planned Behavior. The theory of planned behavior was used to 
develop Love Notes. A guiding principle behind the theory of planned behavior is that increasing the 
likelihood of forming a behavioral intention can, in turn, lead to behavioral change. There is a strong 
relationship between behavioral intentions and actual behaviors.  

In accordance with the core constructs of this theory, Love Notes seeks to impact the following three aspects 
of an individual in order to increase the likelihood of that individual forming a behavioral intention: 

1) Knowledge and beliefs that shape attitudes about the likely consequences of risky sexual behaviors 
and unhealthy relationships.  This is provided by lectures, video clips, and group exercises that provide 
information on the reproductive system, contraception, and pregnancy, 
 

2) Perceptions one has about the normative expectations of others around her/him regarding risky sexual 
behaviors and unhealthy relationships. This is provided through lectures, video clips, and group 
exercises that increase the youths’ knowledge of the thoughts, opinions, and actions of other youth, and 
 

3) An increase in one’s confidence in his/her ability to perform a particular behavior (perceived 
behavioral control/self-efficacy, i.e. I can do it).  This is provided through lectures, video clips, and group 
exercises that are intended to increase the youths’ enthusiasm, agency, and self-efficacy  

  
Thus, a youth's maladaptive beliefs and attitudes about relationships and the consequences of risky sexual 
behaviors can be changed if exposed to an intervention that offers new information that helps the individual 
alter their perception of social norms and optimal behavior in relationships. This information needs to be 
bolstered with plenty of real and believable scenarios as well as culturally relevant examples from multiple 
kinds of presentations—visual, audio, oral, and kinesthetic.  Offering skills for protective sexual health 
behaviors and healthy relationship formation and maintenance, along with clear frameworks to make 
decisions and specify intentions, should strengthen behavioral intentions as well as the confidence to change 
actual behaviors (self-efficacy).  
 
B. Success Sequence via Cognitive-Behavioral Theory. In Love Notes, a cognitive behavioral approach is 
added to the Theory of Planned Behavior. Cognitive behavioral theory is the idea that the way we think 
about situations can affect the way we feel and behave. In particular, negative thinking patterns start early in 
life. So, if an intervention can help a participant identify and challenge negative thinking patterns and 
behaviors, it can potentially change the way that person feels about situations and enables them to change 
their behavior. The intervention may help participants look at what is going on now in their life as well as 
look at their past and think about how their past experiences impact the way he or she sees the world and in 
turn help participants clarify behavioral intentions and future behaviors. One important framing component 
in Love Notes is the success sequence, which allows youth to concretely plan so as to maximize their ability 
to reach life goals for self-sufficiency and connection.   
 
C. Compassion via Empathy Model of Altruism. A conceptual framework developed by the author, 
dubbed Through the Eyes of a Child, strengthens and reinforces pregnancy prevention efforts using a unique 
approach in motivating young people to avoid an unplanned pregnancy. Rather than only focus on a youth’s 
self-interest, it also includes a focus on a child the youth may have now (as a part of secondary pregnancy 
prevention programs) or in the future (as a part of primary pregnancy prevention programs). Young people 
are invited to deeply consider what an unplanned pregnancy means and feels like to a child. This is 
consistent with Daniel Batson’s Empathy Model of Altruism. Through a series of activities, youth explore 



the consequences of unplanned pregnancy within unstable and/or troubled parental relationships 
from the perspective of a child.  Some participants may remember their own childhoods of instability and 
not want to repeat that.  This shifting of the center of consideration to that of a child versus one’s self-
interest sparks compassion and increases motivation to take the actions necessary to avoid unplanned 
pregnancy. 
 
D. Intentionality via Planning. As Kathryn Edin, Ph.D. found in her work, Promises I Can Keep: Why Poor 
Women Put Motherhood Before Marriage and more recently Doing the Best I Can: Fatherhood in the Inner City, while 
all young people want a good life for their child, there is a lack of understanding about the 
connection between their child's welfare and their parents’ love choices and love lives.1 As 
participants come to understand the other stakeholders (their children) in their relationship and sexual 
choices, there is an increase in motivation. This approach also reinforces the importance of Intentionality. 
That is expressed in terms of planning and not drifting, a term used by Isabel Sawhill, President of the 
National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy and author of Generation Unbound, as well as 
Scott Stanley’s sliding vs. deciding concept, both of which are used in Love Notes. Within this framework, youth 
address issues of father absence and father involvement, co-parenting whether together or apart, and early 
childhood development needs.   
 
E. Avoidance of Coercive Relationships via Michael Johnson’s Multidimensional Model on 
Intimate Partner Violence. Relationship aggression is common. For those 18 years of age and over, 
according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, nearly one in three women (29%) and one in 
10 men in the U.S. have experienced rape, physical violence and/or stalking by a partner, and report a 
related impact on their functioning.2 The 2013 Youth Risk Behavior Survey (CDC) found that among the 
74% of high school students who dated or went out with someone in the past 12 months, 10.3% reported 
physical dating violence.3  
 
The literature on intimate partner violence (IPV) makes distinctions between types of relationship 
aggression.  Michael Johnson, a leading researcher in the field, as well as others, makes a distinction between 
coercive control violence (also known as intimate terrorism) and situational couple violence.4 Coercive control violence or 
intimate terrorism refers to couples in which there is a clear batterer who threatens, controls, and holds 
power over a partner who is a victim. The central motivation is control of the partner. This kind of 
aggression escalates over time and is more likely to include serious injury or homicide than situational 
violence. Situational couple violence is more common (Johnson & Leone 2005) and especially so for 
youthful populations. In this type of relationship aggression, both partners typically engage in physical 
aggression that stems from poor impulse control and conflict resolution skills rather than from the more 
pathological, controlling personality traits.  
 
Although females typically suffer more severe consequences than males, females also perpetrate aggression 
within intimate relationships in this type of intimate partner violence.  In Love Notes, situational couple 
violence is referred to as “arguments-that-get-physical.”  Warning signs of unhealthy and violent 
relationships, including those that are terroristic in nature is included in the curriculum as well. There is an 

																																																								
1	(Kathryn Edin was a consultant with Pearson’s co-authors Scott Stanley and Galena Kline Rhoades on 
Within My Reach.)  	
2	Centers for Disease Control, Understanding Intimate Partner Violence, Fact Sheet 2014. Retrieved: 
http://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/odf/ipv-factsheet.pdf 
3 Youth Risk Behavior Survey summary 2013: 
http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/ss6304a1.htm?s_cid=ss6304a1_w	
4	Hardesty, J. L., Crossman, K. A., Haselschwerdt, M. L., Raffaelli, M., Ogolsky, B. G., Johnson, M. P. 
(2015). Toward a standard approach to operationalizing coercive	control and classifying violence types. 
Journal of Marriage and Family. doi: 10.1111/jomf.12201 



emphasis on the fact that any form of aggression is unacceptable, since abuse is associated with physical and 
emotional harm. Both types of violence are clearly important to explain. 
 
The benefit of presenting the Johnson model of both coercive control violence/intimate terrorism and 
situational couple violence is that it makes the content on relationship aggression applicable to a wider 
audience.  Too often, interventions and prevention programs focus on coercive control violence/intimate 
terrorism as defining all or most relationship aggression. If the intervention discussed aggression only in the 
context of one partner being a controlling batterer and the other a victim, participants who experience 
situational couple violence or who sometimes act aggressively themselves might feel the information was 
not relevant to them or based on common reality. They may conclude the discussion doesn’t apply to them, 
yet for most youth involve in intimate partner violence it does. 
 
By presenting both types and the range of associated behaviors, participants can better understand that no 
aggression is acceptable. Both are clearly important to prevent and exit out of safely because any form of 
aggression is unacceptable and can be associated with serious harm and negative outcomes.  
 
Love Notes educates youth on how coercive control violence can start and progress from the very first signs 
of disrespect, the impact it can have on a victim, the signs of greatest danger, and how/where to get help, as 
well as safety planning and leaving in ways that minimize risk of harm. It also educates on situational couple 
violence—from the early warning signs, to the harm and negative outcomes, to where/how to access 
additional help and resources.  Love Notes teaches youth ways to de-escalate arguments, regulate emotions, 
take time-outs and builds skills for talking through difficult or conflict-laden issues safely so as to 
collaboratively problem solve and reach mutually beneficial resolutions. Participants learn and practice a set 
of evidence-based communication and conflict management skills.  Love Notes also explores the kinds of 
harm to children from both types of relationship aggression. A central message is to draw the line of respect 
at the first sign of disrespect.  
 


