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Romanticizing Toxic Relationships in Young Adult Novels 

 

He told her to go change, her ‘V' neckline would draw the attention of too many boys. 

She smiled, relieved that he was looking out for her. He told her she couldn't see her best friend 

anymore, he wanted her all to himself. She hugged him, so happy he needed her so much. He told 

her she was stupid, to stop talking when they were around his friends. She laughed, thinking he 

was joking. He slapped her after a party when a boy waved at her. She chased after him, 

apologizing, begging for him not to leave. He pushed her to the bed. She said no. He said, 

“Don't you love me?” She said, “yes.” He kept going.  

The texts on her phone idled. The bruises were covered with foundation, applied 

delicately to a person she no longer recognized. The comfort of her pillow caught a waterfall of 

tears. The silence of the locked bedroom door worried her mother. The world outside didn't seem 

to understand. 

When asked if she was okay, she said… 

“I love him. I really love him.” 

 

When seeking out a degree in English, with the intent to publish young adult (YA) fiction 

novels, it is important to understand the content within these books that are being pushed through 

to publication and how it has an effect on the readers. Name-calling, playing with emotions, and 

unclear lines of consent between the protogines and the love interest are popular tropes in YA 

today. Two popular YA novels that portray unhealthy relationships as being normal, desirable, 

and likable are Twilight by Stephenie Meyer and After by Anna Todd. Novels such as these 

should no longer be allowed to be published by publishing companies because of the 

ramifications it has on young readers and their perspectives on healthy relationships. The 

romanticizing of toxic relationships in YA novels is a subject that needs to be addressed through 

the analyzing of popular YA novels and the impact they have on their target demographic.  

Unhealthy relationships amongst teens are defined by the Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention as, "physical violence, sexual violence, psychological aggression, and stalking" 

(CDC). Each has its own characterization that describes the trauma inflicted upon the individual 

who withstands the abuse. Physical violence is when an intimate partner uses physical force to 

hurt their significant other. This can be hitting, kicking, biting, etc. This type of violence is more 

noticeable than the others because of the evidence of bruising. Sexual violence is used when 

forcing an intimate partner to engage in sexual acts that are not consensual. Compared to 

physical violence, this one is not as noticeable to those outside of the relationship just like 

psychological aggression and sometimes stalking. Psychological aggression, also known as 

emotional abuse, is used to hurt a 

partner mentally and emotionally in a 

verbal and non-verbal way. Stalking 

is unwanted attention from a partner 

that brings on fear or concern for the 

safety of the individual being stalked.  

The National Domestic 

Violence Hotline displays through 

their ‘Power and Control Wheel' 

(Figure 1) more details for what 

someone would experience when 



facing physical violence, sexual violence, psychological aggression, and stalking. When in an 

abusive relationship, not all categories or signs need to be present for it to be considered abuse. If 

one or two things are being inflicted upon an individual by their romantic partner, it still falls 

under the category of abuse. This is very important when looking at relationships for young 

teens. It is also not always easy to tell if someone is involved in an abusive relationship. In fact, 

"many abusive partners may seem absolutely perfect in the early stages of a relationship" 

provoking young teens to constantly refer to the notion that their partner is truly good because of 

how they treated them prior to the abuse (NDVH). When looking at relationships in YA, toxic 

ones are not always easy to detect, just like relationships in the real world. This makes it hard for 

young readers to recognize when fictional characters are in a toxic relationship.  

YA novels target young readers between the age of twelve and eighteen, a period of time 

where, "one in every three teens will be involved in an abusive relationship" (Claiborne 2). These 

two events are not directly connected but it does show how impressionable young readers are 

during the time they are exposed to romanticized abusive relationships in YA. The ramifications 

of such relationships can lead to, "increase in risky sexual behavior, substance abuse, unhealthy 

dieting, exhibit suicidal behaviors, and serious injury or death" (Freeman 79).  

Relationships in YA literature are created for middle and high-school students to relate it 

to their own lives and experiences (Bushman 90). Young readers tend to over-identify with 

fictional characters as they are finding out who they are and what they want in relationships 

(Dali, 1). Because of this, "young adults accept books as a reflection of society and anticipate 

that their relationships should mirror what they have read" (Bannar 23). Over-identifying with 

these characters in romanticized toxic relationships is leading teens to believe that these are 

relationships they believe they have to have (Richmond, 1). An example of this put into action is 

through the social media trend ‘Relationship Goals'. 

The term ‘Relationship Goals' is used throughout social media as a representation of what 

relationships young adults inspire to have. Fictional YA characters that are constantly referred to 

as ‘Relationship Goals' on multiple social media platforms are Bella and Edward from Twilight 

and Tessa and Hardin from After. Each relationship shows abusive as being acceptable and okay.  

These two popular YA books feature females protagonist that experiencing similar situations 

surrounding romanticize abusive behavior. This includes behaviors that fall under the categories 

of physical violence, sexual violence, psychological aggression, and stalking. The use of 

unhealthy relationships in YA novels is often used by authors to add drama and move the plot 

forward.  

Twilight and After can be used as examples for what manuscripts publishers need to turn 

away because of the effect it has on young girls' perspectives on healthy relationships. 

The book Twilight by Stephenie Meyer is about a girl named Bella Swan who moves to Forks, 

Washington. She meets the vampire, Edward Cullen, and the two start to fall for each other. 

Twilight was published back in 2005 and took the world by storm. The novel won Publishers 

Weekly's Best Children's Book shortly after making it to the New York Times' bestsellers list a 

month after it was released. In 2008 the first of five movies came out, starting the franchise that 

would generate a revenue of $3,346,157,056 overall five films.  

Bella and Edward's relationship is anything but healthy. It is affected by stalking, 

psychological aggression, and physical violence. As previously defined by the CDC, stalking is 

one of the indicators of an unhealthy relationship. Edward engages in sneaking into Bella's room 

to watch her sleep and proceeded to follow her when she went out of town to go dress shopping 

with friends. The author justifies this by the romantic notion that he finds her desirable and 



different from other girls. Young teens who have not dated before, the thought of being desired 

by a love interest is exciting. But when the unhealthy relationship is shown as okay, it affects 

what they see as acceptable in their own relationships.  

Psychological aggression takes place through Edward's words and actions. He is 

constantly belittling her and treating Bella as though she is a child (Bannar 19). He affects her 

emotional and psychological health by putting her down to an adolescent level, going as far as 

having family members babysit her. The emotional back and forth on Edward's part also plays a 

big role in the psychological health of Bella. Because he is not clear with his intentions and with 

what he wants with Bella he is constantly pushing her away then pulling her back in. These 

actions are justified as Edward being protective and having her best interest at heart. To young 

readers, this behavior is betrayed as a trait to look for in potential partners.  

The physical violence that comes in their relationship is built over the course of the four 

books. Bella constantly lies about the injuries she sustains as a result of their relationship and her 

putting herself in harm's way for their relationship. These injuries, such as Bella sacrificing 

herself at the end of Twilight being attacked by a vampire, are written in a way that places the 

fault in the situation when instead it comes from the relationship. This idea influences young 

readers to blame the situation and not the abuser for their actions. This is a common idea that 

keeps teens in abusive relationships.  

Twilight makes the stalking, aggressive, protective boy wanted by young girls just as 

After makes the dishonest, name-calling, and manipulative boy desirable. 

The book After by Anna Todd is about a sweet girl named Tessa going into her first year 

of college. She has a nice boyfriend back home and a love for the written word. After moving in 

she meets the rude, bad attitude Hardin and she starts to fall for him hard. After was first 

published on Wattpadd as a One Direction fan fiction in 2013. It became the most-read fanfiction 

ever, with more than one billion reads online from around the world. The book was then 

traditionally published in 2014 and interpreted into a film in 2019.  

Tessa's and Hardin's relationship is the definition of toxic. It is affected by sexual 

violence and constant psychological aggression that is displayed throughout the book. The 

ramifications of his actions are shown through the emotional effect it plays on the protagonist, 

Tessa.  

Hardin's relationship with Tessa started after his friends made a bet with him that he 

would take her virginity. Because of this bet, he made himself available to her, but in a way that 

was, "to the point of cruelty" (Todd, book blurb). Teasing her, breaking up and getting back 

together with her over and over again. He did end up later taking her virginity, and his actions 

were justified because he said he fell for her. 

Their sexual interactions are described with the word ‘assault' over and over again. An 

example of this is when the author described Hardin ‘assaulting' her neck with his kisses. These 

events can be classified as sexual violence due to the manipulation of her virginity to win the bet 

and the words that were used during their interactions. Whereas sexual violence is not seen as 

frequently in the book, psychological aggression is constantly seen the moment the two 

characters meet.  

When looking at the NDVH's Power and Control wheel, emotional abuse is seen as puts 

downs, making the individual feel bad about themselves or like they are crazy, name-calling, 

playing mind games, and humiliation. The love interest, Hardin, uses psychological aggression 

as a means of control. 



In one scene Hardin and Tessa get into a screaming match. He says to her, "you provoke 

me on purpose," telling her that it's her fault that he is mad (Todd 387). The trope of him flipping 

the context to make her seem like the ‘bad guy' is used in many of their fights. Later in his rant, 

he tells her, "I hate you; I really hate you. You pretentious little..." (Todd 387). The scene is 

described afterward as him screaming at her with several put-downs that are not specifically 

described. We only get her reaction of feeling down and bad about herself. A few pages later, the 

two are engaging in sexual acts and have made up. To young readers, this sends the message that 

it is okay to let a significant other make you feel lesser than you deserve.  

The most influential message to young readers comes when Tessa recognizes that she is 

being hurt by Hardin in their relationship. She goes on to comment, "Hardin repeatedly breaks 

my heart. Even when I don't think there are any more pieces to break…" (Todd 456). This 

confirms not only that what he is doing is wrong, but also that he is inflicting emotional abuse 

onto her. Despite this, she says at the end of the sentence, "…and I love him. I love Hardin" 

(Todd 456). This conception shows that he is allowed to treat her unfairly and that it's even okay 

to feel that way when in love; this is such a critical moment for young readers reading the book. 

They not only are faced with the facts that he is hurting her and that she is recognizing it, but that 

she ultimately still loves him. The author is sending the message that it is okay for Hardin to call 

her names, hurt her feelings, and miniplate her.  

Tessa and Hardin are one of the most toxic couples written in YA, yet many young 

readers place them as ‘Relationship Goals'. Their relationship continues to be explosive over six 

books and ends with them getting married. It presents readers with the message of sticking 

through hard times to make their relationship ‘stronger' and ‘inseparable'. 

Tessa and Hardin, like Bella and Edward, share the common ground of a toxic relationship that is 

being justified as being a healthy relationship. When an adolescent is strongly influenced by the 

social learning they observe when reading YA, it makes it hard for them to recognize that their 

relationship isn't healthy (Feldman 322). This manipulative display of what a good and bad 

relationship is has young readers confused. 

On the contrary, it is argued that books are just that: books. The context within them have 

a limited effect on the reader's behavior and the decisions that they make. This stems from the 

concept that there is a clear line between fantasy and reality and that the two do not mix. 

Therefore, relationships in YA novels, like Twilight and After, do not affect the relationships 

young adults see as healthy.  

An example of this is seen through violent video games. Violent video games are 

described as games that include content such as gory and obscene images, crude language, police 

violence, terrorism, prostitution, and first-person killings. Young kids are being exposed to 

content such as this from a more vivid standpoint than in a book. They are given the opportunity 

to play as the main character, carrying out heinous acts of violence onto other characters in the 

game. Yet these young kids are not going out into the real world and killing the people around 

them. According to a study done by Oxford University, "there is no evidence relating violent 

video games engagement to aggressive behavior" (Przybylski and Weinstein, Abstract). Because 

of the more vivid experience adolescents have when playing video games and the negative 

correlation between fantasy crossing over into reality, it is safe to conclude that the context in 

YA books does not affect young readers. 

Although this evidence is compelling, there is a middle ground between fiction and 

reality correlating within YA novels. Reality and fiction mix together in the reflections of the 

real-world situations and responses that the charters in YA novels act upon. When reading these 



plausible scenarios and outcomes, readers incorporate the fictional characters decisions into their 

own choices upon experiencing similar situations. For example, when Harden in After cheats on 

Tessa, Tessa forgives him, taking him back. This situation is very possible to accrue to real 

readers. They have been given the example of Tessa's reaction to Harden's mistrust that can be 

used as an implication to their own relationships. This pattern of mirroring the actions of these 

fictional characters correlates with psychologist Albert Bandura social-cognitive learning theory. 

Bandura's theory states that people learn by observing others behavior and imitating it (Feldman 

15) Therefore, the middle ground between fiction and reality correlate as readers reflect it into 

their own life from the observed behaviors.  

In addition to this, the evidence does not completely address the problem of 

romanticizing abusive relationships in YA novels. There needs to be change within the 

publishing industry and the contact authors chose to write about to ensure that young readers are 

not exposed to romanticized acts of physical violence, sexual violence, psychological aggression, 

and stalking. 

Publishing companies need to change what manuscripts they choose to push through to 

publication. The process of a company choosing a manuscript is by having a literary agent pitch  

a book they think the company would like. If the company finds that the book meets what they 

are looking for, they will buy the rights to publish the book. This involves editing, marketing, 

and publishing. Publishing companies rely on marketing heavily when selling a book. Large 

companies such as HarperCollins have a massive teen reading platform. HarperCollins's reaches 

millions of young readers through its marketing platform called Epic Reads. Epic Reads feature 

marketing strategies such as book blogs, author interviews, and a variety of videos about new 

and upcoming teen books. How a book is marketed is the defining factor that gets people to read 

a book. Consequently, the publishing companies have full control over the content they choose to 

expose to their young readers. With millions of young readers tuning into such a large platform, 

books that romanticize toxic relationships easily receive lots of attention.  

This can be changed with publishing companies choosing to publish books that set 

examples for what a healthy relationship looks like. This would not only be easy for the 

company but with large platforms such as Epic Reads, it becomes easier to promote books that 

are healthy to young readers. Moreover, authors writing stories need to start moving away from 

the classic tropes of abusive relationships. This is simply through providing situations where the 

love interests would interact with each other in wholesome ways, such as positive words, actions, 

and reactions. If these positive changes can be implemented, then there would be a dramatic shift 

in what is seen as acceptable in relationships in literature.  

The romanticizing of toxic relationships in YA novels affect young readers in the 

examples that the characters display through physical violence, sexual violence, psychological 

aggression, and stalking. Young adults are reading novels with unhealthy relationships at a time 

where one in every three teens will become a victim of relationship abuse. Entering into new 

relationships, teens use Twilight's Bella and Edward and After's Tessa and Hardin as examples of 

what their relationship should look like. This results in the ramifications of an individual not 

being able to recognize that they are involved in a toxic situation. Through the changing of 

standards in the publishing industry and the content, authors are writing about, healthy 

relationships can be used as examples for what young readers see as okay within their own 

relationships. As adolescents learn how to navigate the world by observing those around them 

setting healthy examples, both in real life and in fiction, there becomes a clear standard for what 

is acceptable. This needs to be clear by no longer romanticizing toxic relationships in YA novels. 
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