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CHAPTER 1
Why Is It ImPortant to

Learn about Communication
about Sex? Some Straigllt
Talk al)out Sex

I think sex is here to stay.
—Groucho Marx

I began my career as a health communication scholar and professor of
interpersonal communication. In a close study of sexually transmitted
infections and sexual education initiatives, I began to realize that inter-
personal communication is sadly neglected in our society. While com-
munication is one of the most important skills a person can have to
ensure success in all aspects of his life, in general, we do not teach peo-
ple how to communicate, let alone how to communicate in relation-
ships and about sex. Communication is the way we connect with others
and form and maintain personal relationships.

Connection with others is so essential to human beings that when a
person is deprived of it for long periods of time, depression and self-
doubt set in, and completing the essential tasks of daily life becomes
difficult. Short of death, solitary confinement is the worse punishment
that the U.S. penal system inflicts upon its most dangerous criminals.
Numerous studies have confirmed that a close personal relationship
with one other person is the most important factor in personal hap-
piness, outranking job, money, and sex.! The desire for relationships
is universal, and most people consider sex an integral component of a
romantic relationship.

According to Paula Regan, a sexual attraction expert and professor
at California State University, Los Angeles, “people believe that sexual
desire is part and parcel of the state of being in love, assume that cou-
ples who desire each other sexually also are passionately in love, and
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report a similar association when reflecting on their own dating rela-
tionships.”? Susan and Clyde Hendrick, both professors at Texas Tech
University, developed a scale to measure participants’ respect for their
romantic partners. They found that relationship satisfaction, commit-
ment, and self-disclosure were all linked and that those who had high
levels of relationship satisfaction tended to have high levels of commit-
ment and self-disclosure. In another study using the same survey, they
measured how people viewed the link between love and sex in their ro-
mantic relationships. They found that most people thought that love
was the most important thing in a relationship, that sex demonstrates
love, that love comes before sex, and that sex generally declines as a
relationship progresses. Both men and women viewed sexual intimacy
as connected to relational intimacy, though their opinions about sex
often diverged.’ It is clear that most people believe sex is an essential
aspect of love.

Sandra Metts and Brian Spitzberg, two communication scholars,
note, “Sex may be one of life’s greatest pleasures, but it is also a source
of some of our thorniest interpersonal and social problems.”* Another
scholar notes, “It is a matter of some curiosity that a topic as salient and
fascinating to so many of us as is sex should be one on which so little
social scientific information is available.”” Although we are fascinated
with sex, we know embarrassingly little about the physical, emotional,
and physiological issues associated with it. To bring much needed at-
tention to these issues, this book focuses on sex in the United States
and reviews the changing role of sex and sexuality in relationships, the
value of learning more about sexual relationships from a communica-
tion perspective, and some of the of scholarly research that is available
about sex, other than Kinsey and Masters and Johnson, the most well
known studies done in the past 60 years.

In addition to reviewing and including the best and most up-to-date
research from interpersonal communication, research on sex is also a
main component of this book. In the 1980s people in the United States
suddenly became more interested in the study of sexual relationships
due to growing awareness of the role of sex in the spread of disease.
The HIV/AIDS epidemic officially began on June 5, 1981, when the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) issued a warning
about a rare form of pneumonia.® With the advent of the HIV/AIDS
epidemic, there has been an increase in the value of research about sex-
ual knowledge, attitudes, and practices. Yet today, we have more HIV
seropositive people than ever before. There were 1.1 million people in
2006 in the United States who were estimated to be living with HIV,
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and there are approximately 56,000 new cases annually.” As such, there
has been a significant increase in grant money to study sexual relation-
ships, and numerous publication outlets, such as academic journals,
have begun to disseminate research on the topic of sexuality.

Global definitions of sexual health by the United Nations, the U.S.
surgeon general, and a host of sex researchers focus on a more positive
approach to sexual health than limiting it to definitions of disease and
a source of social problems:

Sexual health requires a respectful approach to sexual relation-
ships, and that these relationships should be free of coercion, and
present the possibility of pleasurable, safe experiences. According
to these individuals and organizations, sexually healthy adults
should take pleasure and pride in their bodies, and should be able
to communicate honestly and openly with their partners. They
should have a sense of their own sexual values and be relatively
free of anxiety over their own sexuality and that of others. Finally,
sexually healthy persons should have the ability to form interde-
pendent and rewarding relationships.®

Notice the emphasis on communication and relationships. Represen-
tatives of major government institutions recognize the importance of
both for sexual health.

A major goal of this book is to help people become competent com-
municators, especially in the area of sex. Being able to talk about sex
with an openness and honesty will bring respect, peace of mind, and an
understanding of communication breakdowns that occur around sexual
topics. Good communication will improve the quality of our sexual re-
lationships, monogamous and otherwise. Part of becoming a compe-
tent communicator involves raising individuals’ level of consciousness
about communication with partners because consciousness is necessary
for communicating.

A competent communicator is someone who is effective and able to
achieve her desired goal and someone who meets the expected rules or
expectations for the communication context. Additionally, competent
communicators possess an anticipatory mind-set. This means that they
can anticipate the implications of their actions (for both parties) and
foresee any obstacle that might impede the achievement of their goals.
Therefore competent communicators will adjust their goals and plans
in light of situational, relational, and/or cultural circumstances.” Specific
competencies include verbal and nonverbal responsiveness, the ability
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to begin and sustain interesting conversations, the ability to self-
disclose, the ability to provide emotional support, and the ability to man-
age conflict. Communication competence becomes especially important
during adolescence, when creating and maintaining meaningful rela-
tionships outside the family becomes increasingly important because in-
dividuals generally desire to access and engage peers.

The quality of our sex lives is inextricably linked to the quality of our
personal relationships and how well we receive and deliver our sexual
messages. Talking about sex with a variety of different people in our lives,
including our sexual partners, family members, and medical profession-
als, is vital to our becoming full and lively human beings. The truth is
that establishing and maintaining not only interpersonal relationships,
but also a good sex life, is hard work. The high American divorce rates
strongly indicate that a majority of people have a difficult time with re-
lationships, and specifically with sexual relationships. In a recent research
report, more couples listed communication issues as their main rela-
tionship problem—more so than money problems or child-rearing
issues.!*

Sexual problems rank among the top three problems in the majority
of studies on newly married couples.!! When couples were interviewed
later in their relationships, the sex problems had not diminished; rather,
they just talked about them less often. It is safe to assume that people
decide to live with sexual problems and not talk about them. Even peo-
ple who reported being in happy marriages had sexual problems. One
study found that approximately 80 percent of participants reported be-
ing in happy marriages, but 90 percent of these same people reported
sexual problems in their happy marriages.!? Can we also assume that
people can be happy, yet in sexually unsatisfying marriages? Other re-
search shows that sexual frequency (or infrequency) does not lead to the
dissolution of relationships; however, poor sexual quality does. In other
words, sexual satisfaction is more closely tied to quality, and a lack of
quality leads to relationship dissolution.

Since the large majority of sexually active adults are married or co-
habiting, the vast majority of instances of sexual intercourse at any given
time in the nation will occur between married or cohabiting partners. In
these cases, the partner has been chosen not exclusively or even primar-
ily for sexual potential. Sex is only one of the relevant factors influencing
marital choice. The partner is, typically, a resident partner, a financial
partner, a social partner, a confidant and friend, and a coparent of one’s
children as well as a sex partner. The choice of a spouse or long-term
partner reflects these several dimensions of the relationship, and sexual
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compatibility is not the only, or necessarily the most important, factor.
This means that as we reflect on the positives of our own sexual experi-
ence with our primary partners, the quality of the overall relationship is
assessed, not just the quality of the sexual relationship.!* However, as
AnnaMaria Giraldi, editor of the fournal of Sex Medicine, recently out-
lined in an editorial, the role of sex has dramatically changed over the
years.!*

Historically, couples had sex to procreate. Couples stayed together
for a variety of reasons, including religious beliefs, the economic de-
pendence of women on male partners, other family obligations, and the
stigma against multiple sexual partners as well as the inherent trust as-
sumed in a marital commitment. Sexual satisfaction was rarely a topic
many couples discussed, and it was even rarer that someone would end
a marriage because of the quality of his sex life. However, as Giraldi ar-
gues, times have changed, noting that we can have children without sex
and sex without having children. The focus of sex has shifted from pro-
creation to recreation, and people in the United States have particu-
larly high expectations for sex. For most Americans, sex is now directly
related to quality-of-life issues, and given the high numbers of people
with sexually transmitted infections, having safe sex is of the utmost
concern.

The role of commitment and relationships regarding sex has also sig-
nificantly shifted from past generations. Before, there were basically
two socially acceptable options for people: either you were married and
had sex or you were single (or widowed) and you were not supposed to
have sex. For the majority of Americans, there was only one option for
sex: to be in a fully committed, married relationship. Now we have an
entirely different continuum of sex activity, ranging from sex without
commitment in terms of hooking up; sex in a casual relationship in a
friends-with-benefits relationship; sex between people who are in a com-
mitted dating relationship; sex between people who cohabitate and
choose not to get married; and sex between those who are in commit-
ted, married relationships. How we talk about sex greatly depends on
the type of sexual relationship, as each kind of sexual activity requires
different approaches and skills. By understanding the differences be-
tween these kinds of relationships, one can tailor one’s understanding of
the role of communication in that situation, the boundaries associated
with each kind of situation, and the costs and benefits of each kind of
relationship.

Recent surveys show that many Americans are living in sexless mar-
riages.!” Experts define a sexless marriage as making love fewer than



6 Sex Talk

10 times per year. Estimates indicate that 40 million people are living
in sexless marriages, and it is often the man who refuses sex—or is at
least as likely as the woman to decline sexual advances. Now, if both
people in the marriage are satisfied with a sexless marriage, then there
is not a great problem. However, most people would prefer to have a
robust sex life.

What does a robust sex life mean? How much sex are typical Ameri-
cans having? Married couples say they have sex 68.5 times a year, or
slightly more than once a week, according to a 2002 study by the Na-
tional Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago, and the
numbers had not changed much over the previous 10 years.!¢ Accord-
ing to the survey, people who are married only have 6.9 more sexual
encounters a year than people who have never been married (single
people). Estimates of sexual frequency vary according to different sur-
veys. For example, according to a 2003 Durex survey of approximately
3,000 people in the United States, couples living together report hav-
ing sex 146 times per year, while married couples report making love
98 times per year. Single people report that they have sex around 49 times
a year.

In 2003, a world survey was conducted to see what men and women
had to say about the ideal number of sexual partners they would like to
have in one month.!” In North America, 23 percent of men surveyed
said more than one, whereas only 3 percent of women said more than
one. 'To some extent, this does confirm the assumption that men prefer
more sexual variety than women, but it is not to the extent that many
would assume. Less than one in four men would like more than one
partner, which is a relatively small number of people. When broken
down by cultural region of the world, South America had the highest per-
centages, with 35 percent of men and 6.1 percent of women indicating
that they would want more than one sexual partner next month. Other
regions, including Western Europe, where approximately 22.6 percent
of men and 5.5 percent of women; Eastern Europe, with 31.7 percent of
men and 7.1 percent of women; Southern Europe, with 31 percent of men
and 6 percent of women; the Middle East, with 33.1 percent of men and
5.9 percent of women; Africa, with 18.2 percent of men and 4.2 per-
cent of women; Oceania, with 23.3 percent of men and 5.8 percent of
women; South/Southeast Asia, with 32.4 percent of men and 6.4 percent
of women; and East Asia, with 17.9 percent of men and 2.6 percent of
women, reported that they wanted more than one sexual partner. When
the question of whether a person wanted more than one partner in the
next month was specifically asked to those who indicated that they
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were pursuing short-term sexual relationships, 50 percent of the men
said yes, whereas only 20 percent of the women said yes. This means
that women are likely to want fewer partners and even exclusivity, even
in short-term sexual encounters. Overall, the majority of people around
the world would clearly prefer one sexual partner.

INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION
AND SEX TALK

Interpersonal communication scholars view sexual communication as
a complex, dynamic process, in which “sexual partners are active par-
ticipants, who each have their own set of goals and the ability to choose
strategies to maximize goal achievement.”'® Furthermore, people have
different goals during sex. People report that goals during sex include
“fulfilling sexual desire, maintaining a positive self-image, pleasing their
partner, strengthening the relationship, relieving tension, and preserving
health.”"” Sometimes these goals could conflict: if a person is having sex
to please her partner but wants to preserve her health, it may be difficult
if a partner refuses to use a condom. Since sex is overwhelmingly an ac-
tivity involving two people, the sexual practices that are undertaken are
jointly experienced, but the two people may have quite different assess-
ments of the sexual act and probably experience the same sexual event in
very different ways. If you think about it, sex occurs in a “nonshared en-
vironment,” even for the two individuals involved. This means that two
people who have sex together do not experience the same sexual act the
same way. Both partners may not enjoy the same activity. Both cannot
get pregnant. Both may not wish to be engaged in sex at the same time
and in the same circumstances. It is likely that each person will walk
away from a sexual interaction with different interpretations of the same
event. As a result, the importance of meaningful communication cannot
be overstated.

Some people may believe that perhaps sex is so instinctive, so primal,
that no lessons are needed and no information is required. We have,
after all, seemed to figure out how to have babies, increase the popula-
tion, and get on with having pretty good sex lives without academic
research to guide us. However, the sexual choices that we make, both
privately and collectively, matter.

Personal decisions that comprise our sexual choices have effects and
ramifications that range from the personal to the public. Results can
range from getting a sexually transmitted infection that cannot be cured
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to a pregnancy that inadvertently creates a new life with a lifetime bond
and mutual obligations between parent and child. Similarly, the effect
on the community can be substantial, ranging from decisions about any
of the sexual behaviors or practices that involve sexually transmitted
infections to the problems of teenage childbearing, the dependence on
welfare of single teenage mothers, access to and funding of abortion, the
promotion of birth control and disease prevention, rape, sexual harass-
ment, pornography, nudity, infidelity, and on and on. Topics relating
to sexual behavior are among the most explosive and divisive in many
of our communities. Better information may not solve these complex
problems, but information can improve the sexual choices that we make,
both privately and collectively, and decrease consequences, both pri-
vately and collectively.?

COMMUNICATION ABOUT SEX AND
RELATIONSHIPS IS IMPORTANT

There are many important reasons to learn about sex and commu-
nication—to study the communication within sexual relationships.
Where do we first learn about sexual relationships? For most of us, it is
at home and at school. One might imagine that sex education programs
in school are taking care of relationship issues involved with sex, yet re-
search shows that this is not the case. In a study of Canadian high school
students who had received extensive sex education throughout their
formal schooling, respondents reported that their friends, family, and
forms of popular culture were their main sources of information about
sexual health and that “the type of information received from these
sources (feelings, decisions, and experiences) was not available through
formal channels. Students thought that sex education classes offered the
technical information. . . . Sex education classes did not provide them
with information they found useful.””! When asked what was missing,
the people in the study reported such things as the emotional aspects of
sexuality, relationship issues, communication with partners, and gender
differences. In essence, students felt that their education about sex and
reproduction was adequate, whereas their education about communi-
cation, relationships, and sex was not. It is little wonder that these stu-
dents crave such knowledge since the reality is that most people find it
difficult to talk about sex within relationships. Whereas much of public
health education about sex focuses on developing practices of safer sex
and basic reproduction, this information ignores the reality of our per-
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sonal relationships. Communication scholars have long studied topics
that are considered off limits for many couples. There are a number of
taboo topics in close relationships, including the state of the relation-
ship, extrarelational activity, relationship norms, prior relationships,
conflict-generating topics, self-disclosures perceived as unpleasant to
discuss, and safe sex.??

The study of sexuality from a communication perspective thus intro-
duces and increases our understanding of how the nature and context of
relationships create and influence our communication about sex. The
communication perspective also introduces something more that pub-
lic health education does not or often has not. Considerable research
shows that while some public health interventions have, to their credit,
increased knowledge and use of safer sex practices and slightly lessened
some of the unwanted health consequences of human sexual activity,
many people still do not enact protective behaviors despite their knowl-
edge about safer sex practices. The truth is that most Americans know
about the effectiveness of abstinence, monogamy, and consistent condom
use and yet still engage in unprotected or dangerous sexual activities.
Therefore we must admit that the view of humans and sex encompasses
the idea that much more than knowledge is involved. On many levels
we know what to do and why; we just do not do it. This book explains
why we do not and how we can overcome many of the barriers that
prevent us from doing the right thing by using communication tech-
niques.

There are many reasons why we do not talk about sex and why many
of us are uninformed about sexual issues. First, because sex is intimate,
we are reluctant to ask for advice about the topic or even signal to trusted
friends or family members that we might in fact need such advice. Be-
cause sex is such a private and personal act, less information, experience,
and knowledge about this domain of life is shared than as compared to
most others. We do not readily share our knowledge of sex, nor is our
knowledge necessarily of interest to our family members and friends
since our own experience is partner-specific. While there are many
how-to books, articles, videos, and gurus offering advice about sex, that
advice is typically anecdotal, entertainment-oriented, focused on the
unusual or the bizarre, and typically not very useful.”* Because of the re-
luctance to discuss sexual behavior, it is difficult to discern high-quality
advice from bad advice. As Robert Michael, sex policy researcher, notes,
“Few of us have ever been directly instructed in sexual behavior by a
trusted and caring family member or by a loved one who was not actu-
ally a sex partner; few of us have ever observed other couples having
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sex. The stylized and scripted events of popular films, television shows,
and novels certainly do not offer much useful information in this re-
gard.”?* In actuality, we have very few quality sources from which to learn
about sexual relationships.

WHO ARE PEOPLE TALKING
TO ABOUT SEX?

It should be easy to talk about sex. You do not need a medical degree
to know how sex works. In fact, most people know that it is important
to talk about sex for many reasons, and they even have a good idea of
what to say. But research shows that it is actually very difficult for peo-
ple to talk about sex in meaningful ways with the people who are most
important to them. Almost all of our sex education and public service
announcements focus on disease prevention and largely ignore the re-
ality of our personal relationships. People do not feel comfortable and/
or truthful when talking about sex with sexual partners,”’ family mem-
bers,? and medical professionals.?’” One alarming set of research clearly
documents that young people, in particular, are notoriously reluctant to
discuss safer sex with their romantic partners.”® The one exception with
whom people report high levels of comfort speaking about sex is with
friends—primarily female friends.?” In a large-scale longitudinal sur-
vey over 17 years of over 6,000 students, researchers consistently found
that college students reported speaking about sex with peers more than
parents or any other group of people.’’ Over time, researchers found
an increase in the amount of communication about sex with profes-
sionals and peers. First-year college students talk to their friends more
than their mothers about sex, and the frequency of communication
about sex was correlated with frequency of sexual activity.’! In com-
munication with male friends, males reported that almost all the con-
versations were in a joking manner and described the content of their
sex talk as revolving around things such as how to get a girl, what they
wanted to do with women, and what they liked and disliked about their
partners, especially past partners. Interestingly, with women, it is very
similar: most women joked about sex but spoke more directly about
their sexual likes and dislikes and about their partners’ sexual perfor-
mances. However, most people do not have sex with their friends, so
there is limited usefulness in sex talk with friends. Friends are usually
not medical experts on sexual issues and rarely have significantly more
knowledge than one another. It would be helpful if people also talked
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to their actual sex partners and even medical providers about their sex-
ual activities.

Much of the current literature about who people talk to about sex
concludes that people do not have the communication skills to engage
in health-protective sexual communication. Part of this is due to our
sexual education. There are major deficiencies in both formal and in-
formal sexuality education.’? Much current North American research
supports these conclusions: skill-based intervention programs are not
equipping people, particularly young women, with the necessary com-
munication skills to engage in protective sexual behaviors.

INFLUENCES ON RESEARCH ABOUT SEX
AND COMMUNICATION ABOUT SEX

We do not know much about human sexuality for many reasons. For
many decades it has been difficult to collect research about the differ-
ent aspects of sex because it was considered a taboo topic. Realistically,
it is difficult to collect data on sexual attitudes, behaviors, and practices.
Also, because sex is natural, we all assumed that we should naturally
know how to do it, how to talk about it, and how to solve problems asso-
ciated with it. Furthermore, some who believe that sex research should
not be undertaken have successfully influenced government policy and
discouraged such research. Consequently, little research has been con-
ducted and little knowledge accumulated about sexual behavior until the
past decade.

It is a matter of some curiosity that a topic as salient and fascinating
to so many of us as is sex should be one on which so little social scien-
tific information is available. There is, to be sure, a lot of media expo-
sure given to sex, but most of that is either pure entertainment, a sales
vehicle, or part of some political agenda. However, for several decades
now, a small number of social science researchers have undertaken or-
dinary, useful scientific research on aspects of sexual behavior. While
that work has been fruitful, it has remained peripheral.

Many contextual and situational features may influence the discus-
sion of sexual practices between partners. Within the context of places
or arenas of discussion like the family or the school, the discussion of
sexual practices may create a series of potential problems. Schools typ-
ically are not going to encourage adolescents to think about different
ways to handle sexual interactions. Many parents, as well as schools, do
not want to be viewed as encouraging sexual interaction. Many schools
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fear a negative reaction from the public more than the potential for ado-
lescents’ infection with sexually transmitted infections (STTs) or teen
pregnancy.’’

As discussed, one of the problems with sex education materials avail-
able is their emphasis on safer sex and sexual health. Yet many of these
educational units do not work within the reality of our relationships. We
must consider that reality both in terms of relationship development
issues and contextual factors that influence our communication. For
example, research about relationship development clearly shows that
“couples frequently begin having sex before they are comfortable talking
about intimate emotional issues. Cultural norms and gender inequality
also inhibit honest discussion of safer sex.”** “Despite the effectiveness
of consistent and careful condom use, many sexually active Americans
are still engaging in unprotected sexual activities.”* Likewise, many
people know they should talk about sex with important people in their
lives. For example, parents know they should talk to their adolescent
children about sex, yet few adults and children actually know how to do
this or want to do this. In a study I conducted about sex, I asked partici-
pants what people should do to stop the spread of STTIs and decrease
unplanned pregnancies. Every person in the interview offered numer-
ous suggestions about what could be done, and almost every one of the
people said, “It all starts at home. Parents need to talk to their children
about sex more.” I responded to each person with the following ques-
tions. I asked the people who had children, “Do you want to talk to
your children more about sex?” Every person answered no. I asked the
younger participants, “Do you want to talk to your parents more about
sex?” Every person responded the same way: no. People realize the im-
portance of talking about sex; they just do not want to personally talk
about it with their family members.

Much of our communication around sex—although often thought
to be very private— carries with it consequences that extend to the re-
lationship as a whole and to society in general. In the face of some of
the more public of these consequences (e.g., unwanted or unplanned
pregnancies, transmission of STTs, the pandemic of AIDS, sexual co-
ercion), both political and medical entities have taken a great interest
in the consequences of private sexual relationships. For the most part,
sex surfaces as a subject of inquiry when it costs money: when medical
expenses are incurred, when welfare checks are written to single moth-
ers, when police protection is required in cases of sexual abuse, or when
the explicit sale of sex is a focus of a vice squad raid, for example.
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However, political, economic, and medical entities are not best po-
sitioned to study the mediating environment of sex, which is human
communication. As a result, much of the research that has been done
to understand, intercede, and control the consequences of human sex-
ual relationships has been focused on information and education, not
communication per se, and not on the relational aspect of sex. Indeed,
much of the research that has been done about sex has been done in
the face of negative consequences, problematizing sex instead of striv-
ing to understand the possibilities of our sexual relationships. After all,
the driving forces for most research on sexuality have been concerns
related to HIV/AIDS and other STTs, women’s and men’s reproductive
health, contraceptive use, erectile dysfunction, and related issues.

The result is that “sexuality is negatively viewed as the source of
problems and disease rather than an integral part of human development
and health.”*¢ To rectify this situation, it is argued that “the usefulness
of this research should not be limited to a problem-solving approach,
even though sexuality research can provide crucial information and pro-
vide a greater understanding of such challenges as teenage pregnancy,
HIV/AIDS, and sexual coercion.”” Thus we need to explore commu-
nication around sex in relationships without presuming any negative con-
sequences of sex itself: sexual harassment, coercion, and disease. More
recently, “sexual communication has been identified as one of the key
components in understanding the interpersonal interactions that facili-
tate or impede sexual health protective behaviors.”*® More and more
medical researchers are focusing on the interpersonal aspects of human
sexuality in their research.

Much of the current self-help literature or information about sex
from sex therapists focuses on the exciting but atypical aspects of sex.
"This book focuses on the aspects of sex that are more typical than atyp-
ical. Rather than problematizing sex, I place it in a context of everyday
realities because sex is part of the every day. The nature of everyday
relationships, with all their tedium and repetitious boredom, has been
allowed to be represented in books as abnormal and something to be
avoided, particularly when it comes to sex. However, these portrayals
essentially lead to the endorsement of the caricature that relationships
are composed of all (and only) those exciting and dramatic or bizarre
things to which both media and researchers have so far given their at-
tention—as if everyday life were like the news headlines, which it is not.
The goal of this book is to help you make sex talk a normal, comfortable
part of your life so you can address this important aspect of life.
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Indeed, if we characterize sexual talk as something dramatic and ex-
otic, it places too much stress on the event and gives it the appearance
of being atypical. For example, think about “the talk”—the sex talk be-
tween parents and adolescents. There is a great deal of buildup around
this singular moment: anxieties, embarrassment, dread . . . the list goes
on. However, there are significant problems with “the talk.” First, “the
talk” usually does not work because there is not a perfect moment to
sit down and have it. What age is best? Is the discussion prompted by
questions? Do the adolescents even understand what they are asking?
What is the appropriate level of maturity necessary for the talk? What
is occurring in sexual education classes at school? What are the child’s
friends talking about? Parents try to plan for the perfect moment, but
there is no perfect moment; rather, it is important to gather information
gradually and have an ongoing conversation with your adolescents so
that you can adjust topic information and level of detail based on the in-
formation you have gathered from previous talks. Normally, “the talk”
is portrayed as the child sitting down to listen to a lecture from the par-
ent. However, these talks should not be one way; rather, they should be
transactional, where both parties have equal opportunities to participate.
You cannot have “the talk” just once and consider it done; it needs to be
an ongoing conversation. This is one example of the type of information
about sex talk that will be covered in this book. It is important to keep
in mind that most people have formed their own opinions about sex and
use their personal experiences to weigh research and public information
about sex when it is presented to them in different forms.

COMMUNICATION IS ESSENTIAL

Communication in general is an exceedingly practical art. Under-
standing and applying theories of interpersonal communication and re-
search to your talks about sex and your relationships in general will be
extremely helpful. The more you know about communication, the more
insight and knowledge you will gain about what works in sex talk and
what does not. The skills you learn regarding sex talk will be applicable
to other parts of your life, particularly those that include topics that fall
under the umbrella of difficult conversations. Theories, research, and
skills are presented in this book together and will help you as we prog-
ress through the elements of communication about sex, the ways non-
verbal and verbal messages operate in sexual relationships, and the ways
sexual relationships are developed and maintained and even repaired.
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Most people have their own theories about how to talk about sex. But
with the help of research completed by communication scholars, medi-
cal professionals, psychologists, sociologists, and anthropologists, peo-
ple have the opportunity to become better equipped to communicate in
a manner that is more valid, reliable, and comprehensive.

Communication itself is a process and plays an important role in our
lives. Through interpersonal communication, we try to meet our social
and psychological needs. We need to interact with other people, and
through this interaction, we develop a sense of self and learn how other
people see us. It is essential to recognize that interpersonal communi-
cation is learned. If your family believed it was rude to interrupt people,
then you probably do not interrupt people. If it was necessary to yell
and interrupt people to be heard in your family, then you learned to yell
and interrupt people. If your teachers told you to look them in the eye
when they were talking to you, then you look people in the eye when
talking to them to show respect. If you went to a school where teachers
said things like “don’t be eyeballing me when I am talking to you,” you
learned that it was respectful to have a downcast glance when showing
respect. The manner in which we communicate is learned behavior.
Learning is a continual process, however, and you can apply what you
learn from this book to your life and improve your interpersonal skills.

As people investigate all that is involved in communication about sex
in relationships, they try to understand the dynamics of relationships
that blend into relationship realities to make communication about sex
possible and impossible, likely or less likely, timely or untimely, helpful
or hurtful within romantic relationships. When the words communica-
tion about sex are used, this means any communication about sex, verbal
or nonverbal, thus including communicative acts such as expression of
desire, discussion of sexual likes and dislikes, disclosure of sexual history
and experiences, verbal and nonverbal expressions of intimacy, commu-
nication and metacommunication involving the sexual aspects of the
overall romantic relationship, building of sexual and relational intimacy,
and so on. Many such communicative acts fall under the relationship
dimension of self-disclosure, something that is imperative for relation-
ship development and maintenance.

CONCLUSION

Sex plays an important role in our lives. Research in human sexuality
has found that engaging in sexual activity is good for the body.*” Those
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benefits are both physical and psychological. Physical benefits (from
arousal and orgasm) include improvements to the respiratory, immune,
circulatory, and cardiovascular systems. Psychological benefits include
decreased stress, depression, and anxiety and increased levels of vitality.
More specifically, researchers have identified that sexual activity has at
least six potential outcomes: physical pleasure; emotional satisfaction;
intimate bonding with one’s partner that may promote love; reputation
or peer judgment; the probability of pregnancy; and the probability of
transmission of disease. Generally, people have sex to gain the first two
or three of these products, and occasionally the fourth or fifth, but never
the sixth.*

In Western culture, just how important is sex? Interpersonal relation-
ship experts Susan Sprecher and Kathleen McKinney show that general
relationship satisfaction and love are highly correlated to sexual satis-
faction.*! Dr. Charles Marwick reported the results of an opinion poll
of 500 people that found that 91 percent of married men ranked a satis-
tying sex life as important, as did 84 percent of married women. These
results highlight that as humans, the quality of our sex life is linked to
our health, happiness, and sense of wellness. Conversely, an unsatisfac-
tory sex life is highly problematic: over 90 percent of those polled by
Dr. Marwick believed that sexual problems lead to depression, emotional
distress, extramarital affairs, and the breakup of marriages. Unsatisfac-
tory sex can (and does) lead to the dissolution of commitment. I will
never be so simplistic to suggest that more communication about sex in
relationships guarantees better sex and therefore better relationships and
stronger commitment, but I do claim that we should understand more
about the everyday communication about sex that we have within our
relational realities, and part of those relational realities relates commit-
ment to sex.

Although it is difficult to establish a direct cause-effect link between
happiness and sexual satisfaction, there have been some recent studies
that show strong positive associations between emotional well-being
and sexual satisfaction, particularly in women. A recent Australian study
showed a link between positive mood scores and sexual satisfaction in
healthy, nondysfunctional women.* Likewise, there are numerous stud-
ies that show a link between sexual dysfunction and lower quality-of-life
scores and weak well-being assessments.* Increasingly in society, the
public demand for information about sex is greater than ever, and as a
society, we talk more and more about sex. Due to the Internet and other
media sources, the subject of sex and sexuality is more accessible today
to the mainstream public than it has ever been before in history.
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CHAPTER 2

Our Current Sexual
Climate: Sex and Society

"Two college professors sat having coffee and discussing the impact of the
television show and movie Sex and the City on society and, most espe-
cially, on their students. Dr. Green and Dr. Hill both had watched the
television show and had different opinions on whether the depictions of
sex and sex talk on the show were negative or positive. Dr. Hill said, “So
many of our students watched the show! What really bothers me about
it is the fact that many of my students were just 14 years old when they
started watching Sex and the City. According to the definition of por-
nography, the show is definitely erotica, probably porn. They not only
showed full frontal nudity of both men and women, they graphically dis-
cussed and, in my opinion, advocated for such topics as oral sex and anal
sex, and showed graphic lesbian sex and heterosexual sex. I think it is
sending the wrong message to women—promiscuity is great!”

Dr. Green responded, “I agree that the show is probably inappropri-
ate for teenage girls, but they have to learn about these things somewhere.
Don’t forget about the episodes where Charlotte gets a sexually trans-
mitted infection (STI), crabs from a summer fling, and Samantha gets
tested for HIV. These were important messages for people to see. But on
a much larger societal level, I think that this show was completely liber-
ating for women and men. The female characters had open, honest, and
frank discussion about sex with one another. It brought to light many
topics for people to discuss. Sex is natural, it is not bad. And it showed
women in charge of their own sexuality, not having sex to please men or
for any other reason than pure gratification. It challenges all our notions
about sexual double standards that purport men should have casual sex
and enjoy sex and women should remain more pure. Come on! This is
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the 21st century. The material in Sex and the City is a reflection of soci-
ety and does not directly form peoples’ beliefs and opinions.”

Dr. Hill replied, “I think media does a lot more than ‘reflect society’—
I think it creates social norms. And the norms that Sex and the City ad-
vocates are unhealthy for women and for men. Remember when we first
started teaching? Students dated, now they just hook up. Yes, they had
sex, but mostly in relationships, and women certainly did not have as
many sexual partners. I just read an article about how teenagers have one
of the highest rates of sexually transmitted infections of any age group in
the country. Teenagers! I think Sex and the City and other shows like it
are setting our cultural norms and girls follow them. Look at how many
women loved the show—it was a huge hit. That’s not for nothing. What
else does Sex and the City teach women about sex? About men? Plus, they
only openly talked about sex with one another and rarely with the peo-
ple they were actually having sex with. Ultimately, it is degrading to
women. The reality is that casual sex is more dangerous for women emo-
tionally and physically. Women can get pregnant. Also, I think they are
simply more emotionally vested in sexual partners than men.”

“Look,” an exasperated Dr. Hill says, “I am not saying every message
in Sex and the City is great. The women are compulsive shoppers and
they send a bad message about consumerism—that it is OK to go into
debt to look good and you have to have expensive products to look good.
And looking good is the ultimate goal for a woman. Another problem-
atic area is family; there are no scenes with family at all! But I have to dis-
agree with you about the sex. [ am not sure, but I think they always show
Samantha, the promiscuous one, using condoms. They advocate safe sex.
People are going to have sex, and at least they are openly talking about it
on the show. They address the good, the bad, and the ugly of sex. So many
of my students told me that they started to have more conversations about
sex with their friends, parents, and even boyfriends after watching a good
episode. The show sent the message out, and a lot more people are going
to get the message about sex from shows like this rather than in a sex edu-
cation class in high school or awkward talks with their parents.”

"The professors hit on many current debates among media studies pro-
fessors and professionals. How much do the media influence us? In what
ways do the media influence us? In particular, how do the media inform
our sexual relationships? If you think about it, how do we learn to talk
about sex—about romance and romantic relationships, power relations,
and social gender roles, and even how to have sex? How do we go about
the business of making it all happen? Is there any force that influences
our daily lives more than media? Undoubtedly, family, friends, work col-
leagues, and teachers all have a significant impact, but over time, media
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may have the most significant influence of all. How often to you com-
pare real life with depictions of various aspects of life in the media? How
much of your time is spent consuming media? How many of your con-
versations revolve around media events? It is common to hear people
refer to things on TV and use them as comparisons for their own lives.
Media are particularly influential when it comes to such intimate top-
ics as sex, relationships, and sex talk because these acts are private, and
we cannot model them based on our own real-life observations. While
children and adolescents learn many things from their parents, gener-
ally, parents do not model appropriate sexual behaviors—they certainly
cannot model something like a first sexual experience, so people turn to
the media. The most frequently Googled how-to questions are “how to
kiss” and “how to flirt.” It is reasonable to conclude that sexually inex-
perienced people use TV and other forms of media as a guide to form
scripts about how sexual experiences should go: how to kiss on the first
date, how to handle more than one sexual partner, how to break up with
someone, how to attract attention from the opposite sex, and the list could
go on for a long time.!

Other researchers are interested in investigating the relationship be-
tween sexual attraction and the influence of celebrities. As you will read
in this book, people are more sexually attracted to those who have a high
status among peers; it is even called the celebrity effect, and it can be just
as helpful as good looks or access to assets when attracting the opposite
sex. What we do not know is if women who copy a specific look in the
mass media attract more attention. Is a woman who copies the hairstyle,
makeup, mannerisms, and clothing of a celebrity more attractive to men?
On arelated note, do men who see women on television find women in
real life who emulate or look like them more attractive? In other words,
just how much do the mass media influence what we consider to be at-
tractive in a sexual partner?

The relationships that people sometimes develop and maintain with
medial personalities or fictional characters are called parasocial relation-
ships. Alan Rubin, a professor who teaches courses at Kent State Univer-
sity in the uses and effects of the media, believes that parasocial interaction
is a normal response to media exposure, as long as people realize that they
are one-sided relationships and that they do not replace real interper-
sonal interactions. People often experience a sense of friendship with TV
characters based on feelings of similarity, attraction, and empathy for
characters. Dr. Rubin explains that many media personalities intention-
ally use informal gestures and conversational styles that mirror interper-
sonal interactions to induce parasocial relationships.? This effect has been
heightened with the influx of interactive celebrity Web sites and other
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forms of media such as Facebook or "Twitter. By increasing their sense of
personal closeness with celebrities, and therefore some of their fictional
characters, people are even more vulnerable to their influences.

HYPODERMIC NEEDLE/DIRECT
EFFECTS THEORY OF MEDIA
VERSUS CULTIVATION THEORY

One of the underlying arguments that Dr. Hill and Dr. Green were
having in the opening vignette involved the extent to which media influ-
ence people’s actions and behaviors: do the media indirectly or directly
influence people? People who believe in the concept of direct effects think
that the mass media work like a hypodermic needle, directly injecting
media messages, norms, beliefs, and behaviors into noncritical consum-
ers. For example, researchers have been trying to establish a link between
hard-core pornography and sexual violence for years but have been un-
able to do so; rather, they can count the number and percentage of sex-
ually violent acts against women in a pornographic movie and contend
that viewing porn changes people’s attitudes involving sexual violence
against women, making sexual violence more acceptable or convincing
men that women “want it rough” or that women really mean yes when
they say no to sex. However, researchers cannot prove that porn will cause
people to go out and commit rape. It is exceedingly difficult to establish
a direct effect.

The alternative concept is one of indirect effects, called cultivation
theory. This theory essentially states that media influence people indi-
rectly. In other words, media cultivate in us a distorted perception of re-
ality, making life seem more like the way television portrays it, rather
than how itis in real life. The media blur reality and fantasy: what life is
like and what life is like in movies, romance novels, and television shows.

According to cultivation theory, reality is often distorted on TV, but
people tend to believe televised portrayals of life. For example, in a 2004
study of sexlife on Israeli television programming, researcher Amir Het-
sroni compared how depictions of sexual activity of certain age groups
on television compared to real-life data.’ He found that sexually active
teens under 18 years of age were represented in 33 percent of all televi-
sion programming. However, in real life, less than 23 percent of all teens
less than 18 years of age were sexually active. In contrast, in real life,
47 percent of people 65 years or older reported active sex lives, whereas
less than 7 percent of all television programs depicted any kind of sex-



Our Current Sexual Climate 25

ual activity among this age group. He administered a survey to almost
600 people asking them to estimate amounts of sexual activity for differ-
ent age groups. Those participants who were heavy television viewers
(3.5 hours of television or more per day) compared to those who were
light viewers (2.5 hours or less per day) had very different estimates.
Heavy viewers greatly overestimated the amount of sex that teens under
18 years of age were having and underestimated the amount of sexual
activity for people over the age of 65. The people who were light view-
ers still overestimated the amount of sex teens were having and under-
estimated the amount that elders were having, but they were much closer
to real-life estimates.

There have been numerous studies like the one completed by Het-
sroni, and they all confirm that TV does distort people’s reality, especially
those who consume heavy amounts of media. People who watch large
amounts of TV and consume other forms of media have a distorted view
of reality. Whether you believe that TV and other forms of media di-
rectly or indirectly affect people, it is indisputable that media do affect
people to various degrees, depending on their individual characteristics
and levels of media consumption.

THE ROLE OF CULTURE IN FORMING OUR
SEXUAL NORMS AND SEXUAL SCRIPTS

Sexual scripts theory is a useful way to make sense of how culture in-
fluences the ways people talk about sex and go about having sex. Sexual
scripts define behaviors that correspond with a culture’s expectations
about what happens when, where, how, why, and by whom. Society helps
us form the sexual scripts we use. In this chapter, there is a review of the
messages about sex and sexuality that we receive from the people around
us, media portrayals of sex and romance, and how people use the media
to learn about sex, scripts, and even love. In several ways, popular TV
shows and movies have slowly replaced traditional institutions, such as
school and family, as primary sources of information about personal and
sexual relationships.

In sexual scripts theory, John Gagnon and William Simon, the origi-
nal theorists to come up with sexual scripts, believe that scripts function
as cognitive structures that help participants define a situation, organize
the interpretation of events, and guide appropriate performances in sit-
uated episodes.* In Gagnon and Simon’s seminal work, scripts are viewed
as interpretive filters and guides for behavior.’ Basically, scripts show
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that humans use a set of guidelines or beliefs (i.e., a script) in directing
behavior and ordering experience in the same way that an actor uses a
script on the stage. The script s the actor’s construction of stage reality.
Communication is essential as it is necessary for the enactment of sex-
ual scripts.® Communication enables participants to negotiate changes
in scripts that are responsive to individual, relational, and situational fea-
tures. Ongoing communication allows individuals to clarify the mean-
ing of scripts, which results in possible changes in the interaction. People
form and then internalize scripts as they try to make sense out of the world
by cognitively assimilating and organizing personal experiences. This
basic process is influenced by reinforcement, modeling, and rehearsal op-
portunities—which occur within a particular social environment. Script-
ing theory posits that sexuality is learned from culturally available “sexual
scripts” that define what counts as sex, how to recognize sexual situa-
tions, and what to do in relational and sexual encounters.” The theory of
scripts broadens the conceptualization of sexuality to encompass both its
social dimensions and the relational contexts in which sexuality emerges
(e.g., within romantic, dating, or courtship relationships). Basically, scripts
take into account that sex and sex talk are influenced by culture as well
as individual personalities.

Sexual scripts are not exactly the same for people who share a cul-
ture as cultural influences are only one part of how we make sense of the
world. People have interpersonal differences based on religion, family,
schooling, region of the country they live in, the sexual norms held by
their friends, and even how individuals think about the world. Accord-
ing to Gagnon and Simon, we can determine behavioral outcomes on
three levels of sexual scripts: cultural, interpersonal, and intrapsychic—it
is our culture as well as our individual personalities that influence how
we will act. Cultural scenarios are assemblies of social norms external
to the individual. Cultural scenarios function as guides for sexual behav-
ior by specifying appropriate objects, aims, and desirable qualities in re-
lationships. Cultural scenarios are the societal norms and narratives that
provide guidelines for sexual conduct, thereby broadly indicating appro-
priate partners and sex acts, where and when to perform those acts, and
even what emotions and feelings are appropriate. These scenarios are
sufficiently abstract and generalized that their specific application in par-
ticular contexts may be unclear.

Social convention and personal desire converge in interpersonal script
scenarios. In interpersonal scripts, participants invoke cultural symbols
to engage socially. Thus actors engaged in sexual interactions create in-
terpersonal scripts that translate abstract cultural scenarios into scripts
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appropriate to particular situations. Interpersonal scripts, then, are the
strategies for carrying out an individual’s own sexual wishes with regard
to the actual or anticipated responses of another person. Intrapsychic
scripts express an individual’s motivation. Intrapsychic scripts are a part
of sexual arousal and concern a person’s individual sexual desires and pref-
erences.® “The intrapsychic script is a person’s sexual fantasies, the se-
quence of acts, postures, objects, and gestures that elicit and sustain sexual
arousal.”” While interpersonal scripts can be seen as “sexual dialogues”
with others, intrapsychic scripts are sexual dialogues with the self. Thus
actors engaged in sexual interactions create interpersonal scripts that
translate abstract cultural scenarios into scripts appropriate to particu-
lar situations. Interpersonal scripts, then, are the strategies for carrying
out an individual’s own sexual wishes with regard to the actual or antici-
pated responses of another person. Scripts, particularly cultural scripts,
can be very helpful for people, particularly in the courtship phase of a
relationship. During relationship initiation, there is a good deal of am-
biguity and uncertainty. People may be worried about the impression
they are making on another person, if the other person is sexually attrac-
tive (and it is reciprocated), and overall, wondering how they should act.
Scripts help reduce the uncertainty and resulting anxiety by providing
people appropriate roles, letting them know in a general sense how they
should act. Scripts also let people know what they should expect.

Scripts can have a deep effect on people and their actions. For exam-
ple, part of why there is so much unprotected sex in the United States
is based on the script about sexual spontaneity. The current pattern of
sexual interaction scripts is often predicated on a lack of planning and
foresight because sexual encounters are not viewed as something a per-
son should plan. We are instilled with a need to feel spontaneity, and many
times, an individual may feel a desire not to have a conversational plan
or script developed because such a plan means confronting one’s sex-
ual desires and behaviors. We like to believe or pretend that sex happens
spontaneously because it’s more natural and perhaps more intense be-
cause it “just happens,” something frequently reinforced by sexual re-
lationships on TV or in the movies. TV sitcoms and movies often make
fun of couples that plan sex in advance—“Let’s have sex on Saturday”—
or discuss their “weekly sex appointment.” These couples are portrayed
as pathetic, not very sexy, and certainly not to be envied. However, the
reality for most couples, particularly those with young children, is that
they must make plans to have sex because spontaneous sex is unrealistic.
For these couples, if they do not make time to have sex, they probably
will not have it.
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THE FIRST DATE SCRIPT

Let us look at a popular script that we should all understand: the first
date script. What should a first date be like? We all have some idea about
this, mostly based on media portrayals of the first date. Even with the
recent advent of “hooking up,” one could argue that dating has been the
primary manner in which courtship in the United States has taken place
since the 1920s, and even people who have never dated share a vision of
what a first date ought to be like. First dates are of particular importance:
for one, they may be a relationship turning point, when people decide to
move from a platonic relationship to a romantic one. Because the first
date is literally a test to see if people are going to move to a romantic
relationship, there is a high level of ambiguity—the unknown. For these
reasons, we often remember first dates and place special importance on
them. Although it may seem like we live in a diverse and ever changing
society and that there is no universally shared first date script, research
has shown that at least college students do have a common understand-
ing of how a first date should go. First date behaviors that are common
and expected include grooming for the date, engaging in small talk, and
adhering to gender roles.

According to professors Mary Claire Morr and Paul Mongeau, who
wrote an article titled “First-Date Expectations: The Impact of Sex of
Initiator, Alcohol Consumption, and Relationship Type,”!? “first date
scripts consistently depict men as taking an active role and women as
taking a passive one. The man is expected to initiate the date, plan the
date activities, drive, pay for the date, and initiate sexual intimacy, whereas
women are expected to wait for the man to initiate sexual contact and
then decide whether or not to accept/reject a date’s sexual advances.”!!
Behaviors in the first date script are consistent with traditional sexual
scripts in which men are expected to be the sexual initiators and women
the sexual gatekeepers.!? First date scripts with a male initiator and a
female recipient are so ingrained in the United States that even when
ordered to have role reversal in an experiment, many people could not
do it.13

So imagine your first date script—most people’s are surprising similar.
Man invites the woman to dinner and a movie. He picks her up, drives
them to their destinations, pays for dinner and the movie (the woman
should offer to pay, but then he politely insists on picking up the check),
then drives her home, and perhaps they will kiss if the date went well.
This is a fairly standard first date scenario. If we really look at it, it be-
comes clear how culture has influenced our idea of a first date, as vari-
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ations of this very scenario are reenacted again and again in our popular
culture images.

Recently, there has been an influx of reality-based shows about first
dates and finding mates showing more exciting first date scenarios than
dinner and a movie. In part, this is due to the fact that a television cam-
era cannot follow a couple into a movie theater. That would be one bor-
ing show! So the televised dates usually show some off-beat date such
as karate lessons or a cooking class or rollerblading, and then a meal.
It will be interesting to see how these shows influence people’s first date
expectations. Last, because we have some relatively new venues for dat-
ing, such as the Internet sites e-Harmony or Match.com, individual con-
ceptions of first dates may be changing. You see many “T'V couples” that
meet on the Internet establishing rules. One rule may be that they just
meet for coffee so they are not stuck with the person for a whole meal
if they do not hit it off with that person. Norms about Internet dating
in movies and on TV started as far back as 1998 with the Tom Hanks and
Meg Ryan hit movie You’ve Got Mail.

LEVEL OF SEXUAL CONTENT ON TV

How much sexual content is in the media? What kind of sexual con-
tent is in the media? Researchers who study mediated sexual messages
literally count the number of sexual messages/images and the kinds of
sexual messages and images shown in all kinds of mass media formats, in-
cluding movies, television shows, magazines, musical lyrics, music videos,
video games, and on numerous different Internet sites. Within these con-
texts, researchers have broken down the categories into specific genres
(rap music) or time slots (primetime television vs. daytime television)
and different kinds of programming (soap operas, dramas, and sitcoms).
Other researchers have examined sexual content across the entire televi-
sion environment.'* Results from all different kinds of studies confirm
that the amount of sexual content in the mass media is considerable and
has been increasing exponentially over the years.

A Kaiser Family Foundation report offers the most comprehensive
and recent analysis of sexual content in the media. The study leader,
Dr. Dale Kunkel, and his team performed detailed analyses in 1999 and
then repeated the analysis in 2005.1° Kunkel defined sexual content as
“any depiction of sexual activity, sexually suggestive behavior, or talk
about sexuality or sexual activity,”!6 which accounts for different types
of sexual dialogue and a wide variety of sexual behaviors, ranging from
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kissing and physical flirting to depictions of sexual intercourse. Kunkel’s
group and others have confirmed that the verbal and visual references to
sexual activity were numerous, especially in programming viewed by ad-
olescents, and that rates of sexual content have increased dramatically over
time.

The Kaiser Family Foundation report showed that the percentage of
television programs containing sexual content significantly rose from
56 percent in the 1997-98 television seasons to 70 percent of shows in
2004-5. In the 2004-5 TV season, approximately 1 in 10 programs por-
trayed sexual intercourse. However, these depictions are rarely explicit;
rather, the most frequent sexual behaviors take the form of passionate
kissing or touching of others’ intimate body parts. In most cases, inter-
course is strongly implied, rather than directly shown. However, when
intercourse and other explicit sexual behaviors are shown on television,
people really pay attention, particularly adolescents. The authors ex-
plained in the report why young people pay particular attention to ex-
plicit depictions of sex:

Because of this unique status of intercourse among all sexual be-
haviors, its context of presentation may be distinct from the over-
all pattern of messages about sexuality in the media. Moreover, as
compared with such behaviors as kissing and petting, intercourse
carries with it higher risks of spreading sexually transmitted infec-
tions and pregnancy. The intimate nature of this behavior can also
carry heightened emotional and social implications. The fact that
adolescents are likely to pay especially close attention to portrayals
of intercourse makes the examination of messages about this be-
havior important.'”

The context of sexual behavior in the media has also been assessed in
terms of whether sex is portrayed as a recreational or relational activity,'®
whether sexual partners are married,'” and how frequently references to
sexual risk or responsibility (e.g., contraception, pregnancy, STTs) are
made.?? There is more talk about sex on TV than depictions of people
having sex. Studies have consistently shown that talk about sex and sexu-
ality is more common than sexual behaviors, with more than two-thirds
of television shows containing sexual talk.?! Studies also have found that
sexual behavior typically takes place between unmarried adults.?? Indeed,
according to a 2009 comprehensive content analysis study by media ex-
perts Keren Eyal and Keli Finnerty,?* most of the people having sex on
TV are not married—only 15 percent of the depictions of sexual inter-
course took place between married couples. Of the remaining couples,
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29 percent were in an established unmarried sexual relationship with one
another, 32 percent did not have a previously established sexual relation-
ship, and 14 percent of couples had just met. Kunkel found that although
more than half of the couples who engage in sexual intercourse on tele-
vision are in an established relationship, 1 in 10 are couples who have met
only recently, and one-quarter of TV couples do not start or maintain a
relationship after having sex.>*

Furthermore, analyses showed that sex between characters who share
different relational statuses (i.e., married, established, not established,
and those who have just met) do not differ in the extent to which they
portray any kind of consequence. This is surprising given that sex with
a stranger places individuals at greater risk of experiencing negative emo-
tional outcomes, such as guilt or regret,”> and negative physical outcomes,
such as unplanned pregnancy or STI contraction.?®

The fact that most sex on TV has no negative consequences is im-
portant and related to a concept developed in the 1920s and 1930s by
Floyd Allport called pluralistic ignorance. This is when a person believes
that his private attitudes, beliefs, or judgments differ from the norm ex-
hibited by the public behavior of others.?” Each individual who believes
that she is different from the group wishes to be a part of the group and
therefore publicly conforms to the norm, believing that she is the only
one in the group that is conflicted over her private beliefs and public be-
havior. Later in the 1950s, Katz and Lazarsfeld further developed the con-
cept by conducting research and found that group members believed that
the opinion leaders and the most popular people in their group actually
approved of the behavior, while the individual is really going along with
the behavior because of a desire to fit in, even though he may feel un-
comfortable with the behavior and feel bad about it privately. Numerous
studies have shown that people consistently overestimate the amount of
sex they believe their peers are having, particularly among adolescents
and young adults and those involved in casual sex. When the media cre-
ate false norms about sexual practices involving frequency of sex, du-
ration of sex, and even safety, they can impact the actual behaviors of
people in countless ways, even if the people are uncomfortable with the
behaviors.

Pluralistic ignorance is common for men and women when it comes
to dating beliefs and the timing of sex. Both men and women thought
that the normal, average, representative person of their same sex had
more open-minded ideas and expectations about sex than they did.?®
Both sexes believed that the average person would have sex or expect sex
sooner in a relationship than they would. What about the importance of
attraction to the opposite sex? Men and women believed that the average



32 Sex Talk

man and woman would expect intercourse with someone with whom
they were emotionally involved but to whom they felt no attraction, even
though 50 percent of those surveyed personally stated that they would
not expect or want sex in this kind of situation. An even smaller number
reported actually having sex in this situation. In situations where there
was no physical or emotional connection, very few people reported that
they would personally expect sex, but they thought that the average man
or woman would expect sex. It is clear that most men and women greatly
overestimate the amount of sex expected in different situations. Where
do people get such ideas? Of course, we think of the media right away.
Although, as discussed in this chapter, it cannot be proven that the media
cause these kinds of beliefs, it certainly seems like common sense that
the media would be at least part of the influence.

DEPICTIONS OF MASCULINITY
AND FEMININITY IN THE MEDIA

Television provides viewers with detailed information guiding how
girls/women and boys/men should think, feel, and behave in romantic
and sexual relationships. Child development and social psychology ex-
perts Kay Bussey and Albert Bandura believe that the media play a major
role in modeling of gender roles, as television, video games, and books
portray men “as directive, venturesome, enterprising, and pursuing engag-
ing occupations and recreational activities. In contrast, women are usu-
ally shown as acting in dependent, unambitious, and emotional ways.”*’
Central to the idea of modeling gender roles is Bandura’s idea of vicarious
observation. The “televised vicarious influence has dethroned the primacy
of direct experience. Whether it be thought patterns, values, attitudes, or
styles of behavior, life increasingly models the media.”*® Cultural and
mediated images of masculinity, femininity, and sexuality undoubtedly
perpetuate dominant ideologies, but the stable, recurrent patterns of tele-
vised images may play a particularly significant role in fostering gender
roles. Therefore, according to Bandura’s theory, the fictional televised
sexual experiences of characters on TV replace real experiences of peo-
ple. Because of this, and the fact that media messages are continuous and
show relatively uniform depictions of sexual experiences and conversa-
tions, we can say that not only does TV influence how people talk about
sex, but it does so in unrealistic ways.

Portrayals of male sexuality in the media are pervasive, and the mes-
sages are clear and unilateral: accumulating sexual experience with women
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is an important, desirable, and even a necessary component of masculin-
ity, and boys/men should attain sexual experience by any means possible.
Indeed, Kunkel found that in several TV programs, male characters used
forceful or deceitful strategies to persuade female characters to engage in
sexual activity or to catch glimpses of them unclothed. In contrast, femi-
nine courtship strategies encouraged girls/women to seduce boys/men
by exploiting their bodies and dressing in tight, revealing clothing, even
though, on the same TV shows, these behaviors were devalued and seen
as a sign of female characters’ sexual indiscretion or impropriety. Such
depictions reveal the challenge that girls face when they are encouraged
both to conform to omnipresent conventions of femininity and sexual pu-
rity and perform active gatekeeping on boys’ “uncontrollable” sexual de-
sire.’! Television offers mutually impoverished constructs of male and
female sexuality, which may ultimately preclude boys’ ability to say no to
sex and girls’ ability to say yes. From television, then, viewers learn that
boys/men and girls/women need to be in a state of constant vigilance and
must regulate their sexuality. Whereas boys must constantly work to con-
struct and assert their masculinity, girls walk the precarious line between
making themselves sexually available to men and being appropriately de-
mure—the tension at the heart of femininity. We also learn that when it
comes to communicating about sex, people on TV do not talk about sex
in meaningful ways; most of the talk around sex is supposed to be humor-
ous. There are countless sexual innuendos and jokes on TV. It is inter-
esting that the situation comedies with the most vulgar sexual jokes tend
to be the most popular. For example, the CBS situation comedy that
features one vulgar sexual joke after another, Two and a Half Men, has
maintained a top 10 spot on the Nielsen rating for years, one of the only
half-hour TV sitcoms to do so.

According to author Lynn Phillips, there are additional traditional
cultural gender scripts for women depicted in the media, including the
“Pleasing Woman,” the “Cosmo Chick,” and the “Together Woman.” The
“Pleasing Woman” is selfless and sacrifices her own desires for the ben-
efit of others.*? In addition, she is sexually innocent, delicate, and moral;
however, her appearance and behaviors are sexually pleasing to men. The
pleasing women deny their own sexual desires, yet are encouraged to
be the object of desire for men. It is up to the woman to safeguard her
sexual purity from men in this case. The “Together Woman” has it all, is
self-autonomous, and seeks pleasure equal to that of men’s in her sex-
ual encounters. She is often depicted in TV shows such as Sex and the
City, taking sex when she wants it and handling all the emotional and
physical fallout with ease. The “Cosmo Chick” is named for Cosmzopolitan
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magazine, whose issues are filled with images of women who are autono-
mous, sexually experienced (and good at it), sophisticated, and encour-
aged to participate in sex outside of relationships. At the same time, the
“Cosmo Chick” is encouraged to find the line between the positive be-
haviors and negative behaviors that would have them appear to be slutty,
cheap, sufferers of low self-esteem, or needy when it comes to men. Per-
sonal responsibility regarding sex is not part of the “Cosmo Chick” script.
One could say that women are encouraged to act like men to gain male
attention.

SEX TALK IN THE MEDIA

How do media affect how we talk about sex? One could argue that sex
is everywhere in the mainstream media: on TV, in movies, and in adver-
tisements and magazines. I believe this is true, but the problem is that
very few of these media outlets offer meaningful information about sex
talk. It is ironic in that as a culture, we have trivialized sex, while at the
same time, we have endowed it with too much importance. Indeed, we
trivialize it and use sex to provide humor and jokes in countless media
formats. As demonstrated in the analysis of the sexual content on TV,
overwhelmingly, media fail to provide positive or educational images of
sex and rarely show images of essential and basic safe-sex behaviors like
abstinence, discussions of previous partners, getting tested, and/or using
condoms.

The British government was interested in finding out if and to what
extent the media affect youth and their attitudes about sex to make im-
portant policy decisions. They commissioned media experts Sarah Bragg
and David Buckingham to study the phenomenon. Bragg and Bucking-
ham presented their findings to British government in a comprehensive
report and also published the data in a book titled Young People, Sex and
the Media. One of the most important things that Bragg and Buckingham
found is that people, particularly young people, are learning more and
more about how to talk about sex with friends, family, and sexual part-
ners from popular television dramas.’* Why? Young people explained
that they prefer TV for sex education (particularly soap operas) over ed-
ucational messages by parents or teachers because they believe that these
media narratives are often more informative, less embarrassing, and more
attuned to their needs and concerns.**

Also, while the intended messages about sex may be clear to most
adults, youths had a hard time identifying messages about sex and rela-
tionships in the media, and when they did identify messages, they were
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not uniform or clear. For example, the story line shows a negative conse-
quence to sexual activity, such as a girl has sex with a boy, then he breaks
up with her and spreads rumors about her, and she gets a bad reputation
and becomes depressed. To adults, the message would be quite clear and
clearly negative, yet youths had a hard time identifying the message, and
if they could identify a message, it was rarely the same message other
youths identified. Bragg and Buckingham concluded that media mes-
sages about sex were mixed and required that people make up their own
minds about the intent of the messages. Adults have reason to be op-
timistic because Bragg and Buckingham also found that young people
were actually fairly savvy media consumers and became more critical con-
sumers of media as they consumed more media and became older. In-
deed, they found that with sexual messages, most of the young people
focused on the messages that highlighted the importance of trust, fidel-
ity, and mutual respect in sexual encounters.

Another theme about sex talk in media is that men should start con-
versations about sex and, while women should be more passive about sex
talk, they should also be experts on relationship issues. The traditional
sexual script dictates that women are “not supposed to indicate directly
their sexual interest or engage freely in sexuality” and that men are “sup-
posed to take the initiative even when a woman indicates verbally that
she is unwilling to have sex (presumably because of the male belief that
a woman’s initial resistance is only token).”?> This script involves the
idea of token resistance, which has been around in popular culture for a
long time. Depictions of token resistance are found in Louisa May Al-
cott’s Little Women and Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice. Many popular
television programs, and especially pornography, incorporate this theme
into their portrayals of sexually active couples. Women are not supposed
to want sex, let alone talk about it. So the idea that women are the nur-
turers and responsible for communication in relationships is at direct odds
with the idea of token resistance and the lack of expression of female de-
sire. Therefore it is very difficult for women to talk about sex and express
their sexuality. They are supposed to wait for the man to take the lead.
Male sexual scripts discourage men from talking about feelings and sex-
uality. The result is limited meaningful communication about sex be-
tween people. Interestingly, research about token resistance shows that
men are more likely to report token resistance than women, which is com-
pletely contrary to the stereotype depicted on TV and in the movies.’d In
other words, men reported that they were likely to say no when they re-
ally wanted to have sex and had every intention of engaging in sexual ac-
tivity. On the whole, women reported saying no because they felt like it
was the right thing to do, to be a “good girl,” even if their bodies wanted to
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have sex—and they did not engage in sexual activities. In real life, when
women say no, they mean it.

SAFE SEX AND SEXUAL
CONSEQUENCES ON TV

There are many emotional and physical consequences to sex, yet these
consequences are rarely depicted on TV and even less frequently in the
movies. Keren Eyal and Keli Finnerty, two communication researchers,
have long been gathering data on the amount and nature of sexual con-
tent in the media—in particular, the depiction of consequences that occur
when TV characters engage in sexual intercourse. Eyal and Finnerty used
the definition of consequences provided by the Kaiser Family Foundation
study. Consequences included (1) the mention or depiction of sexual pre-
cautions (e.g., the use of birth control methods); (2) the mention or de-
piction of risks and/or negative consequences of sexual intercourse (e.g.,
HIV/AIDS or other STI contraction or the mention of an unplanned or
unwanted pregnancy); and (3) the mention or depiction of sexual pa-
tience, the importance of waiting to have sex, or maintaining one’s virgin-
ity. Eyal and Finnerty contend that “the portrayal of such consequences
of intercourse on television can affect viewers’ attitudes toward sexual
intercourse; their outcome and risk expectancies; and, in turn, their sex-
ual behavior.”’ In their latest study, published in 2009, Eyal and Finnerty
analyzed 152 TV shows and found that almost half of all shows (45%)
included one act of sexual intercourse, and one in five shows (20%) in-
cluded more than two intercourse acts. On the whole, most programs
with sexual intercourse portrayals averaged two intercourse acts per pro-
gram. Use of sexual precautions is mentioned or depicted in approxi-
mately 4 percent of acts, and risks or negative consequences of sexuality
and concerns with sexual patience are each included in only 0.4 percent
of acts.

In the 1970s, NBC was the first of the major networks to depict rather
than imply sex on television. Incredulously, NBC prohibited the use of
birth control for its characters because “birth control, after all, meant
characters had planned sexual encounters, rather than just being swept
up in passionate moments.”*® So NBC executives decided that it was ac-
ceptable to show unplanned and unsafe sex. We can see what this means
for communication about sex, and safe sex, in particular. Major networks,
while depicting explicit sex scenes, banned advertisements for condoms—
many of them still ban condom advertisements. In 2009, Fox and CBS
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banned a Trojan condom advertisement because it highlighted contra-
ception messages rather than health messages. Yet, on these same net-
works, you can see advertisements for Viagra and Valtrex (a medication
for genital herpes). The televised message about sex is clear: it is OK to
have sex, as long as it is unsafe and unplanned.

Eyal and Finnerty also found that TV characters often cheat and feel
no remorse or suffer any consequences. In fact, 25 percent of all sexual
acts on TV involved cheating. The vast majority (92%) of acts were con-
sensual or mutually agreed upon by both participants. The loss of vir-
ginity was also in 5 percent of sex acts for at least one T'V character. Of
the characters whose age could be discerned (90% of all characters), four
out of five (83 %) were adults older than 25 years of age. One of every
10 characters (11%) was a young adult, and 5 percent were teenagers.
Of the 606 identifiable consequences that were shown, most (73%) re-
sulted in positive emotional outcomes of happiness and excitement. In
contrast, only 27 percent were found to result in negative emotions such
as guilt or regret. Pregnancy was depicted in only 7 percent of all conse-
quences, and even then, approximately one-half of the characters were
happy about the pregnancy. Not surprisingly, not one show depicted char-
acters getting STIs or HIV/AIDS from unsafe sex.

In 2004, Jennifer Stevens Aubrey analyzed the content of prime-time
programs that feature teens and found that more than 33 percent of the
sex scenes had some kind of consequence for teens who engaged in sexual
activities (including talk).*” Approximately 88 percent of the consequences
were negative and did not focus on physical health issues; rather, the neg-
ative consequences were emotional (disappointment, guilt, anxiety) and
social (humiliation, rejection, ostracism for girls). Less than 20 percent
of the consequences included a mention of pregnancy or STTs, and less
than 10 percent involved any kind of punishment from others for having
sex. These findings are even more profound in movies. A 2005 study by
media scholar Amy Chu looked at the consequences of sex in the most
popular movies in the last 20 years and found that almost 90 percent of
all movies showed that sexual intercourse had no consequences (no preg-
nancy, no STTs, no emotional or social ramifications).* In fact, Chu could
not find one popular movie that showed an STT transmission or unplan-
ned pregnancy.

As discussed in this chapter, safe-sex practices are rarely shown on
many television shows and movies. Additionally, the dominant pattern of
sexual interaction is often predicated on a lack of planning and foresight
because sexual encounters are not viewed as something a person should
plan. Indeed, with sex on the screen, there is a palpable, almost forced
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spontaneity. Often fictional couples do not even make it to the bedroom.
This makes viewers feel like it is more natural and desirable for sex to be
spontaneous and out of control (and comfortable on a staircase). This
is the message we get from mainstream media as well as pornography.
Great sex should be unplanned, spur of the moment, and without con-
versation. Sex on T’V and in movies is often depicted as wonderful and
always highly satisfying—partners are overcome with desire, leading to
sweaty, long-lasting, pleasurable sex. Unless it is a comedy about young
males attempting to lose their virginity, sex is most often portrayed in
an extremely positive light. The inexperienced male is mocked—many
comedies, such as The 40 Year Old Virgin, revolve around ridiculing the
sexually inept male characters.

We rarely see people on TV and in movies talking in meaningful ways
about sex, let alone safe sex, unless they are joking about it. Not only do
we lack role models who talk openly about safe sex, but it goes deeper,
influencing our patterns of behavior with our sexual partners. Since
we rarely see media characters engaging in meaningful communication
about sex and safe sex, we do not feel that these are natural and com-
fortable conversations. Mike Allen, a communication scholar who plans
safe-sex interventions, believes that “the first step in any educational in-
tervention is literally convincing a person that having conversations does
not involve the development of some type of anti-social or undesirable
practice.”*!

IMPLICATIONS FOR SEX TALK: IMPROVING
YOUR SEXUAL COMMUNICATION

Researchers have been studying portrayals of sexuality on TV for
decades and have found a steady increase of sexual content over the years.
In this chapter, I provided evidence that sexual content saturates televi-
sion programs. The public opinion poll by the Kaiser Family Founda-
tion found that over 60 percent of parents are “very concerned” about
the amount of sexual content their children see. One TV commenta-
tor suggested that there is so much sex in the media now that it is no
longer edgy; rather, it is almost “redundant and old fashioned” to show
sex on T'V, and as a society, we do not associate illicit values with sexual
behavior anymore.* Again, it is very difficult to prove that media directly
influence sexual beliefs and behaviors. What we do know is that because
there is such widespread sexual content in the media (T'V, movies, Inter-
net, magazines, and music), it serves to keep sexual issues on the public
agenda and on our private agendas. Media scholars like to say that “the
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media do not tell us what to think, but what to think about.” We also know
that there are relatively consistent messages across media formats about
sexuality—including relationship norms and sex norms. This influences
individuals’ cultural, interpersonal, and intrapersonal scripts regarding
communication about sex and sexual interactions. We can see how this
plays out when we remember the example of our first date script. Media
significantly influence how we think a sexual interaction should go.

There was also a review of numerous studies that showed that the mass
media indoctrinate men and women into gender-appropriate sexual roles.
Magazines, television programs, and movies frequently depict females
as sexually submissive to male sexual power and dominance. Magazines
targeted to young women promote passivity as a way to sexually satisfy
men, and advertisements in both men’s and women’s magazines portray
women as submissive to and dependent on men. Female sexual submis-
sion and male sexual power are also prominent themes in romance nov-
els and mainstream literature.

One way to counter the effects of media is to become media literate.
Media literacy is the concept that people should be able to evaluate media
content critically and be able to construct accurate comparisons between
media content and social reality. The idea is that if people had a more ac-
curate and complete picture of media content, then people could better
understand its effects on audience members. While most people, even
young people, on some level are already critical of media messages, think-
ing about the media in more critical terms, especially when it comes to
evaluating sexual norms and behaviors, and how this translates into com-
munication about sex can be especially important to improve quality com-
munication in real life.

Itis also important to recognize realistic sexual norms. By understand-
ing that the media portray unrealistic sexual expectations for men and
women, people can feel better about their sex lives. People do not have
terrific sex every day. By understanding and settling realistic sexual ex-
pectations between partners, you can greatly improve your sexual rela-
tionship. By using media sources such as a television program or a movie
to start a discussion or continue a discussion about sex, sex talk, and ex-
pectations, sexual communication may help break the silence in a rela-
tionship. Last, it is important to recognize what is missing from television
and movie messages about sex: safe-sex messages and condom use, which
could prevent a host of negative consequences such as unintended preg-
nancies and STTs. In general, the media also lack characters that model
meaningful communication about sex between partners, parents and chil-
dren, and friends. Often sexual content on TV is reduced to jokes and
puns, which are not necessarily bad, but if research shows that the majority
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of children prefer TV for sexual education, then we have to note that es-
sential elements of a safe and meaningful sexual relationship are missing.
Knowledge is power. Whether you believe Dr. Hill or Dr. Green from the
opening vignette, whether you believe media have direct or indirect ef-
tects, whether you believe that the influx of sex on "T'V has positive or neg-
ative messages, being informed about the different views on the influence
of media on sex talk is extremely important.
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CHAPTER 3

Gender an(l Cultural
Issues Tllat Inﬂuence

Communication about Sex

Sue and her partner Amir have been together for six years. Sue is in
love with Amir, and they have lived together for four years. She talks
to her best friend, Krissy, regularly on the phone. Krissy and Sue often
talk about their friendship and why they like each other so much. Just
the other day, Sue said, “Krissy, I just love you. You are a great friend.
When I am feeling down, I know that talking to you makes me feel
better. We have to see each other more, though. I love talking on the
phone, especially because I can get things done at home while we are
talking on the phone, but I really miss the face-to-face time.” Krissy
responds by saying, “Yes, I miss the face-to-face time, as well. [ under-
stand how you feel, but with my new job and the twins at home, it is
just tough. Hey, remember the time we met for lunch at Julios and . . . ?”
Krissy goes on to finish the story. Men are sometimes confounded by
the fact that women can talk on the phone for such long periods of time
and about “nothing in particular.”

Sue and Krissy are comfortable talking about their relationship and
do not necessarily problem solve (they don’t see each other face-to-face
often enough and do not make a plan to fix it) but just feel better by talk-
ing about it. However, if women try to communicate with their boy-
friends or husbands about the relationship, it often doesn’t go so well.
Can we talk about our relationship? This statement is frequently
dreaded by men and women alike because it often ends in misun-
derstandings or hurt feelings. Men sometimes dread the relationship
conversation because they often do not see a point in talking about a
relationship unless there is a problem to solve, whereas many women
often derive pleasure in simply talking about their relationships. A
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miscommunication may occur between men, who do not think there is
a problem with the relationship and therefore do not want to talk about
the relationship, and women, who just wanted to talk and may jump
to the conclusion that there really is a problem in the relationship because
their partners do not want to talk about it. Before this miscommuni-
cation, the woman did not think there was a problem with the relation-
ship. This is an excellent example of how men and women communicate
differently.

I wrote my dissertation on the experiences of Indian immigrant
women and published subsequent articles on their views of accultura-
tion and sexuality. One of my closest friends inspired me to explore this
topic. She grew up in India and had an arranged marriage. She had
met her husband three times (all supervised) before she married him
and moved to the United States. How people come together and get
married greatly varies within cultures, and it is an interesting phenom-
enon to study. I often ask my students, how many of you would trust
your parents to pick out a suitable spouse? I ask friends my age, how
many of you would probably have been better off had you let your
parents pick a spouse for you? I always have a few students who do say,
“Yes, I would trust my parents to arrange a marriage for me; heck, it
would be a lot easier than trying to date!” From my friend’s point of
view, she doesn’t understand why it takes Americans so long to make
up their minds about choosing a spouse. She often says to me, “Geez,
what is the problem? You need five years to decide that you are com-
patible with a person and could love them? You need to live with them
for years to decide? Come on, people know this is going to work long
term or it’s not. Three months of dating should be plenty of time!” And
in a way, she is right. Deep down, most of us know after a few months
whether we could marry someone or not. And interestingly, her mar-
riage is one of happiest of all the people I know.

INTRODUCTION

Let’s face it. You cannot open a magazine, turn on the TV, hop on
the Internet, or talk to friends without the topic of gender differences
coming up sooner or later. Communication between men and women
is a very popular topic, and self-help books about gender differences
top the list of the relationship self-help genre. However, not all com-
munication is gender-related communication. Gender communication
is between and about men and women.! While sex is simply the bio-
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logical designation of male or female, “gender is a cultural construction
which includes biological sex (male or female), psychological charac-
teristics (femininity, masculinity, androgyny), attitudes about the sexes,
and sexual orientation.”” It is important to learn about the impact of
gender roles for many reasons. For example, women are supposed to
be nurturing, caring, concerned about the relationship, and better at
communicating, but passive. Men are suppose to be dominant in the
couple, but stoic, independent, and unconcerned (or less concerned
than women) with relationships. Think about the implications of these
gender roles. If women are in charge of talking about relationship is-
sues, particularly one as sensitive as sex, yet are also supposed to wait for
men to initiate conversations about sex, then it is easy to understand
how couples often find themselves at an impasse. Women are more likely
to want to talk about sexual issues than men.? This could be one reason
why talks about sex are so infrequent and uncomfortable between cou-
ples. By learning about how gender can affect communication, people
can improve their effectiveness as communicators. By better under-
standing the complex way in which culture affects values and behav-
iors, people can gain a better insight about their own communication
patterns as well as the patterns of the significant others in their lives.

CULTURE AND SEX

It has been said that you never really know your culture until you
leave it, until you experience another, very different cultural reality.
While in many ways, this is true, it is also true that on several levels, we
have an awareness of much of our own culture’s characteristics and dy-
namics. Within this awareness, we know things that we like about our
culture as well as things that we don’t like about our culture. Despite
the fact that we sometimes wish we could change aspects of our own
culture, we find ourselves participating in the performance and perpet-
uation of these very aspects and the associated cultural roles. Cecil
Helman defined culture as “a set of guidelines (both explicit and im-
plicit) which individuals inherit as members of a particular society, and
which tells them how to view the world, how to experience it emotion-
ally, and how to behave in it in relation to other people.”* If you reread
this definition, you will see that this view of culture does not dismiss
social psychology or interpersonal communication. On the contrary, it
suggests that culture influences people’s interpretations and experi-
ences of life. In the context of sex talk, gender-related dynamics are
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relevant to whether women will take an active or passive role in sexual
situations, including, but not limited to, initiating discussions with a
sexual partner about sexual practices and past experiences and using
strategies to negotiate or assert power to make their voices understood.

Sexual behavior is symbolic. Humans learn sexuality. As individuals,
we learn what kind of sexual creatures we are as we learn gender roles
and acquire cultural guidelines regarding such elements of sexuality as
desirability, courtship, foreplay, and sexual positions.” Humans, no mat-
ter the culture, share a universality of having sex. While humans are
inherently sexual due to a biological imperative to reproduce, cultural
learning directly influences how we go about reproduction: where,
when, how often, with whom, and why.® The influence of culture on sex
cannot be discounted as the “enculturation process is a powerful one,
and individuals do not easily cast off its effects.”” From this viewpoint,
culture can be approached as a fundamental component of sex, rather
than as a minor influence on sexual behavior. Indeed, “in addition to
the fact that we are sexually reproducing creatures is the inescapable
fact that sexual reproduction is not the only reason for sexual coupling
among humans. Sexual interaction is linked also to play, intimacy, and
emotional attachment. These are needs that probably are also a part of
our biological makeup as social creatures.”® Furthermore, we do not
necessarily share the same ways across cultures (even within cultures)
of enacting, negotiating, and communicating about sex since “these
constant and universal features of human sexuality define our capacity
in a broad way, but culture shapes the details of local sexual practices
around the world.”

A cultural context for understanding sexual relationships in general
is helpful and useful because it provides “individuals not only with
views of how relationships are supposed to develop, but also with vo-
cabularies for representing relationship growth.”!? After all, “interper-
sonal communication is founded on sociality, on a process that requires
shared meaning and awareness of one’s accountability to others. All
meaningful symbolic engagements within a given culture require that
the participants understand together the referents of their discourse
and the rules that govern its procedure.”!!

GENDER AND COMMUNICATION

We are born into a sexual category; we are born either male or fe-
male. We are socialized into masculine and feminine roles—this aspect
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is learned. Every society has defined (perhaps loosely or tightly) ap-
propriate gender roles for men and women. Given that gender roles
are socially constructed, what is appropriate for the genders has greatly
depended on the requirements of a society. For example, people who
study feminine and masculine roles describe how in the past, when so-
ciety was organized around agriculture, the differences between femi-
nine and masculine were less distinct.!? Both males and females took
responsibility for economic survival, cared for children, and overall,
there were less distinct divisions of labor. Qualities important in men
were emotionality, nurturance, and interdependence, traits essential
for agricultural family life. Women were ambitious, strong, and deci-
sive, again essential for success in agricultural-based lives. When the
industrial revolution occurred and factories emerged, the working do-
main of men and women separated, and more modern stereotypical
gender differences emerged. For example, the working environment of
men was public, utilitarian, and impersonal, while women, who remained
at home, became associated with the personal, private, and caregiving
activities. These fundamental changes caused the ideals of masculinity
to be redefined in terms of independence, aggressiveness, achievement,
and self-control. Femininity was redefined as nurturing, relational, and
caring for others.!* We still use these ideals as the basis for many gen-
dered stereotypes today.

NATURE-NURTURE ARGUMENT

Are men and women different based on inherent biological differ-
ences (nature) or are they different because they are raised to be different
(nurture)? Most people are familiar with the nature-nurture argument.
There is evidence to support both sides of this argument. David Lisak, a
masculinity researcher, believes that the nature-nurture argument, which
explores if gender differences are inherent to a person’s sex or if they
are learned in society, is false. He contends it is a combination of both
nature and nurture. “The nature-nurture argument itself, while seem-
ingly compelling and almost irresistible to engage in, is inherently
flawed. If the last twenty years of neuroscience teaches us anything, it
is that the brain is a wondrous labyrinth of chemically activated neuro-
circuitry that is both shaped by genes and constantly altered by envi-
ronment and experience.”'* This makes the most sense given what we
know about biological differences and learned gender behaviors in so-
ciety. It is safe to conclude that gender differences are a combination of
both nature and nurture.
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How men and women are “nurtured” into separate gender roles be-
gins at birth. Research has shown that mothers interact differently with
male and female babies. Mothers interact more with daughters than
sons and keep their daughters physically and psychologically closer.
They also tend to be more nurturing with daughters and talk to them
more about relationships and personal issues. Mothers have been found
to encourage more independence with their sons and to talk to them
less about emotional issues and relationships.”” Some theorists believe
this is the reason for differences in how males and females view rela-
tionships. Women tend to view relationships as a source of comfort and
security, and to affirm self-perceptions as connected with others.!® How-
ever, boys—then men—may view relationships as a threat to their in-
dependence.

ARE MEN AND WOMEN THAT DIFFERENT?
ARE WE OPPOSITE SEXES?

Most psychologists agree that men and women are much more alike
than different. Janet Shibley Hyde, a psychologist who studies gender
differences, looked at 46 meta-analyses of studies of psychological gen-
der differences. A meta-analysis is a study that reviews the data from sev-
eral previous studies on the same topic and tests this larger data set to
identify overall trends in a topic. Meta-analyses are considered the most
reliable forms of scientific studies. Dr. Shibley Hyde found that “males
and females are similar on most, but not all, psychological variables.”!”
Ron Levant, a researcher who studies constructs of masculinity, con-
tends that in his review of the available research about gender, that males
and females are more alike than different.!®* However, no researcher con-
tends that men and women are constitutionally identical. It recognizes
that there are some differences, which can show up in terms of lifestyle,
career choices, communication styles, and other differences.

SPEECH COMMUNITIES

Many people are familiar with best-selling self-help books such as
You Fust Don’t Understand: Women and Men in Conversation, by Deborah
Tannen, and Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus, by John Gray.!
While Deborah Tannen, a professor of linguistics at Georgetown Col-
lege, has much more credibility than John Gray, both have come un-
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der scrutiny from scientists and researchers for the claims they make
about how men and women communicate. John Gray does not hold
any graduate degrees from accredited U.S. schools, nor has his work
been reviewed by scholars and leaders in the field of psychology.

Deborah Tannen claims that men and women speak with different
styles of communication and that these different styles result in deep-
seated misunderstandings between women and men. In other words,
men and women use distinctive language codes and draw different in-
ferences from messages. At the heart of her theory is her belief that
women use language to include and support others (solidarity), whereas
men focus on levels of dominance and control (power) in communicative
interactions. The problem with Tannen’s (and Gray’s) approach to gen-
der is that they view gender as one-dimensional in the sense that women
and men are presented as fundamentally different. They speak different
languages and reason differently. As we see in this chapter, although we
can draw some conclusions based on gender, gender is unique to all in-
dividuals and ever changing because we are constantly evolving as peo-
ple in any give time or culture. Renowned gender and communication
researcher and professor at the University of North Carolina, Chapel
Hill, Julia Wood has written an excellent text titled Gendered Lives. Many
of the examples I use in this chapter are discussed in her book. One
important concept Julia Wood researched and presented is that of gen-
dered speech communities; that is, there are feminine and masculine
styles of verbal communication. Wood expands on the 1982 classic study
completed by Daniel Maltz and Ruth Borker, who studied games that
children play and how they cultivate different methods of communica-
tion. Specifically, Wood explained that games such as baseball and soccer
are formative tools in how males develop communication patterns. First,
look at the kinds of games boys play. They often involve large groups;
they are competitive in nature, goal oriented, have winners and losers, in-
volve physically rough play, and often have a set of rules and specific roles
or positions. Wood asserts that boys’ games promote basic communi-
cation rules:

1. Boys use communication to assert ideas, opinions, and identity.

2. Boys use communication to achieve something such as problem
solving or strategy development.

3. Boys use communication to attract and maintain attention.

4. Boys communicate to compete for the “talk stage.” Boys talk to
stand out, take attention away from others, and gain attention from
others.?
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Although many young people deny that there are still significant dif-
ferences between boys and girls, research shows that differences still
exist. For example, most elementary school-aged children prefer same-
sex playmates. Overall, boys use communication to compete with one an-
other, exert control over others, and accomplish goals, all of which are
focused on individuality, competition, and achievement. Interestingly,
grown men still tend to do things with their friends, rather than build
and maintain relationships through talk.

Think about the messages we send to little boys: “don’t cry,” “don’t
be a sissy,” “play hard, take chances, winning is important,” “you are so
strong, such a big boy,” “stand up for yourself.” Boys are praised for
strength, independence, and achievements. Now think about what this
means for how boys are taught to communicate. They are taught to be
dominant, to voice their opinions, to be leaders and say what they think.
Other traditional qualities associated with masculinity are toughness, self-
reliance, and invulnerability. Boys learn that to be popular in elementary
school, they need to be aggressive and good at sports. Girls in elementary
school learn that popular girls are kind, pretty, and have pretty clothes.

What about girls? Girls tend to play in small groups or pairs and rarely
play organized games; rather, games such as “house” or “school” rarely have
formal rules, do not have winners and losers, and most of the time, girls
talk to each other as the game progresses to make up or change the game.
While playing, girls spend more time talking than doing anything else,
thus developing their interpersonal communication skills. In the end,
Julia Wood contended that girls learn the following rules of communica-
tion from the games they play:

1. Girls use communication to create and maintain relationships. The
focus is on the process of communication and not the content of
what is being said.

2. Girls use communication to establish egalitarian relationships with
others. They do not use communication to criticize, put down, or
outdo others.

3. Girls use communication to include others. They attempt to bring
others into conversations and talk about their ideas.

4. Girls use communication to show sensitivity and value relation-
ships. We can see that girls focus on cooperation and open-ended
processes.’!

Think about the messages we teach little girls: “share with others, don’t
be selfish,” “be careful, you don’t want to hurt yourself,” “don’t get
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too dirty,” “be gentle,” “be polite.” Girls are praised for helping others,
playing house, looking pretty, and being neat, smart, and sweet. Now
think about what this means for how girls are taught to communi-
cate. They are taught to listen to and appreciate what others are saying,
not to interrupt others, and to be patient and kind when communi-
cating.

DIFFERENCES IN HOW MEN
AND WOMEN COMMUNICATE

Many communication scholars believe that men and women differ
on what they believe to be the function of communication.?? Although
this is a generalization, men approach conversations to impart informa-
tion (called the content aspect of communication) rather than to convey
cues about the relationship (called the relational aspect of communi-
cation). Women tend to converse more as an indication of the relation-
ship rather than to impart information. Therefore men tend to use
communication for information exchange rather than for relationship
development. We can see some evidence of this in the way men and
women form same-sex friendships. Men tend to do things with their
friends, while women tend to maintain their friendships through talk.
One of my communication studies professors liked to tell a story about
one of his closest friends. They were next-door neighbors and jogged
together four times a week for 10 years. They usually carried on a con-
versation during parts of their run and always during their cool-down
walk. One morning, my professor asked his friend, “So, how is your
wife doing these days?” His friend responded by saying, “We separated
three months ago.” He was floored. My professor considered himself
to be an excellent communicator and nurturing friend; after all, he had
a PhD in communication, was the dean of the college of communica-
tion, and had taught interpersonal communication for over 30 years. He
was shocked that his friend did not mention that he was having mari-
tal difficulties, let alone that he had separated from his wife. My pro-
fessor often used this example when teaching about gender differences
to highlight how men communicate (or fail to communicate) with one
another.

Women tend to use communication to establish and maintain rela-
tionships with other people. We can see that women often communi-
cate to maintain relationships with others, mainly by inquiring about
a person. Women often ask questions such as “How was your day?”
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“How are you feeling?” “Anything interesting happen today at work?”
It is important for women to establish equality with others, creating
an interactive process of communication, taking talk turns with others
in the conversation. Women tend to use communication to provide sup-
port for one another by asking many questions and providing sympa-
thetic comments. Feminine communication is often very personal; women
share stories about themselves and their lives, disclosing personal infor-
mation. Women rarely use direct commands or make direct comments.
Researchers have found that women use tag questions and verbal hedges
significantly more than men. Tag questions are questions at the end of a
statement such as “That was an interesting movie, wasn’t it?” “I am so
annoyed we have to wait this long, aren’t you?” Hedges are tentative
statements such as “I think that he might not be happy with our project”
or “I feel like maybe you don’t want to go to dinner tonight.” It is a softer
way of communicating, although sometimes men get frustrated with
hedges. Men who prefer direct communication styles tend to be annoyed
by hedges and tag questions and say they would rather women simply
tell them what they want or think.

According to Julia Wood and her thorough examination of research
about gender and communication, men tend to avoid personal disclo-
sures when communicating; rather, they communicate to accomplish
goals, gain control, maintain independence, entertain, and gain status.
Talk is a way to prove themselves, and sometimes men even see win-
ners and losers in conversations. How many times have you heard a
man say “I won that round,” and I imagine that woman might be think-
ing, “It was just a conversation; I didn’t know it was a competition.”
Research has also shown that men tend to give advice when communi-
cating. This is a way for them to exhibit knowledge and take control.
Because masculine communication is focused on problem solving, talk
is focused on getting information, uncovering facts, and then suggest-
ing solutions. Talk is informational. Interestingly, men talk at greater
length and more often than women. This is not limited to face-to-face
conversations; in fact, men talk longer and more often than women in
Internet conversations and in e-mail discussion groups. Men also tend
to interrupt more than women. Masculine talk is direct and assertive and
tends to be less emotionally responsive. Men give what are called min-
imum response cues such as “yeah” or “um.” The differences between
how men and women communicate affect their approaches to sex talk.
In some ways, these differences limit communication between couples,
but by understanding these differences and identifying the ones most
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prevalent in your relationships, you can address them and hopefully
overcome them.

ATTRACTION, LOVE, ROMANCE,
AND SEX: GENDER DIFFERENCES

Elizabeth McGee of the University of California, San Diego and
Mark Shelvin reviewed what men and women find attractive in a mate.??
Their research showed that men value physical attractiveness and youth
in a partner more than women. They concluded that women value char-
acteristics in men such as dependability, good earning capacity, ambi-
tion, a career-oriented mentality, and high socioeconomic status. I do
not think anyone would be surprised by these results. However, other
psychologists who reviewed findings from various studies generally in-
dicate that intrinsic attributes (e.g., honesty, kindness, dependability) are
relatively more important for a long-term relationship, whereas external
attributes (e.g., physical appearance such as attractiveness) are more im-
portant for a short-term relationship.?*

Interestingly, McGee and Shelvin found that both men and women
value a good sense of humor in a potential life partner. One reason
humor is so highly valued is that it implies the presence of other posi-
tive traits such as pleasantness. In fact, McGee and Shelvin found
that people described as being well above average in sense of humor
were seen as lower in neuroticism and higher in agreeableness than
individuals described as typical or below average in terms of sense of
humor. Additionally, individuals with higher humor orientation were
associated with lower levels of loneliness and were viewed as socially
attractive.

Although a popular belief in society is that women are more con-
cerned with romance and are more romantic than men, research shows
that in general, men are more romantic than women. Men tend to fall in
love harder and faster than women. Men play more games than women.
Men are more active, sexualized, impulsive, and spontaneous than women.
Men and women also differ on definitions of romance and intimacy.
Jane Ridely,? a psychiatrist and couples counselor, agreed that men and
women define intimacy differently. Whereas women do not see sex as a
necessary or integral part of intimacy, men do. Men enjoy romantic ges-
tures such as spontaneous love making, excursions to romantic places, and



56 Sex Talk

surprising women with gifts and flowers. Women tend to see romantic
relationships as deep friendships and, on the whole, are more pragmatic
than men when it comes to romance. Women find deep conversations,
intimacy (not necessarily sexual), and the sharing of feelings to be ro-
mantic. Thus some men see sex as an essential component to intimacy,
whereas some women do not. When men talk about sex, the approach
necessarily includes sex as a desired outcome, whereas women may see
the talk itself as an intimate act.

DIFFERENCES IN MALE AND
FEMALE SEXUALITY

Renowned psychologist and sexuality expert Letitia Anne Peplau be-
lieves that there are four main differences in male and female sexual-
ity. In her aptly titled article “Human Sexuality: How Do Men and
Women Differ?” Peplau explains the four distinctions:

First, on a wide variety of measures, men show greater sexual de-
sire than do women. Second, compared with men, women place
greater emphasis on committed relationships as a context for sex-
uality. Third, aggression is more strongly linked to sexuality for
men than for women. Fourth, women’s sexuality tends to be more
malleable and capable of change over time. These male-female dif-
ferences are pervasive, affecting thoughts and feelings as well as
behavior, and they characterize not only heterosexuals but lesbi-
ans and gay men as well.?®

As Peplau further explains in her article, although men and women
are more similar than different when it comes to sexuality, these differ-
ences are important to recognize. First, Peplau defines the term sexual
desire as an interest in sexual objects and activities and the wish to par-
take in sexual activity. Across the life span, men report higher levels of sex
drive than women. Numerous research reports indicate that men also
desire greater frequency of sex and that for most heterosexual couples,
the frequency of sex is often a compromise between men and women.
"This is interesting given the statistics about sexual activity in chapter one,
in particular the fact that current research also shows that men are more
likely than women to stop having sex in long term relationships. When
one member desires less sex and that person is the man, then couples
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tend to stop having sex. One reason for this could be the idea that men
really are more in control of sexual activities in heterosexual relation-
ships.

Second, there are significant differences between men and women and
the role of relationships in sexual activity. Women view committed re-
lationships as a context for sex, while men easily separate sex from ro-
mance and commitment. There are clear ramifications for many young
women who hope for a close, romantic relationship after a casual sex-
ual encounter and are disappointed when men do not respond in kind.
Third, in a review of research that investigated the sexual self-concepts of
men and women, both genders showed dimensions of romance and pas-
sion; however, men’s self-concepts also included aggression. In terms of
sexuality, men saw themselves as aggressive, powerful, experienced, dom-
ineering, and individualistic. Women did not see themselves this way.
Researchers concluded that aggression is closely linked to sexuality for
men, yet not women. The last concept that Peplau discussed was sexual
plasticity, the level of influence that cultural, social, and situational fac-
tors can have on sexuality. Each of these four issues is discussed in greater
detail in the following paragraphs.

In terms of male sexuality, one of the most common scales to measure
the level of “masculinity” among men is called the Male Role Norms In-
ventory. This inventory or scale is used to determine the characteristics
of masculinity. Unfortunately, high levels of masculinity were found to
be linked to a range of problematic individual and relational variables.
Some of these troubling indicators included a reluctance to “discuss
condom use with partners, fear of intimacy, lower relationship satisfac-
tion . . . self reports of sexual aggression, lower forgiveness of racial dis-
crimination, alexithymia (the inability to express feelings with words)
and related constructs, and reluctance to seek psychological help.”?” Too
much masculinity is not a good thing for quality communication.

Sexual identity is “the enduring sense of oneself as a sexual being
which fits a culturally created category and accounts for one’s sexual
fantasies, attractions, and behaviors.”” Sexual identity for women is not
just based on sexual feelings and behaviors; rather, because women view
sex as a way to establish intimacy and maintain close personal relation-
ships, sexual identity is linked to romance and not just sex. The fact that
in American culture, we place so much more emphasis on sex than rela-
tionships in our society could be because of male domination of media,
relationships, communication in relationships, and so forth. If women
were in power positions, we might see a greater emphasis on relational
issues, but one cannot be positive.
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Social psychologists believe that female sexuality is more fluid and
flexible than male sexuality. In other words, female sexuality is malleable
and capable of change over time, whereas male sexuality is believed to
be rooted in biology and childhood experiences.?? In 2000, psychologist
Roy Baumeister came up with the idea of measuring gender differences
in what he calls erotic plasticity.*° Plasticity is the degree to which a per-
son’s sex drive can be formed and changed by cultural, social, and
situational pressures. So, if a person has limited erotic plasticity, then
Baumeister contends that that person’s sexuality is firmly formed in early
life, either though biological determinants or through childhood expe-
riences. Baumeister presents compelling evidence in the scientific paper
he wrote that women have more erotic plasticity because education, re-
ligion, and culture have a greater impact on women’s sexu-ality than on
men’s sexuality. This is in part due to the fact that women’s sexuality is
more complex and emotional than that of men. Women are more likely
to romanticize sexual desire—considering the act of sex as something
to establish emotional intimacy and express love for another person—
whereas men are more likely to sexualize desire; to men, sex is physical
and desire is the physical wanting of someone.’! Most psychologists be-
lieve that women have a partner-centered or relational approach to sex,
while men tend to think of sex as recreation and body centered.?? This is
not to say that eroticism and sex are not important to women or that emo-
tional intimacy is not important to men; it is simply to say that it is im-
portant to acknowledge the role that emotional intimacy has on women’s
sexual experiences and communication about sex. For example, if emo-
tional intimacy is important to a woman’s sexual experiences, commu-
nication with her partner is essential to establishing and maintaining a
quality sex life.

Do men and women think about sex differently? Yes, according to
sex researchers Susan Sprecher and Kathleen McKinney.*} In a review
of a large number of scientific articles, they concluded that men have
a more positive attitude toward sex, toward premarital sex, casual sex,
and multiple sexual partners. And it is true that men also think about sex
a lot more than women—for men, the end goal of sex is physical grati-
fication—and indicate that partner initiative and variety of sexual activi-
ties are important to them. Therefore it makes sense that men see more
women as potential sexual partners (men are less discriminating) than
wormen see men as sexual partners.

Ellis and Symons contend that even women’s sexual fantasies are
different from those of men.?* More often, women’s fantasies include a
partner who they know, include affection and communication, and de-
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scribe a setting for the sexual activity. In contrast, men’s fantasies more
often involve multiple partners, strangers, and anonymous partners and
are focused on specific sexual acts and sexual organs.

SEXUAL DOUBLE STANDARDS: DO THEY
EXIST, AND IF SO, TO WHAT EXTENT?

A sexual double standard is the belief that men are praised for sexual
activity, whereas women are penalized.*’ In other words, men are re-
warded socially for sexual exploits, and women are socially derogated
for the same behaviors.*® And while men are valued for their sexual pro-
miscuity, women are not. Within gender roles, it is expected that women
are innocent, men experienced. This is apparent in the double standard
that compels men to feel as if they should lose their virginity as soon
as possible and for women to maintain it as long as possible. Due to the
fact that many women are expected to be both virgins and have sex, this
places them in a paradox. “The expression of female desire, then, can
be a risky enterprise for young women. The sexual double standard is
regulated through the tool of sexual reputation, which is the negative
labeling of an active, desiring female sexuality and positive labeling of
active male sexuality.”*” Having to negotiate these fine boundaries is
one of the reasons why communication about sex is so complicated.

Michael Marks and Chris Fraley set out to review the empirical re-
search on the actual presence of the sexual double standard in U.S. so-
ciety in their scholarly article “The Sexual Double Standard: Fact or
Fiction?” While they cite research that showed that the “sexual double
standard seems to be a ubiquitous phenomenon in contemporary soci-
ety; one recent survey revealed that 85% of people believe that a double
standard exists in our culture.”?® In their research, they had people read
vignettes of males and females who were described as sexually promis-
cuous or having a limited number of partners. Both males and females
were rated lower in terms of likeability, morality, and desirability as
a spouse when they rated the people who had a high number of sexual
partners. In a review of literature and their own study, they found that
for people who had high numbers of sexual partners, both male and fe-
male were viewed negatively by participants. They suggest that instead
of people researching the double standard, people need to address why
the false double standard belief is so pervasive. Indeed, expectations of
chastity and virginity have been steadily declining in the United States
since the 1950s. In a series of repeated tests beginning in the early 1940s,
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men and women were given a list of 18 attributes that they were looking
for in a mate and to rate them in terms of importance. Chastity, the lack
of sexual experience, was one of the attributes and, in 1945, was ranked
10th in terms of importance. The exact same test was repeated in 1969,
and virginity had fallen to 15th in terms of importance in a mate. The
year 1981 was the last time the study was done, and men ranked chastity
in a partner at 18th out of 18 constructs—dead last in terms of impor-
tance.*” Clearly the importance of sexual experience and chastity is cul-
turally determined. In some Asian countries, sexual inexperience (even
virginity) of women is considered attractive by men. In some Western
European countries, such as France, Sweden, and Italy, sexual inexperi-
ence is viewed negatively for both men and women.

IMPLICATIONS FOR SEX TALK

We learned in this chapter that men are supposed to be highly sex-
ual. This means that they are supposed to be interested in sex all the
time, any time. They are expected to be sexually experienced, and the more
partners that a man has, the better. This is one area that men talk about
with one another—sexual conquests. Men frequently joke about sex with
one another, as well. Boys learn at a young age that they are supposed to
have lots of girlfriends; one of the participants in my study about com-
munication about sex said that he was often asked by his father, “How
many girlfriends are you going to have when you grow up?” He reported
that his sisters were never asked how many boyfriends they were going
to have when they grew up. One thing that men learn more than any-
thing else is that a cornerstone of masculinity is not to be feminine: “don’t
be such a girl,” “you throw like a girl,” “don’t be a crybaby,” “what a ma-
ma’s boy,” “you are pussy whipped,” “she wears the pants in your rela-
tionship,” “what do you mean you don’t want to have sex?” Both men
and women often ridicule men who engage in these behaviors. So men
learn “not to be like girls,” yet women expect them to be supportive,
caring, open, romantic, emotional, and to fully take part in raising chil-
dren and taking care of the house. This is a difficult dilemma for men.
Interestingly, women tend to enforce these gender roles just as much as
other men. Men are often afraid to let themselves go in front of women
because they fear the consequences.

Men and women even talk about their sexual experiences differently,
which is reflected by male sexual aggression and female submission. When
men have sex, particularly with a new partner, they use words and ex-

” «
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pressions like “I scored.” This implies that there was a great deal of ef-
fort involved, physical prowess, and something to be proud of, just like
on the playing field, where people literally score. It’s a good thing to
score. Women rarely say things like “I scored.” Even on shows like Sex
and the City, the female characters often describe sexual activity as “we
did the deed” or “it just happened.” Women frequently describe their
sexual experiences, particularly young women and women who are in-
volved in casual sexual experiences, as “it just happened.” This indicates
that they have clearly learned the gender role of female sexual passivity
and most likely believe that sex really did “just happen.” It implies that
women did not make a conscious decision to have sex or admit (even to
themselves) that they have sexual desires, let alone actively pursue sex
and “score.” Not only is it acceptable for men to admit that they have
strong sexual desires, but it is expected.

Psychologists Amy Kiefer and Diana Sanchez believe that gender
roles decrease sexual function and satisfaction. They believe that sexual
autonomy is a requirement for both men and women to enjoy sex and
that gender roles limit sexual autonomy. We know that sexual satisfac-
tion is important for relational happiness, duration, and success. Kiefer
and Sanchez strongly believe that for women, in particular, adherence to
traditional gender-based sexual roles can significantly hinder the devel-
opment of an enjoyable and satisfying sexual relationship for both part-
ners. However, for women to let go of learned sex roles and scripts for
how they are supposed to behave in bed is not easy. In the end, women
are still held responsible for the consequences of sexual activity. Social
mores in the United States require that women take more responsibility
than men.* Ultimately, both men and women believe that women would
be responsible for any consequences of sex and therefore should be re-
sponsible for birth control and ensuring condom use.*! While there have
been cultural changes about accepting women’s sexuality and a more
liberal approach to multiple partners, cultural gender roles necessitate
women’s silence about their personal sexual experiences. In other words,
they have the opportunity for more sexual experiences but are in many
ways denied the opportunity to communicate in meaningful ways about
those experiences. This silence limits their ability not only to be open
about their own sexual histories and current practices, but also to have
discussions about their partners’ sexual histories and current practices.

Women are often constrained in their communication about sex be-
cause their traditional gender roles indicate that they should wait for a
man to bring up the topic. Also, they may be afraid that a man might
get mad if he thinks she is somehow unhappy with their sex life. More
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often, women do not want to hurt their partners’ feelings or offend their
partners’ manhood; after all, men are supposed to be highly sexual and
to be really “good in bed.” In a study I conducted about male and female
communication about sex, most female participants reported that they
did not talk about sex with their partners; they preferred to talk about
their sexual experiences or relationships with close friends. This makes
sense knowing what we do about feminine communication styles. How-
ever, talking with your best friend about sex probably will not help your
sex life (although it might make you feel better). In my opening story,
Krissy has not had sex with her husband in two years, since her twins were
born. She talks about it once in a while with Sue but never broaches the
topic with her husband. Why not?

While each gender is socialized into different roles and communica-
tion patterns, neither gender is really taught how, when, or why to talk
about sex. This is one area that we neglect as a society. If people feel they
will be ridiculed or rejected for initiating meaningful, serious discussion
about sex, it is easy to see why more of these conversations do not take
place.

Recall that humans, no matter the culture, share a universality of
having sex, but there are significant relational—thus cultural and gen-
dered—differences that influence how and why people have sex, and
in extension, how and why people communicate about sex. So while so-
ciety sometimes likes to frame sex in strictly biological or medical terms,
it should not ignore the very human and communication-based needs
that go along with sexual relationships such as intimacy and emotional
attachment.

Also, because women link sex with relationships, they are more
likely to comply with unwanted sexual advances than men. If a wife is
not in the mood, she may go ahead and have sex so as not to hurt her
husband’s feelings and preserve the relationship. Because men have a
more physical view of sex, rather than relational, they are less likely to
comply with sexual overtures if they are not in the mood. In turn, women
may see this as a personal attack rather than a physical unwillingness.

In this chapter, I offered readers peer-reviewed research from ac-
credited sources about theories and hypotheses that have been studied
in a systematic way, rather than offering kitschy anecdotal observations
about men and women. I do not claim that such self-help books are com-
pletely inaccurate about the information and observations they make. In-
deed, it does not take a PhD or an MD to discern some basic truths about
men and women. However, I would like readers to keep in mind that
overwhelming evidence supports that men and women are much more
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alike physiologically and psychologically than they are different. I offer
you this explanatory paragraph because some of the findings I present
in this chapter about how men and women communicate both echo
some of the claims in popular self-help books and repudiate others.
Ultimately, the focus of this chapter is to help the reader understand
how gender and culture affect sexual communication.
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CHAPTER 4

Getting to the Heart of the
Matter: The Importance of
Nonverbal Communication

in Sexual Relationships

“Do you see that woman in the blue dress with her friends over there?
She wants me,” Joe said to his friends. It was a Friday night in the sum-
mer, and everyone was out at the beach having a good time. Joe’s friends
did not take him too seriously as Joe thought women always wanted him
and, in their opinion, he was rarely correct. It was even more rare that
he ever got a phone number because he never had enough nerve to ac-
tually go up and talk to the women he thought wanted him.

“OK, Joe, why don’t you explain this revelation to us. How do you
know that woman in the blue dress wants you?” Billy, a guy in the group
who always went home with the most phone numbers in his pocket,
asked.

“Well, it’s obvious to the trained eye. She keeps looking over at us
and her gaze lingers on me. She flips her hair when she looks at me and
kind of smiles. It’s the classic female sign of ‘I want you,’” Joe reported
with confidence.

“Ha, the door is behind us, you idiot. She could be looking for a friend
coming in or just checking out the new men as they walk in. You are
standing directly in front of the door. She cannot not look at you.”

“No, it’s me she is looking at, her gaze lingers, man. I am telling you,”
Joe insisted.

“OK, then go up to her and talk to her. Let’s see how interested she
really is,” one of his friends taunted him.

“No, if she wants me, she should come to me. She will, if she wants
me enough and nobody else better looking than me hits on her before
closing time.”
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“Yeah, let’s just see, Joe, let’s just see.” One of his friends decided to
let him off the hook because he could see Joe was becoming uncom-
fortable.

In reality, Joe is not that far off the mark. He did read the nonverbal
signs correctly, if indeed the woman in the blue dress was looking at
him and not at the door. So much of what men and women do in court-
ship and sexual relationships is guided by nonverbal cues that it would
be impossible to measure and count the impact of each cue. However,
this chapter does provide insight into much of what goes on in terms
of nonverbal communication and sex.

INTRODUCTION

Understanding nonverbal communication is particularly important
when learning how to talk about sex because so much of how people
communicate about sex is nonverbal. Research has shown that is it ac-
tually much easier and more comfortable for people to have sex than to
talk about it, particularly at the beginning of a romantic relationship.!
In my research on communication about sex, when asked about how ei-
ther women or men could and do initiate sex, I learned that such efforts
of sexual advancement were primarily nonverbal in nature. Touch, physi-
cal proximity and contact, hints, location, and other nonverbal cues such
as buying dinner or drinks, the way you dress, flirting, body movement,
dancing in a certain way, and so on, are ways people let others know
they want to have sex with them. However, as nonverbal symbols, none
of these messages are conclusive indications that a person wants sex or
wants to have sex with you. Certainly relying on nonverbal symbols to do
your talking for you, to get your message across, is an ambiguous and
indirect form of communication, one that often leads directly to mis-
understandings. And yet, this is how so many people begin and maintain
sexual relationships.

These sentiments support other research that shows that sexual en-
counters, at least early in a relationship, often involve very little spoken
communication; rather, communication is nonverbal and coded. I be-
lieve that there is a very specific and functional reason for this. Ambigu-
ity is deliberately maintained in case one of the partners decides not to
proceed. With the risk that is involved with an offer of sex, rejection is
a very real possibility; people are interested in minimizing this risk, ac-
complished through maintaining ambiguity. Even when communication
of sexual initiation turned verbal, it was often only a suggestive whisper.
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Reliance on nonverbal communication is not limited to those dating;
many married couples rely on nonverbal cues to let their partner know
they want to have sex. People may play a certain kind of music, light can-
dles, wear certain clothing, or open a bottle of wine to let their spouse
know, “Hey, I want to have sex, do you?” Married couples know what
these signs are—candles mean romance and/or sex. This lets us avoid
direct dialogue involved in initiating sex—"“hey, do you want to do it?”
or “do you want to make love?”—that forces people to admit that they
want sex and risk outright verbal rejection. When presented with non-
verbal sex cues, a partner can choose either to have sex or decline, but in
a way that allows the other person to save face. If a person is not inter-
ested in sex, he can offer a variety of reasons that have nothing to do
with the person: “oh, candles . . . I had a really long day at the office and
my back is killing me, but they are so nice to look at. Thanks for light-
ing them.” He can let his wife know that sex is out, but let’s pretend that
you put the candles out for ambiance. It might seem surprising that
married couples, even after years of marriage, are reluctant to make bla-
tant sexual overtures toward their partners, but there are many rea-
sons why this might happen, and getting rejected, even by a spouse,
still hurts. If a person gets rejected enough, then she might eventu-
ally stop asking, which is one reason why so many couples are in sex-
less marriages.

OVERVIEW OF NONVERBAL
COMMUNICATION

In the area of communication studies, researchers place a high level of
importance on nonverbal communication in face-to-face interactions.
People decode both verbal and nonverbal meanings from an interac-
tion but place most of the interpretation—up to 65 percent of it—on
the nonverbal cues that accompany and surround that verbal message.
People also tend to perceive that nonverbal messages are more truth-
tul, partly because it’s harder to hide a facial expression than to form
appropriate word responses. Also, many nonverbal actions may be un-
intentional and reactive—a raised voice in anger or a smile at a joke—
something that we have less control over than spoken words. As a culture,
we know that there are different meanings for nonverbal cues, even
something like a smile. A smile generally conveys happiness or pleasure,
but it could also be used as a way to save face or admit guilt in an uncom-
fortable situation.
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Nonverbal communication consists of the bodily actions and vocal
qualities that accompany verbal messages. Bodily actions include eye
contact, gestures, and posture. Eye contact is of particular importance
in sexual relationships for obvious reasons. While the amount of eye con-
tact can vary from person to person, studies show that talkers hold eye
contact 40 percent of the time, while listeners maintain it nearly 70 per-
cent of the time.? In general, people tend to make more eye contact when
discussing subjects that they are comfortable with, that they are inter-
ested in, or when they are trying to be persuasive. Likewise, when top-
ics are embarrassing, when we have something to hide, or when we are
ashamed, we tend to avoid eye contact. Women tend to have more fre-
quent eye contact than men and hold the eye contact for longer pe-
riods.> When communicating with people about sex, it is valuable to
remember the importance of eye contact. You may be able to tell how
embarrassed or ashamed someone is by his nonverbal cues and, in par-
ticular, his eye contact or lack of eye contact. However, it is important to
remember that research has also shown that people avoid eye contact
when they want to afford someone privacy.* This most often happens in
public places, for example, a couple is arguing on a bus and you turn your
eyes away as if to say, “I am giving you privacy as best I can. I do not want
to intrude.” So a man might avoid eye contact with his teenage child
when discussing sexual education to give her some level of privacy and
distance in the conversation.

Another important form of nonverbal communication in regard to
sex is touch. Touch communication is known as haptics and is thought
to be the most primitive form of communication. For humans, it is prob-
ably the first sense to be used, even in the womb. People who know and
care about each other and who are in an intimate relationship expect
touch frequently and assess touch positively. Research has demonstrated
that people are more receptive to and evaluate touch as more desirable
when the communicator is physically attractive. Furthermore, different
types of touch convey different types of meanings. For example, among
a pat, a stroke, a squeeze, and a brush, a pat is seen as the most “playful
and friendly” and a stroke as the most “loving, pleasant and sexual.”
Researchers Stanley Jones and Elaine Yarbrough identified five major
meanings that touch communicates.® Some of these are positive emo-
tions, including support, appreciation, inclusion, sexual interest or in-
tent, and affection. Couples touch the most in the intermediate stage of
their relationships, more so than at the beginning or in firmly estab-
lished relationships.” Women initiate more opposite sex touching—
especially opposite sex touching that is designed to control. These
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touching behaviors might indicate “move over,” “hurry,” or “do it.”
Interestingly, touch has also been found to facilitate self-disclosure.?
Women initiate touch more in married relationships and less in casual
dating relationships than do men.” Opposite sex friends report more
touching than same-sex friends. This is probably due to societal norms
against same-sex touching, particularly for men.

It is widely accepted that touch is important to us as humans. Recent
research shows the value of touch for infants. In a study at the School of
Medicine at the University of Miami, doctors showed that premature
babies grow faster and gain more weight when massaged.!” Researchers
found that premature babies who are massaged three times a day have
47 percent more weight gain than those who are not massaged. Appro-
priate touching has been shown to increase liking and compliance. In
experiments where people were asked to do something, they complied
significantly more often when the request was accompanied by a brief
touch on the arm. For example, in one study by professors Gueguen and
Fischer-LoKou, “undercover” people who worked for the professors
asked people walking by on the street to look after their large and hy-
peractive dog for 10 minutes while they went into a pharmacy that did
not allow dogs.!! When the undercover researcher touched the person
lightly and asked for the favor, it worked 55 percent of the time. When
the undercover researcher did not touch people and asked in the exact
same way, only 35 percent of the people agreed. This is a significant dif-
ference and demonstrates that touching, even among strangers, can
be persuasive. The amount of touching we experience decreases with
age, and studies have shown that older men are particularly uncom-
fortable being touched by women compared to other segments of the
population.

It is clear how touch and even eye contact (a look) manifest as replace-
ments for verbal communication when it comes to sex talk about things
such as expectations or desires during sex. It is much easier to touch
someone a certain way or to grab her hand and it put somewhere or to
use vocal cues (a moan) to let your partner know what you want. Non-
verbal communication is an important part of communicating about
sex—especially when communicating during sex—however, it should
not be the only way we communicate with our partners. We should try
to have direct verbal communication about sexual likes and dislikes so
there is limited ambiguity regarding this important area of our lives.
Conversations about sex do not need to be during or even after sexual
intercourse, but people should find some agreed upon time that works
for both people to discuss important matters.
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You can increase the amount that you and your sexual partner touch,
which may in turn improve your sex life. Increased displays of nonverbal
intimacy between romantic couples are generally well received and re-
ciprocated. If you make more nonverbal intimacy gestures, it is likely
that your partner will respond in kind. The exception to this rule is that
if increased nonverbal cues violate expectations and are highly discrep-
ant from expected behavior, they can cause overarousal, defensiveness,
and flight. In other words, if your partner is not used to overt displays of
affection and nonverbal intimacy, take it slow. Also, for a couple with
normally low amounts of nonverbal intimacy, when something goes
wrong, they are likely to compensate with verbal attempts. For example,
if a man hugs a woman and she pulls away, he might respond verbally
with “why did you pull away?” “is something wrong?” “do you still love
me?” to figure out why she did not hug him back.!?

NONVERBAL SIGNS OF SEXUAL
INTEREST AND LOVE

There are many different ways to tell if someone is showing affection
and is sexually interested. The most obvious nonverbal signs are affir-
mative head nods, Duchenne smiles (i.e., raising the cheek muscles and
squinting the eyes at the corners, producing smile lines at the corner of
the mouth and eyes), positive gesturing with the hands, open gestures,
and leaning toward the partner. However, these are most often associ-
ated with romantic love rather than desire.!* Nonverbal sexual cues that
indicate desire revolve more around the mouth and include licking, puck-
ering, touching the lips, tongue protrusions, biting the lips, and suck-
ing the lips so they are rolled into the mouth.

Michael Cunningham and Anita Barbee, experts in relationship ini-
tiation, reviewed studies on nonverbal cues that attract attention of a
sexual nature.!* They believe there are four dimensions of nonverbal
attraction: neonate, mature, expressive, and grooming. Neoteny explains
how human beings are attracted to babyish features and cuteness. Cute,
baby features include large eyes, small noses, smooth skin, shiny hair,
and light coloration. Perhaps these stimuli suggest youthfulness and fit-
ness, which are benefits of resources for mates. Despite the desirability
of cuteness, Cunningham and Barbee claim that physically attractive
adults possess sexually mature features. For females, this means narrow
cheeks, high cheekbones, prominent breasts, long legs, and symmetri-
cal features. For men, this means a broad chin, thick eyebrows, visible
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facial hair, tallness, and a deep voice. Expressive features are a part of
nonverbal courting behaviors and include the expression of positive
emotions and social interest through large smiles, dilated pupils, high-
set eyebrows, full lips, and a confident posture. These nonverbal cues
make a person appear friendly, helpful, and responsive.

The last type of nonverbal behavior is grooming. This includes hair-
styles, cosmetics, body weight, possessions, and clothing. Grooming can
reveal a lot about a person’s sense of style, intelligence, creativity, and
access to personal and social resources. For example, women can wear
eye makeup to increase their expressiveness or lipstick to accentuate
their lips and make them appear fuller. Men can participate in body-
building to find the ideal body weight to attract women. The question
of resources is yet to be researched with definitive conclusions: can a
display of resources (such as an expensive car or suit) increase a person’s
romantic success? As far as research goes, the experts know that men
use expensive cars more than women to attract attention; however, they
cannot definitely conclude that this increases their sexual success.

Interestingly, another nonverbal factor that may hold just as much
weight as physical attractiveness and access to resources is peer esteem;
that is, those who are held in high regard by their peers, particularly
those of the opposite sex, are found to be more attractive to potential
partners. A variety of studies were done on both people and animals, and
those who received the most attention from the opposite sex were sought
out by others who observed this phenomenon. Researchers call this
the celebrity effect.’

PHYSICAL PROXIMITY, INTERPERSONAL
COMMUNICATION, AND SEX

Several researchers have investigated the communicative effects of
physical proximity on interpersonal communication. Many communi-
cation scholars have examined how the distance people maintain from
one another affects the message that is communicated about their re-
lationship.!® Indeed, how close people stand to one another in a social
interaction has been shown to serve as an indicator of potential rela-
tional expectations.!” Psychologist Edward Hall believes the primary
purpose of physical proximity in a social interaction is to convey mes-
sages about the level of intimacy appropriate or desired for that inter-
action.!® Hall has proposed that we have four distance categories for
social interaction, which he calls zones. Within each zone, we perceive
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distinct cues about what level of intimacy to expect. These cues and ex-
pectations influence how we interpret relational messages sent to us by
others. As people move further away from each other, the imposition
of distance modifies the content of relational messages from intimate
to more formal. This makes sense: the further away we are from some-
one, the less intimate we want the interaction to be.

The first of Hall’s four zones is the intimate zone, a distance between
people of anywhere from zero to 1-1/2 feet. This zone, which may in-
clude participant touching, maximizes sensory involvement, and inti-
macy is anticipated and even expected. The second zone, 1-1/2 to four
feet between participants, is termed personal distance. This zone func-
tions primarily as an area for conversation among friends and relatives.
The third or social zone involves a distance between individuals of 4-10
feet. This distance is employed when greeting a visitor from a desk or
when one is asking for directions from a stranger on the street. In the
last or public zone, people are positioned 10-25 feet apart. This zone is
used primarily for formal presentations, plays, speeches, and other means
of public communication. At this level, sensory involvement is greatly
reduced, and other objects and people compete for the person’s atten-
tion. Uses of these zones are remarkably consistent within a culture.
Conformity to the distance requirement of each zone may not even be
noticed by most people. Most important, use of the zone or crossing
from one zone to another may be considered a form of communication
in itself. When a casual acquaintance engages us in an intimate zone, we
may expect to hear something private. Because of this expectancy, we
may come to evaluate what is being said as private in this zone, whereas
exactly the same words spoken in the personal zone may convey a dif-
ferent message altogether.

DATING AND NONVERBAL BEHAVIOR

To interact with people, you must have some ability to convey your
own level of interest and gauge the interest of the other. The more able
you are to accurately do this is directly linked to your level of comfort
and success in dating, relationships, and sex. There are great benefits
to be able to correctly evaluate the other person’s degree of interest as
well as accurately convey your own level of interest. This is part of im-
pression management—what impression you are giving your partner.
One of the most difficult contexts to negotiate these communication
skills, both verbal and nonverbal, is in the dating context. There is not
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much scientific research available that can help teach people to express
verbal and nonverbal cues that accurately and appropriately convey lev-
els of sexual interest. This is why society has celebrated non-research-
based books and theories that focus on popular wisdom about dating
and convey interest such as the book He’s Fust Not That into You. The
popularity of such books and movies would lead us to believe that men
and women are blind to verbal and nonverbal cues and that they cannot
accurately assess when someone is “into them” or interested in them sex-
ually. Perhaps that is why so much attention in our popular culture is de-
voted to these topics. There is little scientific research investigating these
particular issues; however, there is a multitude of research that shows
women have much higher rates of reading communication cues, partic-
ularly surrounding sexual intent, than do men. So then why do women
spend so much time trying to evaluate if men are sexually interested in
them? We can conclude that the average American is relatively lost when
it comes to ascertaining if someone is romantically interested in him,
particularly at the beginning of a relationship.

Coreen Ferris, a researcher at Indiana University, and her colleagues
from Yale University conducted a study about sexual intent. They pub-
lished their findings in an article titled “Perceptual Mechanisms That
Characterize Gender Differences in Decoding Women’s Sexual In-
tent.”! They set out to study the level of accuracy men and women had
when it came to assessing if a woman was simply being friendly or had a
sexual interest in a man, particularly in early interactions. The research-
ers agree that “decoding sexual intent is an arguably difficult task, par-
ticularly if the perceiver hopes to decode intent early in an interaction.
Women may smile, sustain eye contact, decrease physical proximity, or
touch their partner to convey romantic or sexual interest. However, all
of these cues also could be used to convey simple warmth, friendliness,
or platonic interest.” Ferris concluded that “given ambiguity in sepa-
rating sexual interest from platonic interest and the overlapping non-
verbal cues used to signal these two kinds of interest, it should come as
no surprise that individuals often disagree about the meaning of non-
verbal sexual signals.”?? This and other research has shown that men
consistently rate women as intending to convey a greater degree of sex-
ual interest than do women who rate the same targets—a finding that
has been remarkably consistent across studies, ranging from those us-
ing still photographs and video vignettes to those using live, unscripted
interactions.’! Ferris provides two different theories that may explain
why women are better at decoding sexual intent than men. One theory
is called the decisional-threshold (or bias) theory, which states that men
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require fewer impelling cues than women before labeling a woman’s be-
havior as sexual.?? According to this theory, men and women perceive
the same positive behavioral cues, but men are more likely to identify
cues as indicative of sexual interest because they have a more lenient
decisional threshold as compared to women. Conversely, women wait
for more direct sexual interest cues before being willing to apply the
label of sexual interest. Theorists have suggested that men may develop
lenient thresholds for judging sexual interest because they are social-
ized to be sexually zealous and dominant.

The second theory regarding the source of the gender difference
suggests that men are simply worse than women when it comes to read-
ing all nonverbal communication cues, not just sexual cues, and that
men are less sensitive to emotional signaling in many different contexts.
So men may misinterpret sexual interest not because they have a low
threshold for labeling sexual interest, but “because they are less sensi-
tive to women’s nonverbal cues than women are and find it perceptu-
ally difficult to differentiate the subtle cues that discriminate women’s
sexual interest from their platonic interest. . . . Such insensitivity may
be particularly relevant among young men who are just entering the
dating system, and therefore may not have acquired the experience nec-
essary to reliably and accurately discriminate between women’s platonic
and sexual-interest cues.””* According to this theory, then, men are just
as likely to mistake women’s sexual interest with platonic friendliness
because they are not very good at reading cues.

The research that Farris conducted supports the theory that men
are just generally worse at reading all nonverbal cues. In her research,
men were significantly worse than women at judging sexual intent. In
many cases, men tended to oversexualize some women but were quite
likely to undersexualize other women. They missed obvious cues thata
woman was sexually interested in them, as well. Overall, this study sug-
gests that while there is a general tendency for women to be more suc-
cessful than men at decoding nonverbal cues, there is a particularly
pronounced gender difference when nonverbal cues are sexual in nature.

FLIRTING

Even though some people deny that they flirt, almost everyone flirts,
single and married people alike. Flirting can be broken down into basic
nonverbal components, including gestures, eye contact, stances, and
movements. Many of these behaviors are unintentional and subtle but
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are easily observed by scientists studying flirting behaviors. Research
has shown that men tend to flirt because of sexual interest, while women
flirt to be friendly. Highly flirtatious messages tended to be inviting,
sexually assertive, overt, playful, unconventional, and nonverbal. Al-
though men and women tend to display different messages while flirting,
they tend to judge whether people are flirting with them—the inten-
tion to flirt—in similar ways. We all look out for those signals. Keep in
mind that location and relationship are significant factors in determin-
ing if someone is flirting. Is the interaction taking place in a bar or in
the office? Is this person your boss, brother-in-law, or single friend? Lo-
cation and relationship will significantly affect the interpretation of flir-
tatious messages.>*

Many evolutionary biologists claim that we cannot help but flirt; it is
programmed into us, and we keep doing it even after we are married.
Research has also shown that women flirt when they are nervous or
unsure of themselves in a situation, even at work, because flirting be-
haviors are comfortable fallbacks for them; women know the rules to
flirting.

Everybody has a unique way of flirting, and people interpret flirting
behaviors differently. Some people are flattered when people flirt with
them, some are oblivious, and some are uncomfortable. Communication
professors Jeffrey Hall, Michael Cody, Grace Jackson, and Jacqueline
Flesh have investigated the different styles of flirting and identified
the types of communication enacted in each style.”> They came up with
six different kinds of flirting behaviors. The physical flirting style is used
by people who flirt by expressing their physical interest in others by
touching and through conversation; it is often playful flirting. Men and
women use this style equally and report that they are able to discern the
sexual interest of others and are willing and capable of conveying ro-
mantic interest. Often, people who prefer the physical style feel an
attraction with someone quickly, move to personal and private conver-
sation, and successfully establish the possibility of a relationship. In the
most recent relationships of the respondents, those who were high on
the physical flirting style reported a faster pace of relational develop-
ment, with more sexual chemistry and emotional connection than those
with other styles. Older age groups report more confidence in the sex-
ual communication of romantic interest with this style. In fact, respon-
dents aged 18-24 years scored the lowest on this style of flirting, with
scores increasing as people got older, reaching a high in the 40s and
then slowly declining. The physical flirting style is favored by individ-
uals who report high levels of extraversion, openness, agreeableness,
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conscientiousness, and self-monitoring. Researchers concluded that
people who are comfortable expressing their interest in others physi-
cally are also likely to seek an emotional connection.

Another style of flirting is called the traditional style because those
who use this approach believe in traditional gender roles for men and
women: men make the first move, and women should not pursue men.
Researchers found that women who fall into this category are less likely
to be able to communicate romantic attraction, are less likely to flirt with
potential partners and to be flattered by flirting, and report having trou-
ble getting men to notice their behavior. Also, women are less likely to
report success with the opposite sex, feel less confident, and often fail
to establish relationship potential. Traditional-flirting-style women do
not immediately experience romantic attraction and are less likely to
have private and personal conversations with a potential partner. The
end resultis decreased courtship success because women have few op-
tions to attract a mate. Even once people are in a relationship, the tra-
ditional flirting style was negatively related to experiencing sexual
chemistry and emotional connection for women, but not for men. For
men with high scores on the traditional style, there are also fewer mate
possibilities because men report romantic interest with fewer people
and are more likely to know a potential relationship partner for a longer
time before approaching her. Men did not find many potential part-
ners, and once they had identified one, they developed a nonromantic
relationship before acting upon romantic desires. During the time a tra-
ditional couple is getting to know one another, a traditional woman is
unlikely to be receptive to flirtation and unlikely to communicate at-
traction. Once a traditional woman is in a relationship, research shows
she is likely to have less sexual chemistry and emotional connectedness
with her partner that other kinds of flirts. The researchers speculated
that if two highly traditional partners met, they would probably proceed
slowly in all stages of courtship. Overall, individuals high on the tra-
ditional flirting style are younger women who are introverted and are
not completely comfortable in social situations.

The inbibited flirt uses a guarded and rule-governed approach to
flirting and relationships in general. Inhibited flirts are also more likely
to use proper manners and nonsexual communication. Like those with
traditional flirting styles, people report interest in fewer potential part-
ners, and when interested, women are less likely to approach a person
and less likely to finding flirting flattering. This kind of person is likely
to seek out meaningful relationships and sincere connections with oth-
ers, rather than flirting for superficial reasons or fun.
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Most people in the research project had a sincere flirting style. Sincere
flirts are generally extroverts, highly agreeable, conscientious of others,
and open. The sincere flirt shows sincere interest and seeks an emotional
connection with another person. He is willing and able to approach
members of the opposite sex, to find flirting flattering, and to believe
that others were flirting with him often. Through personal and private
conversations with potential partners, individuals high in the sincere
style report more success, more confidence, and a greater likelihood of
establishing of relationship potential. Once in a relationship, the sincere
flirting style was positively related to having a strong emotional connec-
tion, sexual chemistry, and an important and meaningful relationship.
Sincere flirts are comfortable engaging in sexual communication.

The playful flirt builds self-esteem through flirting and often flirts
for fun. The main difference in this style of flirting compared to others
is that people flirt to have fun rather than establish a romantic connec-
tion; they even flirt with people with whom they have no romantic in-
terest. When communicating with potential partners, the playful flirts
report more success and self-confidence and do not establish relation-
ship potential. This kind of flirting decreases with age. Men report the
swift development of relatively unimportant relationships with higher
sexual chemistry. Male and female playful flirts are generally extraverts
with an outgoing nature but lack concern for other people. The re-
searchers found that the playful flirt is able to put on a good social
performance for the benefit of others. The playful flirt is likely to be com-
fortable expressing sexual interest and is less likely to adhere to strict po-
liteness norms during courtship.

NoNVERBAL FLIRTING BEHAVIORS

Communication scholars call the nonverbal signs we give off non-
verbal leakage—those things that escape or are disclosed in a nonverbal
manner—often without direct thought and intent. The signs we give off
when we are flirting are nonverbal leakage and indicate that we are “con-
tact ready.” The most common signs for women are a tilt of the head,
called a head cant, to the side to expose her neck and a Duchenne smile.
Men position their bodies in an open, come-on-attack-me position, us-
ing their hands to draw attention to their lower abdomen. Both sexes
display prolonged eye contact, lean into a person, and show extended
attention for that person. Men who report that they are flirting smile
more, laugh more, gaze downward less often, and display more frequent
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flirtatious glances. Women are more likely to lean forward and cant
their heads.?¢

Way Do WE FLirT?

In an article titled “Why Do We Flirt?” David Henningsen, Mary
Braz, and Elaine Davies examine the motivations of people who engage
in flirtatious behaviors in different contexts.’” They contend, as I do,
that flirting is intentionally vague for a number of reasons. They believe
that flirtatious interactions intentionally promote ambiguity in terms
of sexual intent behaviors. People lead a receiver to suspect that sexual
interest is being expressed but with enough ambiguity that the receiver
cannot confirm the presence of sexual interest. This is what flirting is,
rather than directly hitting on someone. There are different goals that
people have for flirting; we do not always flirt because we want to have
sex with someone or begin a romantic relationship.

In recent studies,’® Henningsen identified six motivations for flir-
tation. These motivations include to facilitate sexual contact (sexual
motivation), to advance an existing romantic relationship (relational
motivation), to have fun (fun motivation), to explore the potential for a
romantic relationship (exploring motivation), to foster self-esteem (es-
teem motivation), and to encourage another to do something for the
person (instrumental motivation). It is clear that both men and women
flirt because of sexual motivation. We desire sexual contact with an-
other person. This is directly related to how attractive we find other
people. Many people report that they choose not to flirt with someone
because they are not sexually attracted to them. Relational motivation
means that people want to increase the intensity of a relationship. For
example, behaviors identified as flirting behaviors are employed when
people want to have a closer relationship with someone. In looking at
the sexual and relational motivations, we can see gender differences
emerge that fit with the evolutionary perspective: men are likely to pur-
sue more sexual encounters than women, whereas women are more
likely to flirt to establish relational commitment and closeness than men.
Thus, generally speaking, men flirt to have sex and women flirt more to
develop and intensify relationships.

The exploring motivation is when flirting is used to assess the in-
terest another may have. People want to test how willing a person is to
establish initial contact with another or how likely he or she would be
to say yes if asked out on a date. Therefore it does not mean that some-
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one is necessarily interested in the end goal of sexual contact, but would
like to assess if the possibility is there and if the other person is inter-
ested. Numerous researchers from different disciplines of study, includ-
ing psychology, anthropology, biology, communication, and medicine,
have examined behaviors women use to increase the likelihood that men
will approach them. Many popular self-help books have focused on this
theme, as well. However, there is scientific research that examines ways
a woman is able to gain the attention of men and get men to approach
her. “This allows women to gauge different men’s attraction and inter-
est. Such behaviors, which essentially gain the attention of a cross-sex
target, allow individuals to test the waters to determine the depth of in-
terest of potential suitors. The response of the targets provides infor-
mation about their attraction to the initiator. . . . Behaviors used to
indicate an interest in dating logically reflect a desire to test the inter-
est another party has in beginning a romantic relationship.”?” The re-
searchers concluded that women consciously engage in these flirting
behaviors and that men consciously respond to them.

Although individuals may flirt to promote sexual contact or relational
advancement, they may also flirt simply because it is fun or because it
makes them feel good about themselves. Many people flirt because it is
an enjoyable and entertaining form of interaction. For instance, many
individuals report that flirting can be a fun and harmless behavior.>° It
also can be used to pass the time or because it is distracting. In addition,
friends engage in flirting activities even when their relationship is pla-
tonic.’! Thus some of the benefits of flirting seem to be in the pleasure
of the interaction itself, rather than in the advancement of relational or
sexual goals. This may be why people often harmlessly flirt with strang-
ers on airplane trips. It is interesting that women reported flirting for
fun more than men. From an evolutionary perspective, women need to
develop a large repertoire of flirting behaviors so that they are able to
attract men who are good relational targets.*? To develop such an as-
sortment, women may need to engage in what could be called practice
flirting. In essence, flirting for fun may allow women to compare effec-
tive and ineffective flirting strategies in a harmless fashion. Another
researcher found that adolescent girls engaged in an array of flirting be-
haviors in mixed-sex situations and attributed these behaviors to refin-
ing flirting expertise.** Adult married women may continue to engage
in practice flirting because it is enjoyable and because it promotes
greater flirting skill.

People also flirt to build their own self-esteem. Some individuals
feel flattered when others flirt with them.** If flirting behaviors are
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reciprocated, a person may engage in flirting to produce this effect. If
people respond favorably to flirting behaviors, it may make the person
who initiates flirting feel attractive, desirable, or interesting.

Last, people flirt because of instrumental motivation. In other words,
they flirt with someone to gain some desired assistance or reward. A
classic example is an individual in a bar who is flirting in the hope that
someone will buy her a drink. Another example would be flirting with a
police officer to get out of a ticket or flirting with a person in retail to get
the best product or customer service. Flirting may be a useful strategy
in gaining such assistance.

So, given all these reasons we flirt, why do people flirt at work? Most
people at work flirt to have fun, followed by the desire to gauge whether
a person is interested in them sexually (motivation), to build their self-
esteem, and to get people to do things for them (instrumental).’> Rel-
atively few people report flirting at work due to sexual and relational
motivations. Therefore people flirt in different places for different rea-
sons. And sexual harassment issues aside, flirting at work is a relatively
harmless activity used to make work more fun. Another study on flirting
in the workplace found that women sometimes flirt for instrumental
purposes.’® The effectiveness of flirting in garnering instrumental re-
wards has been noted in the hospitality industry. A variety of hospitality
outlets encourage waitstaff to flirt to increase spending and increase
the repeat business of customers. Some managers considered flirting to
be part of the job of service staff.’” Likewise, have you ever met a male
hair stylist that did not flirt? Even if that hair stylist is gay, it is part of
the job to flirt with clients to make them feel good about themselves.
This ensures good tips and repeat business.

Most people believe that flirting will get them things. For example,
in a study, both male and female college students believed that flirting
could help to improve their grades. In this study, sizable proportions of
both men and women reported that they had flirted with their instruc-
tors.*8 Nearly three-quarters of those surveyed believed that female stu-
dents could improve their grades by flirting with male faculty. One-half
of the sample thought that men could raise their grades by flirting with
temale faculty. Although this implies that women may be better able
to use flirting to accomplish their goals, it is clear that many men and
women believe that flirting can get you things.

Flirting is an essential process in finding a partner, but just because
a person is married does not mean he stops flirting. Flirting plays an im-
portant role between married couples, and marriage counselors en-
courage people to keep flirting throughout their marriage. Nonverbal
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communication plays an essential role in martial happiness and the
quality of sex in marriages. The next section reviews some studies from
interpersonal scholars about the role of nonverbal communication in
marriage.

NUDITY

Nudity is a form of nonverbal communication that is directly related
to sex. You could even say it is nonverbal communication about sex. How
the media depict male and female nudity directly influences our own
perceptions of nudity and the appropriateness of nudity. This is defi-
nitely cultural and has long been debated in the international press. For
example, there are more depictions of gratuitous sex and nudity in Amer-
ican movies than in any other countries, yet as a culture, Americans are
very uncomfortable with nudity in person or public. Some beaches in
Florida recently banned thong bikinis, yet in many European coun-
tries, people sunbath topless without shame. Appropriate displays of
nudity are obviously culturally determined; there is compelling evi-
dence that how we view nudity is culturally influenced and even influ-
enced by gender. Research shows that men and women have different
reactions to nudity. First, there is a large quantity of evidence substan-
tiating a rather obvious truism: men are interested in and sexually aroused
by the sight of a nude woman.*’

Some research has shown that women are less aroused by the sight of
male nudity. When college men viewed nude female photos in Playboy
and women viewed nude male photos in Plzygir/, the men and women
reported different degrees of sexual interest and arousal. The results
showed that 88 percent of men rated the nude female photos as “sexu-
ally interesting,” but only 46 percent of women rated the nude male
photos as such.* Furthermore, when the people reported their degree
of sexual stimulation in response to the photos, 75 percent of men re-
ported being highly stimulated. In addition to sexual interest and arousal,
men exposed to nude females experienced a change in their emotional
state and showed changes in attitudes toward objects associated with
female nudity. Research on consumer reactions to nudity in advertise-
ments suggests that men, compared to women, show more positive emo-
tional arousal and positive attitudes toward a product after viewing ads
for the product containing female nudity.*!

Changes in emotional reactions among males have also been found to
occur in response to female nudity in other contexts. Other researchers
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found that subjects who saw nude photographs reported feeling less
bored and more pleased than when viewing other stimuli.* In another
study, men exposed to nude females were also less likely to exhibit ag-
gressive behavior toward a female confederate of the experimenter im-
mediately after viewing the nudes. This finding, that men are less likely
to be aggressive after seeing nudity, appears to be robust.* In yet an-
other study, researchers exposed men to either neutral control stimuli
(such as a photo of a dog) or pictures of nude females in an investigation
of the effects of erotic stimuli on subsequent aggression.** Exposure to
nudity inhibited men’s aggression toward females they were later asked
to punish. Those who saw the neutral photos showed no reduction in
aggression. Researchers have even tested men’s reactions to nude and
semiclad women.* Men who were shown nude photographs of women
showed lower levels of aggression toward a female compared to men
who viewed semiclad women and the neutral photographs. In combi-
nation, these behavioral studies of aggression suggest that when males
are exposed to nude females, they experience effects that are noticeably
different than reactions to semiclad females or neutral stimuli. The ex-
planations for these findings vary according to each research group. Per-
haps the most compelling is offered by Baron, who conducted the study
between semiclothed and naked women: he suggests that the erotic mes-
sages conveyed by the nude female stimuli induce a state of mind that
appears to be incompatible with aggressive thoughts and behaviors.

NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION
AND MARRIAGE

In a study of nonverbal communication and martial happiness, Ascan F.
Koerner and Mary Anne Fitzpatrick found that nonverbal communica-
tion is directly related to marital happiness.*® Basically, couples who ac-
curately decode and encode nonverbal messages are happier in their
marriages. If a wife can accurately read her husband’s nonverbal mes-
sages and in turn send out nonverbal messages that he can accurately
understand, then this couple may have an easier adjustment to marriage
and overall higher rates of martial happiness. Other research has shown
that this largely depends on the man’s communication skills because
women, on the whole, are good at encoding and decoding nonverbal
messages, whereas men generally have a much harder time. So it is safe
to say that if the man in the relationship is good at nonverbal commu-
nication, then it is a happier marriage. Much of what we communicate
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about the state of our relationships is done nonverbally rather than in
the content of our verbal messages, especially in marital relationships.
Koerner and Fitzpatrick theorize that a spouse’s ability to differentiate
whether the affect (experience of feeling or emotion) that her partner
communicates is caused by the relationship or is caused by factors ex-
ternal to the relationship is very important for relationship success.

For example, in many conversations, people get a feeling that their
spouses are unhappy or not willing to talk, but those who have happy
marriages are able to tell when a spouse is in a certain mood due to the
relationship or due to something else, perhaps a problem at work or a
fight with a friend. Therefore one essential skill spouses need to work
on is decoding whether the nonverbal affect in a message reflects the
sender’ feelings about the relationship or partner (relational), or whether
the nonverbal affect reflects factors unrelated to the relationship or part-
ner (nonrelational). Sometimes partners will be able to make accurate
relational or nonrelational attributions based on contextual cues or based
on verbal message content. In situations where these cues are ambigu-
ous, however, partners have to rely on decoding the nonverbal behaviors
of their spouses. In other words, if a husband is able to recognize if his
wife is unhappy with him or is really unhappy about something exter-
nal to the relationship, then it is much better for the relationship. It is
of equal importance that when assessing and negotiating relationships,
spouses are able to successfully communicate their affects regarding the
relationship. It takes skill in both accurately sending messages and de-
coding messages. Thus, for spouses to understand their partners and
to negotiate their relationships successfully, they must pay attention to
subtle emotional cues within nonverbal communication.

So what are the nonverbal signs (the nonverbal leakage) that you can
look for to help you determine if a person is happy because of the rela-
tionship or something external to the relationship? Likewise, what are
the cues to help you understand if a person is upset with something in
the relationship (or you) or something external to the relationship?
There are nonverbal signs or cues that are related to positive interper-
sonal interaction. These are often experienced in the form of love and
affection, which are closely associated with fondness, liking, attraction,
and longing. Nonverbal manifestations of affection include prolonged
eye contact, closer interpersonal distance, blushing, pupil dilation, in-
creased smiling, and increased and prolonged touch across many areas
of the body.*” Nonrelational positive affect is often experienced in the
form of pleasure. Pleasure is often associated with happiness, one of
the basic human emotions. Pleasure is represented nonverbally by the
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Duchenne smile; increased vocal pitch, intensity, and rate; a melodious
tone of voice; and more laughing, touching, and close interpersonal
distances.™

In general, negative feelings about the relationship are often expe-
rienced in the form of anger and irritation, while negative feelings about
things external to the relationship are exhibited with signs of sadness.
Anger, also considered one of the basic emotions, involves an intense
feeling of displeasure that results from being injured, harmed, or mis-
treated. It is usually the result of interpersonal interaction, although it
also can occur outside of interpersonal relationships. Anger has a char-
acteristic facial expression: a direct stare, knit and lowered brows, nar-
rowed eyes, and a tense jaw with the mouth often open and the teeth
exposed. The angry voice is louder, harsher, and deeper in pitch.* When
something is bothering someone that is external to the marriage, it usu-
ally shows up in feelings of sadness and depression. Sadness and depres-
sion are characterized by a chronic sad affect, melancholy feelings, and
a host of other symptoms. The facial presentation of sadness is easily
recognized with a downturned mouth and downturned eyes. Behavioral
signs of sadness include a slumping posture, frowning, moping, a low-
ered head, prolonged silences, withdrawal, social isolation, talking in a
monotone, lowered vocal volume, decreased smiling, reduced eye con-
tact, and in extreme cases, crying and sobbing.’® So it will definitely help
you to recognize when your spouse is upset due to something in the re-
lationship or outside of the relationship. Look for these cues.

IMPROVING YOUR NONVERBAL
COMMUNICATION SKILLS

In this chapter, the role of nonverbal communication in sexual rela-
tionships was reviewed. Nonverbal communication is important to estab-
lish and enhance sexual and romantic relationships. We use nonverbal
cues to let people know if we want to have sex with them and what we
like during sex. The ability to accurately assess nonverbal cues is of great
importance, and it has been shown that in general, women are better at
it than men. There are many ways to improve your nonverbal commu-
nication skills. First, I review the different kinds of problematic com-
munication so you know how to better improve certain skills.

In a book titled The Nonverbal Communication Reader: Classic and Con-
temporary Readings, authors Michael Hecht, Joseph DeVito, and Laura
Guerrero described three forms of imperfect communication: miscom-
munication, attempted communication, and misinterpretation.’! Mis-
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communication reflects instances where the meaning attributed to an in-
tentional message by the receiver is different than that intended by the
sender. In the context of sex, we can look at the example of gender dif-
ferences in the perceptions of women’s sexual interest. A miscommuni-
cation would occur if a woman engaged in behavior with a nonsexual
intent that was interpreted as sexual by a man. This happens frequently,
but men never stop to say, “Hey, were you flirting with me?” or “Are
you interested in a sexual relationship with me?”; rather, they just as-
sume that a woman was interested. It would be very awkward if these
kinds of questions were asked, and chances are a woman would not be
honest. This is a form of miscommunication.

Attempted communication is a process by which a sender conveys a
message that is not received by the receiver. For example, if, during a
cross-sex interaction, a woman intentionally sends a message indicating
a lack of sexual interest in her male counterpart that the man does not
perceive, attempted communication could lead to gender differences in
perceptions of sexual interest. A woman may try to send a direct signal
that she is not interested: she may physically pull back and end eye con-
tact or send a verbal message such as “my boyfriend is waiting for me,”
but surprisingly, often men do not pick up on these cues. Finally, if a
sender unintentionally sends a message that a receiver interprets as con-
veying a specific intent, misinterpretation occurs. Thus, if a man inter-
prets a woman’s wink as an indicator of sexual interest when, in fact, the
woman merely displayed an involuntary twitch, misinterpretation would
lead to imperfect communication of sexual interest.

It is unclear whether understanding body movements and paralin-
guistic cues can help you improve nonverbal communication skills be-
cause so much of nonverbal communication is spontaneous. However,
most experts agree that with work, people can improve their skills if they
try. For example, you can try to anticipate reactions you might have
if you initiate a discussion about sex and practice maintaining eye con-
tact when you are discussing this topic. Be prepared for unexpected
answers, surprises, or perhaps even disappointment. One reason that
people are so reluctant to talk about sex and, in particular, their own
sexual experiences with their partners is because they are afraid that
they may hurt someone’s feelings. It is tough to be criticized in general,
particularly about something as intimate as sex. By talking about sex,
we may be inviting criticism about our performances or our partners’
performances, and we have to be ready for that. Most people are reluc-
tant to open this Pandora’s box for numerous reasons. Perhaps previous
attempts in the past have not been received well, or there is a fear of
hurting our partner’s feelings or fear that our partner may not want sex
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anymore if he or she feels bad about his or her performance. Some peo-
ple feel that mediocre or infrequent sex is better than no sex at all, and it
is not worth the risk to talk about it to try to make it better. Some peo-
ple may start a conversation and not even give the other person time to
respond because of the look on the other person’s face. They might
say something like, “Oh, I know I should not have even brought this up,
I can tell by the look on your face that you are upset. I am sorry. Forget
I ever said anything. Really, things are fine the way they are.”

One way to counteract nonverbal cues is to say something like “please
do not think that I don’t want to hear what you are saying. The fact is
that I do want to hear it, but I automatically frown when I am criti-
cized. I cannot help this, but I really want to talk about this issue” or “I
know sex is a serious topic, but I cannot help but smile or giggle when
we talk about it, please, this is just a nervous reaction I cannot help.
Please continue.” Many people have practice sex talks in their head,
aloud, or with friends before they try it out on the real person. This is
particularly common between parents and sexually mature adolescents.
People practice their main messages, anticipate questions and responses,
and try to increase their persuasiveness. During this time, try to prac-
tice your nonverbal cues, as well. Maintain a calm voice (paralinguistic
cues), maintain eye contact, and do not physically withdraw from the
conversation. This will help you regulate your nonverbal cues.

Do not be afraid to check your nonverbal perceptions. If you think
you are reading a cue correctly, ask the other person about it. “Oh, I
see from the smile on your face that you think this funny. Am I off base?”
You may be surprised at the response—you never know why a person
is smiling; it may also be that the person is embarrassed and trying to
save face or that the person had a feeling you wanted to talk about sex
and was smiling because the person was right. By asking the person di-
rectly how she is feeling, you can have more meaningful conversations
and less miscommunications that might shut down a conversation.
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CHAPTER S

Casual Sex, Friends with
Benefits, and Hooking UP

Jeft and Henry played soccer together in high school and have been
friends ever since. They went to the same college and now work in the
same city. For the most part, they hang out with the same group of
friends, with the exception of a few people from work. They are both
friends with a woman named Liz, who came to their group a few years
ago. Liz and Jeff have strong sexual chemistry and were thinking about
starting a friends-with-benefits relationship.

“So, you think we should become friends with benefits?” Jeff asked
Liz one day.

“Well, I don’t see why not. We are both single now and could be
great together sexually. We both want the same thing, right?” Liz re-
plied.

“Yeah, sure, we both want to be able to hook up without having to deal
with all the relationship and dating crap. We do not want to have to deal
with dirty, potentially diseased strangers or wait until we are drunk to
make it acceptable to do it.”

Liz thought about what he said for a minute. “So, from what you said,
you want to be able to hook up with me, not wait until we are drunk.
What about everyone else? Should we keep this a secret? Aren’t you best
friends with Henry and tell him everything?”

Jeff was quick to answer her. “Yes, I am sure we should keep this se-
cret. We don’t want anyone to find out because it might mess up the dy-
namic of the group. Plus, what we do is our business, nobody else needs
to know. I know you because we have been friends for a while; you
never kiss and tell anyway.”
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“Yeah, somehow it feels like lying, though. And you know Amy, she is
always trying to set me up. I mean, I guess I should keep going out with
her setups, right? Are you OK with that?”

“Yeah, I think we should make some ground rules if we are going to
become friends with benefits. After all, we are first and foremost friends.
I think you should continue to date people, I don’t want to hold you up
or anything. I want you to be happy and I care about you. Most of all, I
don’t want either of us to get hurt, so we have to promise no falling in
love or getting hurt. OK?”

“I agree completely. No getting hurt for either one of us. And we keep
this thing a secret. Our own little secret. Now, I will see you next week
sometime, right?”

INTRODUCTION

The way men and women relate to one another sexually has changed
dramatically over the last few decades. The amount of news media dedi-
cated to the evolving sexual networks of young people has been steadily
increasing over the last decade. From newspaper headlines about ele-
mentary school children involved in sex parties to the proliferation of
oral sex among adolescents to the college students who hook up, one
thing is certain: past conceptions and ideas regarding dating and mo-
nogamous relationships are evolving and changing. While most people
can identify traditional dating scripts, they no longer apply to most of
today’s heterosexual adolescents and people in their 20s. Many people
believe that the majority of single people today do not date in a tradi-
tional sense, and in turn, this has affected how we relate to others and
communicate about sex with our sexual partners, friends, family, and
medical providers alike. While many authors and researchers claim that
casual sex is limited to emerging and young adults, it is a more universal
phenomenon among single older adults than many think. Casual sex,
friends with benefits, and hooking up have become part of the Ameri-
can sexual landscape. The media certainly endorse nontraditional sexual
practices, as well, making them seem more normal than outrageous, de-
viant behaviors.

There have been numerous books and articles published in the last
few years that lament the death of dating and the birth of casual sex and
hooking up. Rather than debating the costs and benefits of casual sex,
I approach it as “it is what it is” and work within the current sexual par-
adigm for many people. In some ways, casual sex is liberating for many
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people. The bottom line is that we are in a new age of sexuality, with In-
ternet dating, hooking up, and friends with benefits.

What makes someone willing to invite a stranger back to her apart-
ment or accept an invitation to have sex after a few dates? People differ
in their willingness to enter into casual sexual situations. Researchers
Edward Herold, Eleanor Maticka-Tyndale, and Dawn Mewhinney set
out to answer this question.! They also wanted to explain the formation
of intentions to engage in casual sex. What is the likelihood that a person
would, when he was out to have a good time, have sex with someone he
had just met? They found that the strongest influences on intentions to
engage in casual sex were personal standards, situational expectations,
and previous casual sex experience. Also, peer endorsement of casual
sex was significant for men. Researchers believe that behavior in any
situation is a function partly of intentions, partly of habitual responses,
and partly of situational constraints and conditions. Therefore, if people
want to go out and hook up, they intend to hook up, and so this signifi-
cantly increases the likelihood that they will have casual sex. Intention
is influenced by social and affective factors as well as by rational delib-
erations. Social factors are the personal norms, roles, and self-concepts
that belong to each person. Specifically, norms are the social rules about
what should and should not be done. Is it unacceptable to have casual
sex? Acceptable? Or even encouraged? Personal roles are behaviors that
are considered appropriate for persons holding particular positions in a
group, whereas self-concept refers to the idea that a person has of himself,
the goals that it is appropriate for the person to seek or avoid, and the
behaviors that the person does or does not actually engage in. Therefore
that men are significantly influenced to hook up by their peer groups
would account for the increased intention that many men have to engage
in casual sex. According to these researchers, the decision to hook up is
therefore influenced by a number of factors. The likelihood of a person
to hook up can be answered by a series of questions: is it normal or en-
couraged by the peer group? Does a person believe it is appropriate to
hook up? Does the person perceive limited negative consequences to
hooking up? If the answer to these questions is yes, then it significantly
increases the likelihood a person will hook up.

Many other factors play a role in an individual’s decision to hook up.
Factors such as shyness, fear of rejection, and simply a lack of interest in
casual sex are important. According to Michael Cunningham and Anita
Barbee, experts on relationship initiation, differences in preferences for
short-term sexual encounters greatly affect communication during re-
lationship initiation.? People who desire short-term relationships and
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demonstrate enthusiasm for one-night stands, numerous sexual partners,
and participation in uncommitted sexual relationships are called un-
restricted people by researchers. Interestingly, unrestricted behaviors have
been found to be stable across cultures; however, it was found that certain
cultural circumstances did lead to more unrestricted behaviors. These in-
clude societies where males are in short supply; women have more eco-
nomic, political, and relational power; and there is a tendency toward
more unrestrictive behaviors. On the flip side, societies in which women
are in short supply; in which women have little economic, political, and
relational power; and where the ecology is more stressful have much less
unrestrictive sexual attitudes. In the United States, unrestricted sexual
behaviors have taken the form of hookups and friends with benefits.

HOOKING UP

Hooking up is a distinctive sex-without-commitment interaction that
is widespread in the United States. It is particularly common on college
campuses and profoundly influences sexual culture on campuses. The
term hooking up is ambiguous and could mean any sexual act ranging
from kissing to sex. Hooking up can be characterized by physical intimacy
rather than emotional intimacy between two people. People hook up with
friends, acquaintances, and sometimes strangers. Hooking up comes
from the 1960s and 1970s free-love movement, when causal sex became
more mainstream. In the 1980s and 1990s, the hookup was known as a
one-night stand; however, a one-night stand implies sexual intercourse,
whereas a hookup could mean a variety of sexual behaviors. It could be
more widespread today because of the availability of protection (con-
doms), increased numbers of friendships between men and women, and
the fact that many young people delay marriage until later in life.

Studies have found that around 85 percent of college women and
88 percent of college men hooked up some time during college.’ In a
2002—4 study of hooking up on a college campus, psychologist Elizabeth
Paul of the College of New Jersey found that of 500 students surveyed,
75 percent reported hooking up, and about half of those who had hooked
up had sex (the others did not report sexual intercourse). People who
hooked up said that they rarely discussed sexual behaviors that they would
participate in when they left the bar or party (or other location where
they had met). This means they did not discuss protection, establish fu-
ture relationship possibilities, or set sexual boundaries. In previous stud-
ies published by Paul, she found that the vast majority of people who had
a hookup that involved sexual intercourse used condoms.* These results
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indicate that people may be more careful when engaging in sexual inter-
course with unknown partners but less careful with those with whom
they would like to start a relationship. A common belief that the partici-
pants in her study had was the presumption that women engaged in hook-
ups to form a romantic relationship. However, hookups generally did not
lead to romantic relationships; they were, in fact, temporary. Fewer than
25 percent of hookups in Dr. Paul’s studies turned into relationships.

Paul is considered a national expert on hooking up and was interviewed
by Anne Curry on the Zoday Show in 2004. Reflecting on her research in a
press statement about the interview, Paul noted “that sexual experimen-
tation among young adults is hardly novel but that these brief interac-
tions have become more common in recent years and may be, to some
degree, replacing traditional relationships.” Paul said that many students
in her focus groups believed that hookups offered an instant connection
without the baggage that is associated with longer-term dating. She
pointed out, however, that these encounters can have a significant down-
side, as well. There are obvious physical concerns, including sexually
transmitted infections (ST1s) and unplanned pregnancies. Psychologi-
cally, participants are often left to grapple with troubling emotions af-
terward. For Paul, one of the most distressing findings of her research
“is that parents are afraid to broach the subject of hooking up with their
children and students tend not to discuss bad ‘hook-up’ experiences with
friends. Rather students internalize the negative feelings that arise from
those instances.” It would be much better if young people learned from
their hookup experiences; reflected on what occurred; discussed them
with friends, family members, or health professionals; and made future
decisions that were both mentally and physically healthy choices. Ulti-
mately, the act of internalizing hookup experiences, particularly bad
experiences, might prevent people from making better decisions in the
future.

Paul also researched the conditions under which most hookups oc-
curred. The most common activities to occur before hooking up in-
cluded drinking alcohol, attending parties, dancing, flirting, or hanging
out and talking. Large amounts of alcohol were a significant factor in
determining whether a hookup led to actual intercourse compared to
people who consumed smaller amounts of alcohol and hooked up with
a person but did not have sex with him or her. Alcohol seems to be a
significant factor in determining how far the hookup went.

Allison Caruthers, in her dissertation titled “‘Hookups’ and ‘Friends
with Benefits’: Nonrelational Sexual Encounters as Contexts of Women’s
Normative Sexual Development,” spent years at the University of
Michigan studying the effect of hooking up on women’s social and
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psychological development. There were three parts to Caruthers’s study.
She investigated the factors that made some women more prone to hook-
ing up, if hooking up affected women’s sexual health and well-being, and
what the hookups meant to the women who participated in them. Caru-
thers wanted to see what factors affected emerging adult women’s (late
teens and early 20s) participation in hookups. She found that peer com-
munication and perceptions of peer sexual behaviors were important
factors in whether young women decided to participate in hooking
up. Communication among friends that encouraged selflessness, self-
objectification, and sexual exploration were each associated with women
who had more hookups and started doing so at younger ages than women
who did not have these kinds of communications with peer groups.
Women who participated in hookups reported watching significantly
more television in high school and overestimated the amount of sexual
activity of their female peers compared to women who did not have sex-
ual hookups.

Friends and parents of women who spoke to them about the impor-
tance of marriage and love seemed to deter women from hooking up
with men. While Caruthers found that peer communication was the
most important factor in determining hookup behaviors, parental com-
munication about sex did influence the age at which women had their
first hookup. In her sample of nearly 400 undergraduate students, the
average age for the first hookup was around 16 years old. Parents who
spoke to their daughters about the importance of marriage in sexual re-
lationships seemed to delay the age of the first hookup experience. Inter-
estingly, the content of messages did not matter as much as the number
or volume of messages. Even women who had received messages that
discouraged sexual exploration (such as “good girls do not engage in ca-
sual sexual encounters; they wait for marriage”) were still more active
than those who received fewer messages. Caruthers believes that hook-
ing up may help women define boundaries and establish sexual identity
and reconcile the different messages about sex that they receive from
various important influences in their lives (from parents, the media, and
peers).

It is noteworthy that the majority of studies and books about hook-
ing up focus on women. In particular, popular culture discussions about
hooking up, especially in the media, focus on women. This is probably
due to sexual double standards of men and women, as discussed in chap-
ter 3 of this book. Another reason is that society is simply more inter-
ested in monitoring and evaluating women’s sexual experiences. The
debate seems to revolve around whether hooking up is good or bad for
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women and whether it is good or bad for society. The effect that hook-
ing up has on young men is largely ignored in this debate. However,
these judgments seem to consider women, particularly young women
who hook up, as deviant, lacking morals, or somehow falling short of so-
cietal expectations. As demonstrated in this chapter, research has pro-
vided mixed results about the effects of hooking up on women.

While conventional wisdom tells us that hooking up is bad for par-
ticipants, especially women, Caruthers found otherwise. Conventional
wisdom perpetuated by most journalists asserts that women hook up
with men to (unsuccessfully) gain their attention and try to start relation-
ships, to gain a false sense of sexual empowerment, or because they have
low self-esteem or to avoid hurtful interpersonal relationships.® Some
would even go as far as to call hooking up the breakdown of our society,
and because women are participating in hookups, the very institution of
marriage is going to fall apart.” Yes, in the short term, Caruthers found
that women who hook up tend to have lower levels of well-being com-
pared to women who do not; however, moderate levels of participation
in hooking up had positive outcomes. Caruthers concluded that any neg-
ative effects or low levels of well-being were relatively short term. Mod-
erate participation in hooking up resulted in women who had high levels
of sexual assertiveness, sexual self-esteem, body comfort, and authentic-
ity in close relationships. Overall, Caruthers believes that a little experi-
mentation is good and that a little experimentation is much better for
women than a lot of experimentation.® Moderation is key.

Last, Caruthers wanted to know what the experience of hooking up
meant to women. Previous research on why women hook up, especially
in college, found that women said they hooked up to start a long-term
relationship, because they were drunk or using drugs at the time of the
hookup, because they felt sexual desire, and/or because they wanted to
explore and experiment with their sexuality. In addition, women may
feel like emerging adulthood is the time to explore new partners and do
something previously forbidden. Caruthers’s research found that women
made sense of hooking up in terms of three developmental tasks of
emerging adulthood. First, women said hooking up helped them esta-
blish their own autonomy and independence. Second, women explored
possible selves and different identities by hooking up. Third, women
reported that hooking up helped them form emotionally intimate rela-
tionships with other people.

Due to the fact that hooking up is so widespread on college campuses,
many people on campuses believe that others hook up a lot more than
they really do. Individuals also believe that others are more comfortable
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hooking up than they really are. In fact, a study published in the Fournal
of Sex Research stated that both men and women reported less comfort
with their perceived norm of hooking up than they believed was expe-
rienced by their peers.” Men showed a greater difference in their own
ratings of comfort and their belief about other men’s comfort hooking
up. In other words, men greatly overestimated the level of other men’s
comfort hooking up. Women still overestimated the comfort levels of
other women, but the divide was not as great. Interestingly, both men
and women thought that the other gender was much more comfortable
hooking up than they were in real life. Men thought women were more
comfortable hooking up than they really were, and women thought men
were more comfortable hooking up than they really were. This research
is interesting given the high percentage of students who report engag-
ing in hookups. Are they uncomfortable with their behaviors but going
along with them because they think everyone else is doing it? Do they
think they should be more comfortable hooking up than they are? One
thing is certain: people surveyed in this study believed that others were
more comfortable hooking up than themselves, especially men. Partici-
pants thought that everyone else was more comfortable than they were,
not that some people would be more comfortable and some people less
comfortable. Also, the study found that in real life, men are more com-
fortable hooking up than women.

FRIENDS WITH BENEFITS

The moniker “friends with benefits” implies in its name that two
people care about each other and like each other. An exact definition of
friendship is hard to pinpoint; however, friendships usually include the
following characteristics: friendships are voluntary, personal relationships
that are characterized by equality and mutual involvement, reciprocal lik-
ing, self-disclosure, and the provision of various kinds of support and
care.!? The name “friends with benefits” certainly does not have a nega-
tive connotation; rather, it conjures up the idea of two friends engaging
in safe, friendly sex without the danger of sex with strangers or the emo-
tional complications that accompany a relationship.

Throughout most of the literature on friendship development, it has
been assumed that physical proximity has been a prerequisite for the for-
mation of friendships—and to extend this line of thinking, friends with
benefits. It can be assumed that friends-with-benefits sexual relationships
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(by definition) extend from a previously formed nonsexual friendship.
"The main places that people report making friends are in residential areas,
work and school settings, and through social networks. For residential
settings, neighbors and those who live the closest to people form the clos-
est friendships. For example, people are more likely to become friends
with people on the same floor of their apartment complex than with those
on different floors. Work and school settings have been found to promote
friendships because they provide great opportunities for interaction and
contact. Also, many work tasks require cooperation, and numerous orga-
nizations encourage friendly behavior between workers. Social networks
encourage friendship formation by introducing groups of friends to one
another. When asked how they met their friends, most people report that
they met them through other friends. A large part of whether a friend-
ship will develop is dependant on whether a person’s current social net-
work will support (even encourage) the friendship, which will help a
friendship grow. It is easy to see how friendships could blossom into se-
xual relationships because at the core of friendships are dyadic (between
two people) relationships. However, with the advent of social network-
ing through computer sources, scholars have been challenged to recon-
ceptualize the assumption of proximity.

Despite how widespread the phenomenon of friends with benefits is,
there has been relatively little study on it. Why do people participate in
these relationships? Do they want to form more serious relationships?
What do people talk about in terms of sex and safe sex? These are impor-
tant questions to study. Most of the research on friends-with-benefits re-
lationships has been completed on college campuses. All the studies show
that between 50 and 60 percent of students reported having sex with a
friend in the past.!! According to Dr. Mikayla Hughes, a professor of
communication at University of California, Davis, friends with benefits
are different from other kinds of casual sexual encounters. Hookups are
temporary, whereas friends with benefits tend to have more stability. This
calls into question previous assumptions about the coexistence of sex and
friendships, namely, that you cannot maintain a friendship with some-
one with whom you have had sex. Also, it defies popular culture beliefs
that one individual will always want more of a relationship from this
arrangement.

There was a recent study on teens and if being friends with benefits
brought people closer together. For the majority, casual sex did not in-
crease the closeness of a relationship. The results were published in an
article in the Fournal of Adolescent Research and reviewed the findings of
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the Toledo (Ohio) Adolescent Relationships Study and highlighted that
many teens have casual sex.!? About 30 percent of the 1,316 7th, 9th, and
11th graders had sexual intercourse. Sixty-one percent of sexually active
teens have had sex with people whom they were not dating, mostly with
friends or ex-boyfriends and/or ex-girlfriends. About half of the teens
surveyed hoped that sex would lead to a more conventional dating rela-
tionship. Of the teens that did have sex outside of a dating relationship,
there were no significant differences between boys’ and girls’ orientations
toward relationships. The teens were asked how they felt after having
casual sex with someone; 32 percent said that they felt closer to the per-
son with whom they had sex, 52 percent reported that they felt like it
did not change the relationship, and 15 percent said that it made them
less close.

Justlike in dating couples, the number one taboo topic in friends-with-
benefits and casual sexual encounters is the actual state of the relation-
ship. At first, people might think previous lovers or sexual history might
be the most uncomfortable topic to discuss, but it is the status of the rela-
tionship. Will the casual hookup lead to anything more? Will the friends
with benefits start dating publicly?

Communication patterns in friends-with-benefits relationships may
share some patterns with romantic relationship development. For exam-
ple, common topics that are considered taboo in romantic relationship
development are the state of the relationship, expressing feelings about
one another, sharing negative experiences that include discussing past
abuse or rejections, past relationships including previous dating part-
ners or marriages, sexual histories and preferences, and outside friend-
ships.!* Although I have not found any research indicating which of these
patterns are followed, it makes sense that some of these topics may have
been discussed previously in the friends-with-benefits relationship, par-
ticularly if people have the same group of friends. It is certainly much
easier to find out information about a person’s past dating experiences
from mutual friends as compared to trying to find out information about
a stranger that someone just started to date. However, I would imag-
ine that relationship status and sharing feelings would be particularly
avoided. Recall that in traditional romantic relationship development,
the middle of the relationship (when the relationship is really escalating)
is often the time of the least amount of personal disclosure and the high-
est period of topic avoidance because people do not want to do anything
to jeopardize the relationship. Given this information, one would think
that as friends-with-benefits relationships progress to romantic relation-
ships, communication would be particularly guarded, even around the
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shared group of friends, so a person does not say anything to put the
blossoming relationship in danger.

Another particularly important factor that may influence the transi-
tion of the friends-with-benefits relationship to a romantic close rela-
tionship is social networks. People who start out as friends often share
a network of friends, which is different from the traditional linear dat-
ing relationship of two people who meet, become acquaintances, start
to date, and then introduce one another to their friendship groups.
Friends with benefits do not occur in a vacuum; rather, the networks of
friends, particularly shared networks, may influence the trajectory to the
relationship. Friends can either be a help or a hindrance. Here, if they
choose to “go public,” the couple will probably have a lot of relationship
defining and explaining to do within their social network, which may be
awkward. Reaction from the social network is important; research shows
that romantic relationships that are supported by family and friends last
longer and are more satisfying.!* Some key transitioning points in friends-
with-benefits relationships to romantic relationships include communi-
cating about the relationship (labeling it), engaging in shared activities
together (other than sexual activities), offering support in times of crisis,
and going public with the relationship.

INTERNET DATING

Starting a relationship on the Internet has become a common way to
meet someone. In the 1990s, when Internet dating first emerged, there
was a stigma associated with it, fueled by negative media reports that
highlighted people who were married and used the Internet to cheat, lied
about their identities, or were sexual predators looking for prey. While
there has not been a national survey of attitudes toward Internet dating,
it is safe to say through anecdotal evidence that it has become main-
stream, and much of the stigma, particularly for people 25 years and
older, has been eliminated. It has been found that the Internet acceler-
ates relationship development in many ways."” You certainly have the
potential to meet a lot more people than in the small, daily world that
most people inhabit. The Internet overcomes a lack of access to similar
people and a lack of time that many people have in today’s fast-paced
world. First, people are less cautious about disclosure and, in particular,
sexual disclosure because the Internet is relatively anonymous and rejec-
tion is much easier to face in this medium in comparison to a face-to-
face encounter. People also tend to disclosure more because of perceived
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similarities. Sexual information may also be disclosed in a short amount
of time if a person does not expect to meet in person or even interact
with another person again on the Internet.

Second, the Internet removes some of the gating features that may
inhibit the level of sexual disclosure in face-to-face encounters. Gating
features include self-consciousness about physical characteristics, man-
nerisms, a lack of social skills, or personal traits such as shyness. Along
this line, there is an absence of preconceived notions or stereotypes
about people that all people have and make when they meet someone
based on things like age, ethnicity, and attractiveness. People immedi-
ately and perhaps subconsciously tend to categorize people when they
meet for the first time. As noted previously, first impressions are made
within seconds of meeting someone and are significantly influenced by
personal appearance. In a way, first impressions must be based on ap-
pearance because people just haven’t had that much time to get to know
someone. In the Internet world, first impressions are not as important.

Third, people tend to select Internet sites that already have people
with similar interests, therefore accelerating the disclosure process. When
you meet a stranger face-to-face, you do not know if she is interested in
a relationship; however, there are many Internet sites with this specific
goal in mind, taking out the ambiguity and allowing people to skip over
some introductory knowledge-seeking behaviors. In fact, studies show
that people are more likely to disclose their true or authentic selves much
more quickly online than in person. For this reason alone, Internet dat-
ing is much more attractive to many people. In comparison, studies have
shown that people liked those they met online first much more than if
they had met them in person for the first time, which helps facilitate the
initiation of close relationships over the Internet. It makes sense: most
people want to be with someone who loves their true or authentic self,
and if you can cut to the chase on the Internet in a safe way, then most
people are likely to do so. Most close sexual relationships started over
the Internet have been shown to be durable over time.

Putting all this together, chances are you may have more disclosure
and meaningful communicating about sex over the Internet or in an In-
ternet relationship because of the nature of skipping the small talk and
because many of the barriers about saving face in naturally forming re-
lationships do not exist.!® In addition to the ones noted previously, most
people meet through friends, at work, or in school. If you disclose per-
sonal sexual information to a person who you will have to see after the
end of the hookup or relationship, you will think twice about disclosing.
While people do not have real anonymity over the Internet (most peo-
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ple post their photographs and perhaps their professions; if someone
tried hard enough, he could probably find out someone’s identity), there
is a perceived anonymity: people will not have to run into Internet con-
nections at work, among friends, or at a local hangout such as the gym.
Another thing that may facilitate sex talk is the fact that Internet commu-
nication is not instant. Much of the awkwardness of initiating a topic
and then having to wait for that person to respond, attempting to read
their nonverbal cues, and so on, can be intimidating. However, with the
Internet, much of this is removed: people do not expect an immediate
reply, and people can take time forming their e-mails in long, well thought
out statements that are often proofread. There is ample opportunity to
fully explain your beliefs and personality in a polished, planned manner.
In turn, the person can read the e-mail, think about it, and reply in kind.
All the awkwardness of face-to-face communication—the long pauses,
ums, and the need for an immediate response—are removed. There is
much more control over conversations on the Internet, despite the main
flaw of delayed immediacy.

COMMUNICATION STYLES
AND SPEED DATING

Speeding dating is a fairly new way to meet people; less than 10 years
ago, it was invented by Rabbi Yaacov Deyo in Los Angles as a way for
Jewish singles to get to meet one another with the purpose of dating in
mind. The social atmosphere at speed-dating events is much more like
a singles bar or a party rather than a traditional date but is unique in sev-
eral ways. Speed dating is different from dating in that the durations
of the dates are significantly different; the atmosphere is social, lively,
and nonintimate; and any bad date is easy to get out of, with no excuses
or awkward good-byes. Unlike a club or party, certain assumptions are
made about the participants in speed dating, namely, that the participants
are romantically available and interested in meeting someone. Plus, peo-
ple do not have to worry about awkward introductions or pickup lines
or need a great deal of confidence. One of the most interesting findings
of research on speed dating is that in general, people make accurate in-
ferences and judgments about a person after a short amount of time. It
seems that people do not need a prolonged, romantic date to determine
if they are romantically interested and attracted to a person. If there
were fewer stigmas attached to alternative forms of dating, such as speed
dating, they would be used much more because they are so efficient.
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Another interesting thing about speed dating, and even meeting some-
one in person, is that the prior judgments and beliefs about what people
think they are looking for in a partner may not be accurate. For example,
in a study, people were asked before a dating event to list the character-
istics that they believed to be most important to them: earning potential
was one for women and physical attractiveness was one for men. How-
ever, after the speed-dating event, when asked about whom people se-
lected and why, it became clear that these criteria were not important.!”
Often people cannot account for sexual chemistry and attraction.

One thing that both Internet dating and speed dating have in common
is the ability to pass on the societal dictates that state that new conver-
sations should be superficial and that if we choose to intensify the rela-
tionship, the conversations become gradually more intimate. Indeed, if,
on a date, a person skipped over the normal protocol of asking about
someone’s drive (or walk) over or the weather that day, and jumped to
something such as what the person was looking for in a romantic rela-
tionship, it would probably be a bad sign to the other person. He or she
might be thinking, “Slow down! Is this person desperate or what?” How-
ever, the ability to cut to the chase and have informed, direct communica-
tion with someone else is also beneficial in that it saves time but allows
people to express their authentic selves and not have to worry about the
timing of letting people in.

SAFE SEX: THE TALK IN A CASUAL
RELATIONSHIP

What kind of information do people talk about when it comes to sex-
ual health? A study by communication scholar Rebecca Cline!® showed
that the most commonly discussed topics included sexual history (dis-
cussions about the type of people a person was with previously) and gen-
eral conversations about sexual health and clinical topics (discussing how
infections are transmitted sexually); a small percentage (10%) discussed
intended condom use. In another study by communication expert Tim
Edgar, people most often talked more indirectly about sexual health.
For example, in his study, most people asked about sexual experience
and commitment. Around 77 percent asked about the number of previ-
ous partners a person had, 64 percent asked about the last time some-
one had sex, and 55 percent inquired whether someone had a current
sexual partner. Whereas 66 percent of people did address sexual health
concerns by asking how someone felt about using condoms with a pre-
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vious sexual partner, 44 percent asked if someone had a STT. All these
conversations were marked with self-disclosures, joking, and indirect
and direct questions.!’

Another study by Cline examined the extent to which heterosexual
college students talked with their sexual partners about AIDS.?’ She asked
588 undergraduate students about the nature of discussions about AIDS.
Cline found that 63.6 percent of the participants had discussed AIDS
with a partner, but 20.7 percent had discussed topics related to safe sex,
and only 6.3 percent discussed useful means of AIDS prevention. This
study was completed in 1992, when AIDS was a much scarier topic and
got more media coverage. It would be interesting to see how many cur-
rent college students discuss AIDS, now that it is not at the forefront of
STI fears. However, these results are still important because they show
that talking with a partner about AIDS does not necessarily increase
AIDS prevention measures. In other words, we can assume that many
people may talk about diseases and the consequences of sexual activity,
but that does not translate into 100 percent effective safe-sex measures.
Indeed, few people report using condoms every time they have inter-
course, which is necessary to prevent STTs, particularly in casual sex.

Effective communication skills in women have been positively related
to condom use. What does effective communication mean? And how do
we ask our sexual partners about sex-related information? Even in close
relationships, people consider sex a taboo topic.?! Therefore many peo-
ple resort to passive sexual information—seeking strategies, particularly
people who are at the beginning stages of relationship development or
involved in nonrelational sex. The most common way people determine
the sexual health of a potential partner is by observing how they look or
where they are socializing. For example, one study found that people de-
termined that a partner was risky if she dressed “slutty,” was at a bar, or
was older than they were. This kind of decision making is based on rela-
tional radar, a feeling or impression people get about how risky a sexual
encounter would be. Ironically, other studies showed that safe-sex be-
haviors, such as carrying a condom in a wallet or having access to a con-
dom in the bedroom, communicated a negative impression of a person
rather than that person being sexual responsible. It is very difficult to
engage in active information seeking without talking with the person.
Some of the other ways people reported finding out sexual information
other than having directly asked a person was by asking a third party or
going through the person’s personal belongings for sexual health infor-
mation. These are not that effective because asking third parties about a
person’s sexual health may be awkward and of limited usefulness. Also,
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most people do not leave information about their sexual health lying
around, if they have any information at all. The only other way to seek
information is to communicate directly with the person.

BARRIERS TO SAFE-SEX COMMUNICATION

In a recent study, female, heterosexual, undergraduate students were
interviewed about the health-protective sexual communication that did
or did not occur with their most recent sexual partners prior to first in-
tercourse.’? The narratives derived from this qualitative study provided
insight into the context and extent of health-protective sexual commu-
nication occurring prior to intercourse, the perceived barriers and facili-
tators to health-protective sexual communication, and the strategies used
to initiate such discussions. Sexual communication has been identified
as one of the key components in understanding the interpersonal inter-
actions that facilitate or impede sexual health—protective behaviors, in-
cluding condom use. Despite the importance of communicating with
one’s sexual partner, researchers have found that the initiation of sexual
health-related discussions is difficult for most people and that the seem-
ing reluctance to talk about these issues appears to be fueled by numerous
perceived personal and relationship barriers, including (but not limited
to) lack of comfort, feelings of awkwardness and ineptness with sexual
health—related discussions, lack of effective communication skills, lack of
belief in the ability to communicate, use of drugs and alcohol, expected
negative outcomes of having such discussions, fear of embarrassment,
and shame. The possible negative relationship implications of discussing
sexual health issues with a partner are among the most commonly cited
reasons for people to avoid such communication. The reasons for this
avoidance are that people do not want to threaten their relationships or
ruin the romance, intimacy, and spontaneity in their relationships. Also,
they fear the potential partner’s anticipated reaction and the fact that ask-
ing implies a lack of trust in a potential partner.

Another thing is clear from most of the studies, regardless of age
group. Many of the relational and sexual terms people use today are de-
liberately ambiguous. If you are asking about your sexual partner’s pre-
vious sexual history and the person refers to hooking up with someone
last weekend, it could mean any range of sexual activities. It makes it
even more awkward to talk about sex because a person may have to press
for specific details before they will be provided. As we learned in chap-
ter 1, concrete language is much better than abstract language. Also,
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because there is ambiguity in even basic terms, such as dating, people may
be unclear about the status of their sexual relationships and could there-
fore be more cautious about sex talk, not wanting to jeopardize the re-
lationship or to talk about commitment issues too soon. Many people
prefer indirect communication because there are higher levels of ambigu-
ity, allowing them to save face if things do not go well. Direct communi-
cation often demands a response, just as explicit requests for information
about sexual activity or relationship status demand a response. It short,
direct or explicit communication puts people on the spot to respond. Du-
ring sexual and/or relational initiation, each person is negotiating levels
of attraction, self-disclosure, and interest.

Another significant barrier to sex talk is the fact that so much com-
munication around sex is nonverbal, which makes talking about safer sex
difficult. Because people rarely talk about their sexual intentions, espe-
cially in casual relationships, it is hard to talk about sexual history and
taking precautions. Most people negotiate sex nonverbally, and if a con-
dom is used, many times, it is because one person pulls out a condom and
puts it on the man, without even saying a word.

SEX TALK AND CASUAL SEX

“Despite the effectiveness of consistent and careful condom use, many
sexually active Americans are still engaging in unprotected sexual activi-
tes.””® Seth Noar, sexual communication expert from the University of
Kentucky, and his colleagues found that length and type of relationship
are significant predictors in terms of condom use.?* However, Noar con-
tends that when it comes to safe sex and disclosure about STTs, there
is only a perception that communication about STT status is better in
close relationships. In reality, being in a close relationship may make it
harder to get at someone’s real STT status.

Richard de Visser, from the Australian Research Center in Sex, Health,
and Society, found that condom use is more habitual in main or close re-
lationships as compared to those that are more casual relationships be-
cause people do not have to negotiate condom use every time in a close
relationship as compared to different partners in a casual sexual encoun-
ter.”’ Also, a lot of research shows that alcohol is involved in casual, non-
relational sex, which makes it more difficult to communicate effectively
and engage in safe-sex practices. However, a common finding in stud-
ies of heterosexual young adults is that condom use is more likely with
casual partners than with regular partners because people do not trust
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one another in a casual encounter. Many times people in close relation-
ships switch to oral birth control or take more chances when having sex.
In 2001, de Visser completed a study involving 103 heterosexual men
and women who completed a condom use diary for a period of up to six
months. He found that condom use during sexual encounters with regu-
lar partners was mainly determined by established patterns of behav-
ior. In contrast, condom use with casual partners was determined by the
interaction between the sexual partners during the encounter and was
not influenced by the attitudes and beliefs of the individual. De Visser’s
findings are important when it comes to communication skills as the
findings suggest that condom use with casual partners may be increased
when people are provided with the skills and confidence necessary to
negotiate condom use. For people in close, regular relationships, it is es-
sential to establish a routine pattern of condom use that is appropriate for
the levels of risk to which the partners are exposed. It is important to es-
tablish safe-sex routines at the beginning of a relationship because this
will set the pattern for the rest of the relationship.

While I stress that meaningful communication about sex is essential,
the fact is that joking can release tension, serve as verbal foreplay, and
decrease inhibitions to talk about safer sex. There is definitely a place for
humor in sexual relationships, particularly at the beginning of a relation-
ship, when one person (or both) is trying to establish a pattern of con-
dom use and safe sex.

The research in the chapter presented two equally compelling re-
search findings. First, people are more likely to use condoms in casual
sexual encounters because they do not trust or know the other person.
In contrast, other research has concluded that people are more likely to
use condoms in close sexual relationships because once they have be-
come established as birth control, there is no need to constantly renego-
tiate their use, whereas in casual sex, there is constant negotiation (and
a chance a person will fail to successfully negotiate use). Either way, it
is important to be protected during a casual encounter. We also know
from gender roles that most people leave it up to the man to talk about
or provide and use condoms, whereas most people feel that women are
ultimately held responsible for any consequences of sex and are supposed
to nurture relationships. It is important for both men and women to be
aware of these gender roles and overcome them; both parties need to be
actively involved in protective measures. If it helps, readers could even
joke about the gender roles and what is supposed to happen. Humor goes
a long way in casual encounters because they are supposed to be lighter
compared to sex in more serious relationships.
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Another thing that people can do is discuss or set limits on the sexual
activities that they are comfortable with before they leave a place with
someone, or at least, they can do this mentally. It is difficult when some-
one asks “hey, do you want to go someplace more quiet?” or “do you want
to go back to my place?” to then say immediately, “Sure, but we can only
engage in oral sex, that is my limit” or “Sure, but I will only have sex
with a condom . . . if it gets that far.” This indeed would be awkward.
But think about how awkward, difficult, and even dangerous it would be
once you are with that person, in the middle of things, naked, and in bed.

Friends-with-benefits relationships involve unique challenges to com-
munication about sex. First, people do not want to jeopardize the relation-
ship by asking uncomfortable questions such as “am I the only person
you are having sex with now?” “how much unprotected sex have you
had?” “have you ever been tested for a STI?” “would you be willing to
get tested?” Questions like this and events such as getting tested are usu-
ally reserved for close romantic relationships; however, friends with ben-
efits fall somewhere in between the one-night stand or casual sex and a
close relationship. Usually, there are repeated sexual encounters and in-
terpersonal interactions between sexual episodes. While questions such
as these may seem like they push the “where is this relationship going?”
question, simply preface the conversation with something like, “Look,
this is not a conversation about us or the state of the relationship, this is
about health. We need to discuss these issues in order to protect us both
and I need you to tell me the truth.”

IMPLICATIONS FOR SEX TALK

* Do not be afraid to talk to your parents or children about hooking
up. Parents should be talking about hooking up with their teenage
and young adult children.

* Iry to be more forthcoming about your hookup experiences with
friends. People often keep negative hookup experiences to them-
selves, which can increase the negative effects of the hookup.

* Realize that people are not hooking up as much as you think and are
not as comfortable with hooking up as you think. As shown in the
research, both men and women overestimate the comfort levels of
hooking up of others. You can talk about this with the person with
whom you are hooking up and use it as entrée into a discussion about
safe-sex behaviors.
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* Realize that it is more myth than reality that hookups lead to rela-
tionships and that women are hooking up as a means to start a rela-
tionship. By participants laying the cards on the table, so to speak,
it can also open up the discussion to health issues and issues of sex-
ual comfort (likes and dislikes).

* Understand that alcohol is a significant factor in whether a hookup
will lead to sex. If you do not want to have sex or unprotected sex
during a hookup, watch your level of alcohol intake, ask a friend
to watch out for you, or talk directly to your hookup about your
limits.
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“Oh man, the balancing act needed to ask a girl out is brutal. I feel like
I am walking on a tightrope. I have to seem as interested, but not too
interested, friendly, but not too innocuous, and desirable, but not too
sexual. You women ask for too much. I cannot be direct and let some-
one know I like her. I have to wait for her to get the hint before I can
even start flirting with her. Also, I know you women are judging men.
If T compliment a woman on her appearance, I run the risk of seeming
like I want something, rather than just giving her a compliment. Or a
girl just thinks I am after a hookup or something short term. The long-
term stuff is really hard to manage,” Jim said. Jim is a 30 something guy
who was back on the dating market after his four-year relationship with
his girlfriend ended about six months ago. He was lamenting his prob-
lems to his friend Sarah.

“I know, I know. It is not easy for women either. I was just reading
a study that said that people think it is OK to lie to get a date when the
person is really attractive. The more attractive someone is, the more ac-
ceptable it is to lie. I mean, how are we supposed to know if a guy is in-
terested in something more long term? Some people say it’s when a guy
starts disclosing things like his financial status, things that would make
him a better catch. But guys can’t appear too anxious or we immediately
think you are trying to deceive us for some reason. History has taught
us to be careful,” Sarah lamented.

“The ball is in your court, you know. You get one chance and if you
shoot us down, men don’t really try again. Most men only ask once and
then move on. There is only so much rejection a guy can take. And we
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know from history that once a woman says no, it’s not worth pursuing,”
Jim stated.

“Yeah, it’s a lot of pressure, being hit on. No, seriously, I am not kid-
ding. Not only do we have to determine if we really are being hit on, but
we have like a split second or something to decide what your motives are
and if we are interested. And we don’t even have a lot of information.
It’s not like we can sit there and play 20 questions when we are hit on
or something. Let’s face it, we can only decide on two things, how at-
tractive the guy is and how he communicates, you know, how he talks
to us,” Sarah replied. “Negotiating the start of a relationship is not easy
for men or women.”

INTRODUCTION

Most relationships do not move along a linear continuum; we meet
someone, date, fall in love, and have sex in a nice, orderly manner. Sex-
ual relationships, in particular, do not follow a linear path. Rather, peo-
ple might meet, have sex, then fall in love. It is important to keep in
mind that relationships develop differently. Some researchers and people
believe that relationships develop through a progressive tract and that
there are certain landmarks that each relationship passes through. This
progress is linear. Dr. Steve Duck wants people to consider a different
approach to relationship development. He suggests that relationships
could be like frogs, which develop from tadpoles by growing legs and en-
larging themselves. A relationship is not going somewhere, but growing
somehow. Or he suggests that we consider an insect metaphor; relation-
ships metamorphose from egg to larva to pupa to nymph. Each stage is
developed from the previous form, but it is completely different and
transformed from the original form and each subsequent form. Here re-
lationships grow to form new, unrecognizable shapes as they develop.!
Even though most relationships do not develop in a linear manner, re-
searchers found that people whose relationships developed in the way
they thought relationships should typically develop had higher rates of
relational satisfaction.? People did not have to agree with their partners
on how a relationship should develop to have high rates of relational sat-
isfaction. Each person may have different ideas about how a relationship
should develop. But before we get to the development of relationships,
we have to start at the beginning. What attracts us to other people? What
are most people looking for in a mate? What role does communication
play in the attraction process?
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RESEARCH ON ATTRACTION,
COMMUNICATION STYLE, AND
PARTNER PREFERENCES: DO BIRDS
OF A FEATHER FLOCK TOGETHER?
OR DO OPPOSITES ATTRACT?

So what attracts us to certain people? What role does communication
play in the attraction process? People have unique preferences for certain
characteristics in romantic partners based on individual and cultural in-
fluences. These preferences can be expected to guide choices in rela-
tional initiation and growth. It is commonly accepted that proximity,
similarity, physical attractiveness, complementarity, quality of commu-
nication, and possession of resources are precursors of attraction.’ Prox-
imity refers to the closeness and availability of people. Proximity is
important because we have the greatest opportunities to get to know
the people with whom we live, play, and work. We tend to like the peo-
ple we know because we can predict their behaviors better than those of
a complete stranger. There is less uncertainty with people known to us.
Conventional wisdom tells us that proximity is usually the most common
reason that people become romantically or sexually attracted to one an-
other. Numerous research also indicates that proximity determines who
our closest friends are, as well.

The Internet is slowly changing how we view proximity because it
allows for more opportunities for people to find similar people. Simi-
larity refers to the idea that we want people who are like us. The muatch-
ing hypothesis predicts that although people are attracted to the most
physically attractive people, they will date and marry people who are
similar to them in physical attractiveness.* Researchers predict that most
people, if asked to describe their ideal mates, would present a mirror
image of themselves: similar nationality, race, abilities, physical charac-
teristics, intelligence, and attitudes. Complementarity, on the other hand,
suggests that we are attracted to dissimilar others. We fall in love with
people who have characteristics that we may not possess but admire in
others. So, for example, the shy introvert may be attracted to an outgo-
ing extrovert.

Both complementarity and matching theory are widely believed by
many to be the most important elements of attraction, and both have
some level of validity. However, the dominant line of thinking regarding
interpersonal relationships and attraction is that people with similar
interests are attracted to one another and talk (conversations) is used to
uncover those similarities. Steve Duck, a communication researcher
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from the University of Iowa and an expert on interpersonal relation-
ships, believes otherwise.” He believes that when two people meet and
start to date, the success of the relationship is not dependent on whether
they have similar personalities; rather, it is based on how they talk to
each other. Therefore it is important to pay attention to how we say
things and respond to what others say to us. Duck believes that rela-
tional maintenance contains two elements: the first is strategic planning
for the continuance of the relationship, and the second is the light-
hearted allowance of the relationship to continue by means of the every-
day interactions and conversations that make the relationship what it
is. The kind of relationship that develops largely depends on how peo-
ple manage the relationship as they talk. Early in his career, Duck did
studies that showed that communication quality increases interpersonal
attraction. Attraction is an important predictor of relationship initiation,
intensification, and preservation. Therefore quality of communication
can be seen as a significant dynamic in both initial attraction and deter-
mining if the relationship will take off and become serious.
Anthropologist Helen Fisher, from Rutgers University in New Jersey,
has made a career out of studying romance and love. Based on the re-
search she completed with neuroscientists, she believes “that the basic
human emotions and motivations arise from distinct circuits or systems
of neural activity. Among these neural systems, humanity has evolved
three distinctly different yet interrelated brain systems for courtship,
mating, reproduction and parenting. These are lust, romantic love, and
male/female attachment.”® In a study of human sexual arousal, neuro-
scientists took scans of the brain using magnetic resonance imagining.
When each of the three different types of systems was activated, spe-
cific and distinct networks of brain activation were recorded for lust,
romantic love, and male-female attachment. This shows that the dif-
ferences in lust, love, and attachment are not just psychological, but
physiological. Researchers have also established a chemical link be-
tween romantic love and lust; romantic love triggers the drive to pursue
sex. Lust is characterized by the yearning for sexual gratification and is
linked to the androgens in men and women. Androgens are male sex
hormones that are found in both men and women. Romantic love has
been characterized by elation, increased energy, mood swings, focused
attention, obsessive thinking, desire to be reunited with a beloved part-
ner, and a powerful motivation to win a preferred mate. Male-female
attachment is also known as compassionate love. This is characterized
by the maintenance of proximity, affectionate gestures, expressions of
calm and contentment when with a partner, and anxiety over separation
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when apart. Each of these brain systems for loving produces different
thoughts, ways of thinking, and behaviors and requires different com-
munication approaches. For example, in compassionate love situations
where one is talking about sex, partner feelings and consideration should
be of great importance, whereas in lustful situations, health-protective
behaviors should be at the forefront.

We know that people look for different things in different kinds of
relationships. Studies have examined different types of people that we
seek in friendships versus romantic relationships and what people look
for in short-term versus long-term relationships. One study examined
the degree to which different characteristics are desired in a casual sex
partner, dating partner, marriage partner, same-sex friend, or opposite-
sex friend.” In general, the study found that most people preferred others
who were warm and kind, had high levels of expressivity and openness,
and a good sense of humor in all types of relationships (even casual sex
partners). These characteristics were highly desired and valued all in
types of relationships and are clearly intrinsic rather than extrinsic attri-
butes such as wealth and beauty. But when it came to differences people
look for in sexual relationships, people had higher expectations than
in their friendships, particularly same-sex friendships. Most people felt
that it was more important to find someone with higher levels of physi-
cal attractiveness, social status attributes, and warmth, expressiveness, hu-
mor, and intelligence in a romantic/sexual partner than in a friend.

Although people stated that they wanted casual sex partners to have
all the qualities that they were looking for in a long-term relationship,
they were willing to settle for less when it came down to it. Interest-
ingly, people also indicated that they had different standards for same-
sex and opposite-sex friendships. The standards seemed to be higher
for opposite-sex friendships compared to same-sex friendships, where
most people said they preferred higher levels of physical attractiveness,
social status, and dispositional/personality attributes from opposite-sex
friends than from same-sex friends. Last, they found that women were
more attuned than men to their own value as a partner and how this
value influences the kind of partner that they could potentially attract
and retain.

Another study looked at women’s and men’s desired characteristics in
partners for typical short-term and long-term relationships.® For the pur-
pose of the study, short term was defined as dating someone more than
once without an expectation of a short- or long-term relationship, and
long term was defined as dating someone for a long time with the pos-
sibility, but not certainty, of marriage. Not surprisingly, both women
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and men were more discriminating when selecting a long-term rather
than a short-term relationship partner. As previously stated, people may
desire the same characteristics in short-term relationships but settle for
less. However, this study found that women and men desire different
characteristics in people for short-term relationship partners and long-
term relationship partners. True to stereotype, this research study found
that men believed reproductive-value characteristics, such as physical
attractiveness, were important in women, and women stated that high
resource-acquisition abilities, such as earning capacity, were important
for potential male partners. While there were significant differences be-
tween men and women in their desired characteristics in short- and long-
term relationship partners, there were many similarities in what they
sought, such as the desire for children in long-term partners and an ex-
citing personality in short-term and long-term partners.

Prior to 1985, most relationship initiation and attraction theories
focused on the concepts of costs and benefits (we will be attracted to
people who provide us the greatest rewards and benefits with minimal
costs). So if we find someone similar to us, we will be more attracted to
him because he will reward us for our thoughts and ideas rather than
punish us. Everything could conceptually fit into these two categories of
cost or benefit. When the punishments or costs became greater than the
rewards, then people ended the relationship. The two modern theories
that most attraction experts focus on are evolutionary theory and attach-
ment theory.

Throughout this book, evolutionary theory has been mentioned.
One of the most famous researchers in this area is Dr. David Buss. In the
most basic sense, evolutionary theorists believe that we are attracted to
people who have qualities that enhance reproductive success. People be-
come attracted to those they believe will increase their chances of the suc-
cessful conception, birth, and survival of their offspring. Attraction is
driven by an internal conscious or even subconscious drive to find the
best mate for reproduction. A typical study of evolutionary theory com-
prises the series of research studies that Michael Cunningham and col-
leagues published on the facial features of women.? Cunningham asked
male college students to rate the attractiveness of a group of women in
photographs. Half of the women were college seniors, and the other half
were international beauty contestants. Not surprisingly, the interna-
tional beauty contestants received higher ratings of attractiveness. Dr.
Cunningham then ran statistical tests to see what kinds of features made
someone more attractive than others. He found that facial characteris-
tics that were associated with neonatal features such as large eyes and a
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large mouth relative to facial area; mature features such as chin width;
and expressive features such as smile width made women more attractive
to men. Cunningham believes these facial features predict the percep-
tion of fertility and health.

Another study found that men prefer average faces rather than indi-
vidual faces, meaning that men have an aversion for faces different from
the norm.!® However, in evolutionary theory, everything is not based on
looks alone. Men gain their attractiveness through their social status and
resources and dominance. These characteristics and behaviors, from an
evolutionary standpoint, make men seem more healthy and able to pro-
vide for offspring. Dominance, however, is a behavior and not an innate
feature. In a study about attraction and dominance, researchers found that
females were more attracted to dominant men (men who in the experi-
ment used dominant behaviors such as direct eye contact or a relaxed
seating position) compared to men using nondominant behaviors.!!
Interestingly, dominance increased men’s attraction but not likeability
scores.

"The other approach to attractiveness is based more on social construc-
tion and culture and says social factors such as personality, situation,
timing, and so forth make some people more attractive than others. A
typical study in this area could be a famous one done on the attractive-
ness of women who are in a bar at closing time. Different studies have
researched how men rate women’s attractiveness over the course of an
evening at a bar or nightclub. The studies found that girls get pret-
tier at closing time. In one study done by Dr. Madey, researchers asked
men to rate the attractiveness of women at a bar three different times
at night: at 10:00 p.m., midnight, and 1:30 a.m.!? Indeed, attractive-
ness ratings went up for the women remaining in the bar. Another fas-
cinating component to attraction theory is that beauty is not simply
external and objective; beauty is also in the eye of the beholder. Men
and women report reciprocal liking, personality, physical appearance,
kindness and warmth, fun, caring, and motivation as the most frequent
types of romantic attractors.'? In another study, men and women rated
the main five dimensions of personality they thought were essential for
attraction. The five factors were extroversion, agreeableness, conscien-
tiousness, emotional stability, and openness. For example, for both men
and women, people who were rated as agreeable were viewed as sig-
nificantly more attractive than those who were disagreeable. Interest-
ingly, the measure of agreeableness is also internal to the person making
the judgment. For example, “persons high in agreeableness say that they
like more people, including traditional targets of prejudice, than do other
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peers. Persons low in agreeableness (particularly men) show lower lev-
els of attraction and actively discriminate against out-group women (in
this case, overweight women) at the initiation phase of a relationship.”!*
People who are likeable and agreeable find more people to be likeable
and agreeable, as well.

In a study by Steve Duck and Susan Sprecher, the perceived quality
of communication on a first date was tested to see how important it was
on dating and friendship attraction, on dating partners’ desire to see each
other again, and on continuation of the relationship.!* The importance
of partner’s physical attractiveness and similarity were also considered.
In a scenario where strangers were set up and sent on a date, all the
singles judged the quality of communication to be high and experienced
at least some attraction for their partner, but only 10 of 70 couples
contacted at follow-up had been on a second date. Not surprisingly, per-
ceived physical attractiveness and similarity were the strongest predic-
tors of romantic attraction; however, the quality of communication was
related to attraction and to desire to see the partner again. The impor-
tance of quality of communication was greater for women than for men
and greater for friendship attraction than for romantic attraction.

RELATIONSHIP INITIATION
AND PICKUP LINES

Like the old saying goes, “you only get to make a first impression
once.” Nothing could be more true. Whether you are deciding how to
describe yourself in a paragraph for an online dating site, being intro-
duced to a potential partner by a friend, or approaching a stranger, the
first impression is important. People first approach someone when they
are attracted to her for some reason and want to see if there is mu-
tual interest. Most people gather enough information within the first
minute of conversation with a stranger to determine whether the target
person is someone who is suitable and interesting enough to pursue a
romantic association.!6 Generally, the first few minutes of interaction
with a stranger are question laden. One study showed that people ask
around 22 questions in the first five minutes of an interaction.!” There are
three ways that people usually seek information about a potential date
or hookup: through question asking, self-disclosure, or relaxing the per-
son. Interrogation or question asking is the most direct form of informa-
tion gathering and is also commonly regarded as the least appropriate
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and most intrusive by both men and women. Another strategy is to use
self-disclosure to encourage the person to reciprocate with his own dis-
closures. The idea in relaxing the person is that through nonverbal and
verbal behavior, the target becomes comfortable enough to become vul-
nerable and disclose personal information. Before anyone gets to the
first five minutes of a conversation, however, she has to start the conver-
sation, and that is why opening lines are so important.

Opening lines are critical in that they may determine whether an initial
encounter goes any further. Researchers found that there are three kinds
of pickup lines: the cute-flippant line, the direct approach, and the in-
nocuous approach. The cute-flippant approach involves a person who
wants to appear witty or humorous, uses glib statements, and/or uses
cliché pickup lines. The direct approach usually involves someone in-
troducing himself, making a blatant statement of attraction, or present-
ing an invitation to participate in a joint activity such as “Do you want
to dance?” or “Can I buy you a cup of coffee?” The innocuous approach
is a harmless initial contact (perhaps a statement about the weather or
a request for the time of day), where someone can test to see if a person
is willing to engage in conversation. In general, men respond to any
kind of pickup line, whereas numerous studies show that women over-
whelmingly prefer innocuous initial interactions.!® This is not surpris-
ing because overall, women are more discriminating when it comes to
potential sexual partners than men. Researchers found that women
have higher standards for sex than a single date, whereas men had
a higher standard for a date than a sexual encounter.!” In other words,
women will go on a date with a larger number of people and have a lower
overall standard for a date than men but are more discriminating when
it comes to sex. Men would be more willing to have sex with a larger
number of women than they would ask on a date. We can assume this is
because men perceive that they may actually have to pay for the date,
or perhaps a date is a greater investment of time and energy.

Despite the fact that males and females are dictated by the cultural
script that men should be the one to make the first move, females often
control the early phases of courtship.?’ For example, a male must wait
for a female to show interest before he can approach her. From a male’s
point of view, if he attempts to approach a female who has not given him
signs of sexual interest, then he is unlikely to be successful. Women are
much more likely to be approached when they display solicitous behav-
iors, including smiling, eye contact, glancing around the room, solitary
dancing, laughing, and the ever popular hair flipping.
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LIFE ISN’T FAIR

In a research study that compared how women perceived the flirta-
tious advances of men, researchers presented participants with a sce-
nario: two men (one attractive and one unattractive) approach women at
a party. They found that women were more likely to include the attrac-
tive male in the conversations they have with their friends, while the un-
attractive guy was much more likely to be told “see you later” and left in
the kitchen. Second, the attractive man was more likely to secure an ac-
curate phone number and a date. Regardless of what approach strategy
was used, 55 percent of women claimed to give the attractive male an
accurate phone number, nearly twice the number than gave their num-
ber to the unattractive male (28%); and women were nearly three times
more likely to go on a date with the attractive male (40%) than an unat-
tractive male (12.5%). The attractive man clearly had an advantage over
the unattractive man. Also, the attractiveness of the man flirting changed
the women’s interpretations of the approach to communication. Women
perceived that whatever an attractive male said was more inviting, play-
tul, funny, appropriate, and less annoying compared to the same state-
ments made by an unattractive male. Attractive men also had better luck
using sexual and aggressive pickup lines than unattractive men. Unat-
tractive men are better off using conventional, innocuous approaches to
women that involve greater levels of ambiguity. Life is just not fair.

RESEARCH ON CURRENT TRENDS
IN SEXUALITY AND RELATIONSHIP
INITIATION: HOW WE LEARN TO
COMMUNICATE ABOUT SEX

Plenty of research has been conducted on the trends of teenagers,
young adults, adults, newly single adults, and even the elderly on dating,
sexuality, and relationships. While individuals certainly differ in their
sexual choices, research does shed light on the sexuality trends in the
United States. In chapter 2, a lengthy review of how the media socialize
men and women to conduct themselves in sexual relationships is pre-
sented; however, the media are not the only socialization agents in-
volved in this process. Family, friends, peers, and relational partners help
both males and females learn to communicate (or not communicate) in
sexual situations and impact every level of the sexual script (cultural, in-
terpersonal, and intrapersonal). Recall that scripts define behaviors that



Relationship Initiation and Communication about Sex 129

correspond with a culture’s expectations about how sex happens: the
when, where, how, why, and by whom. Adults not only provide advice to
youths about sex, but model certain behaviors about sexual beliefs, com-
munication, and practices. For example, adolescents may learn about ap-
propriate and inappropriate behaviors by listening to adult gossip about
others’ sexual behaviors.

WHAT WE LEARN FROM PARENTS
ABOUT SEX

People learn from parents in two main ways: first, people listen to
what parents have to say about sex and relationships. Second, people
observe parents in their relationships and how they talk about others’
sexuality and behaviors. In general, most parents tend to talk to adoles-
cents about sexual safely concerns, emphasizing the importance of love
and commitment as a precursor for sexual activity. Parents also tend to
discuss safety precautions with teenagers and how to avoid dangerous
situations. Depending on how, when, and where a person grew up, ad-
vice differs, and it certainly has become more pertinent in recent decades
to discuss sex with young people. This relates to an extended parenting
mode where parents are responsible for their children for longer periods
of time. Now, because parents are financially supporting children longer
than in previous times and because children are delaying marriage, many
parents play a greater, extended parenting role than ever before. Previ-
ously, parents were not overly concerned with emerging adults’ sexuality
because they were generally married or engaged to be married during
their late adolescent years (roughly 18-22 years of age). One thing is
certain: young people are not learning how to communicate about sex
and relationships in meaningful ways and how to negotiate safe sex and
sexually satisfying relationships that work for both partners.

WHAT WE LEARN FROM PEERS ABOUT SEX

In general, most peers talk about their own sexual experiences, empha-
sizing the pleasurable aspects of sex, and encourage others to engage in
sexual exploration. Studies have found that peer communication is the
most important factor that influences people to engage in sexual activity.?!
Friends are also the most important source for information and advice.
In my study of communication about sex, people told me they were

most comfortable discussing sex with their close friends, even more
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comfortable than with their sexual partners. This also included many
married people, who said that they felt more comfortable talking to a
friend about sex rather than their spouse. The downside to talking to
friends is that many people do not discuss sexual health behaviors with
their friends because they tend to focus on the relational aspects of their
sex lives. Also, while it is fine to talk to friends about sex, this should
occur in addition to speaking with the sexual partner. I think the reason
why people prefer to speak to friends is that they trust and feel more
comfortable with their friends.

WHAT WE LEARN IN SCHOOL ABOUT SEX

We learn very little about personal relationships or about communi-
cation in sexual relationships in secondary school. Sexual education pro-
grams vary greatly in the United States. Some school districts do not
provide sexual education, some provide abstinence-only education, and
some provide comprehensive safe-sex education. However, the majority
of curricula fail to address and teach about interpersonal aspects of rela-
tionships and communication about sex. In a study I completed, I found
that many sexual education teachers in public schools were uncomfort-
able teaching sexual education and were especially uncomfortable talk-
ing about sex, particularly in the classroom. This makes sense. Many of
the teachers who are assigned to teach sex education are health teachers,
coaches, or physical education instructors. As one woman in my study
said, “I did not have any training in sex education; I didn’t want training
in sex education. Thank God for obesity. We are cutting our sex ed stuff
in half to concentrate on weight issues, talking about eating right and ex-
ercising and stuff.” Another man said, “I don’t even talk about sex with
my own family, my own kids, why would I be able to do it with a bunch of
kids in high school? Why would I want to?”

I believe that while it is necessary to have sexual education classes
that include issues of biology and reproduction and a curriculum that ad-
dresses safe sex and sexual health matters, it is also essential to have
sections that cover interpersonal communication issues and communi-
cation about sex. Too often, we ignore the basic skills of communication,
especially when it comes to sex. Sexual relationships are much more
complicated than most people think, and having skills to talk with
partners is not innate. Meaningful talk about sex does not come easy
to most. Therefore adding components involving interpersonal com-
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munication perspectives to sex education curriculum would be most

helpful.

BARRIERS TO CLOSE ROMANTIC
RELATIONSHIPS MAY LEAD
TO CASUAL SEX

In general, it seems that people are still interested in entering into
long-term sexual relationships. However, there are many barriers to
long-term relationships that may cause people to engage in casual sex
while they are between relationships. For example, findings about the
attitudes and values of college women regarding sexuality, dating, court-
ship, and marriage in a recent study showed that college women are still
interested in long-term relationships.?? The study reported results of
in-depth interviews with a diverse group of 62 college women on 11 cam-
puses and 20-minute telephone interviews with a nationally representa-
tive sample of 1,000 college women. For the majority of the women
interviewed, marriage was a life goal, and most said they wanted to meet
a spouse while at college. However, study authors found that there are
several barriers in the college social scene that decrease the likelihood
of women finding a mate and having a successful future marriage. They
believe that relationships between college men and women today are
often characterized by either too little commitment or too much, and
the result is that women have few opportunities to explore the marriage
worthiness of a variety of men before settling into a long-term commit-
ment. Also, young women have a difficult time in today’s world assess-
ing the level of commitment from the men they are dating. Because
of the now ambiguous relationships on campus (hooking up and friends
with benefits), even the term dating has come to mean different things
to college women. When asked to define dating, there was no consensus
on what this term meant. Definitions of dating ranged from monog-
amous relationships to casual friendships. Last, the study authors found
that there are not many widely recognized social norms on college cam-
puses that define courtship, social expectations about dating, adult in-
volvement, and guidance about relationships. While this one study by
the Institute of American Values showed that women want to find a hus-
band at college, the majority of research shows that many women do
not want to be tied down in college by a boyfriend.?* For many women,
friendships are the most important kind of relationship in college.
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ANOTHER BARRIER: SERIAL MONOGAMY

Many people are involved with what researchers call serially monoga-
mous relationships. Sometime people who engage in these relationships
are called serial daters. Serial monogamy can be described as entering
into short-term sexual relationship after short-term sexual relationship.?*
It is erroneous to think that many adults are outwardly promiscuous,
engaging in casual sex with multiple partners; rather, most people enter
into serious, monogamous relationships. The problem is that the dura-
tion of these sexual relationships is condensed, and by the end of any
given year, the actual numbers of sexual partners add up to cause serious
sexual health concerns. Research shows that college students take, on av-
erage, three weeks to “fall in love” within their current relationship part-
ner.> Once people consider themselves in love and in a relationship, they
do not see the need for prophylactic protection (condoms) and usually
rely on oral birth control for contraception. The ramifications of the idea
that someone can be in love in three weeks are multiple, not only in
terms of sexual health, but in terms of relational health and communi-
cation about sex. People’s perceptions about what it means to be in love
and in a long-term relationship could become skewed. In our society,
we seem to have shortened the time expectations for relationships and
even sex. How many Cosmopolitan magazine articles, television shows,
and other media encourage people to “hold out to the third or fourth
date to have sex?” And moreover, how many people actually date?

Other research along these lines, by Paul Mongeau,’¢ shows that in
general, men have higher sexual expectations than women, particularly on
dates that women initiate. However, on actual first dates, there is less
sexual and communication intimacy initiated by women. Overall, men ex-
pect not only more sexual contact on a first date than women, but from
a communication perspective, men expect more verbal intimacy. Both
men and women expect women to initiate and show more verbal intimacy
than men. Of course, how well people know each other also impacts
expectations on the first date. Were people strangers or good friends
before the date? There are mixed results in the research regarding previ-
ous relationship status and first dates. One theory is that people will be
more sexually intimate (in talk and action) on the first date if they know
each other because there is a higher level of comfort, and by even par-
ticipating in the first date, they have decided to take their relationship to
the next level. Another theory is equally compelling and states that be-
cause people are already friends, there will be less intimacy on the first
date because the people have more to lose, namely, the friendship itself.
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So people will choose to take it slower. Different research projects sup-
port each of these theories. One outcome was clear: both men and
women expected more first-date sexual intimacy when there was alco-
hol involved in the date.

MOVING FROM FRIENDSHIP TO ROMANCE

There has been considerable research on how people transition from
friends to sexual partners.?’” One of the most important elements that
differentiates a friendship from a romantic relationship—or even a
friend with benefits relationship—is the mutually agreed upon definition
of the relationship between the two parties.?® That is to say, many of the
same elements and levels of intimacy, emotional intensity, or sexual be-
havior found in a friends-with-benefits friendship and a romantic re-
lationship are the same. One of the most important differences (if not
the most important difference) comes down to how each party labels
the relationship. It is clear how communication plays an essential role
in the move from friends with benefits to romantic partners not only
with the sexual partners, but also with how people label their relation-
ship in the outside world. Despite that the majority of research shows
that hookups rarely lead to long-term romantic relationships, there is
equally compelling research that shows that friendship is an excellent
place to start a romantic relationship, and if two people have already
been sexually intimate, they know if there is sexual chemistry between
them before they commit to a relationship. Friendship is an important
foundation of a successful romantic relationship, and those who consider
their spouses/partners to be close friends are generally more satisfied
with their relationships than those who do not.?? By using the “friends
with benefits” label rather than calling an encounter a hookup in the
first place, people in friends-with-benefits situations have already im-
plied that they are interested in remaining friends after (and in between)
sexual encounters. Recall that almost three-fourths of the college stu-
dents that Mongeau surveyed had at some time been in a friends-with-
benefits relationship.*°

The often unspoken (sometimes verbally agreed upon) rules to
a friends-with-benefits relationship include staying emotionally de-
tached, specifically agreeing that neither party will fall in love or become
jealous. When one person cannot help himself and falls in love, usually,
the friends-with-benefits relationship ends—it either becomes a serious
romantic relationship or the friendship ends. In the end, it seems that
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“communicating mutual love and negotiating exclusivity may be critical
components of the process involved in changing a Friend with Benefits
relationship into a romantic one.”! Interestingly, in traditional roman-
tic relationship development, the middle of the relationship (when the
relationship is really escalating) is often the time of the least amount of
personal disclosure and the highest period of topic avoidance because
people do not want to do anything to jeopardize the relationship. This
could make it difficult for some people to communicate about relation-
ship status in a friends-with-benefits situation.

FIRST DATES

Research by Mongeau found that people go on first dates for four dif-
ferent reasons: to have fun, have sex, escalate the relationship, and re-
duce uncertainty. Specifically, men tend to report sexually oriented goals
to a greater extent than do women. Women tend to report relationship
oriented first-date goals (particularly, the goal of friendship) to a greater
extent than do men.

What exactly is a date? As mentioned in the research by the Institute
of American Values, there is no universally shared definition of a date
for many people. Communication plays an important role in determin-
ing if an event is a date as well as how well the date goes. Because there is
so much ambiguity in early romantic relationships, people may wonder
if they went out on a date, particularly younger people. Mongeau set out
to define what a date is through a large-scale research project.’? He found
that dates are dyadic in that they occur between two people rather than
in a group setting. Dates had goals, meaning that dates are goal-directed
events (to have fun, have sex, escalate the relationship, and reduce un-
certainty). Also, dates occurred for mate selection and purposes of court-
ship in that both parties indicated a desire for a boyfriend/girlfriend or
mate/spouse. Dates had elements that centered on the structural com-
ponents of a date, specifically, a date had to be agreed upon and pre-
planned, it had to be initiated by a person, and a specific time had to
be set.

Dates were also considered public events and included some kind of
mutual activity, suggesting that dates typically occur outside of the part-
ners’ domiciles, and activity oriented indicates they revolve around some
mutual activity. Interestingly, most people considered a date to be where
one person paid for the other. Usually, the person initiating the date paid
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for the date’s expenses. So using the research results by Mongeau is a
good way to determine if an event was a date.

One interesting area to highlight in defining a date is that people’s
expectations about communication on a date are part of what makes a
date a date. Most people anticipate the nature of the communication on
a date. Research findings indicate that communication as a category con-
tains general descriptions of the communication process. This means
that participants describe anticipated levels of openness and appropriate
amounts of self-disclosure. They anticipate polite, relaxed communica-
tion and the demonstration of social skills such as the ability to focus on
the date partner. People also expect that when on a date, there will be an
emotional component, that is, emotional responses partners bring to or
experience on the date. These emotions range from affection (nonro-
mantic feelings or behaviors) and attraction (physical and/or emotional
attraction toward the partner) to romantic (dates have romantic over-
tones) behaviors.

While much of the research on dating has been done on college stu-
dents, Paul Mongeau, Janet Jacobsen, and Carolyn Donnerstein found
that there are some basic similarities and differences in how college stu-
dents and adults view dating. College students tend to view dating as
something that is dyadic and occurs in public with the goal of finding a
boyfriend/girlfriend rather than a life partner. College students are more
focused on physical appearance than adults. Adults tend to view dates as
something that one person initiated and paid for and tend to be look-
ing for long-term relationships. Adults are less focused on physical ap-
pearance and are more concerned with personal qualities like caring and
finding someone who is a good conversationalist. Older daters are more
sincere, more inhibited, and less playful than younger daters, but middle-
aged daters are more physical than either younger or older daters.’

TABOO TOPICS IN CASUAL
SEXUAL RELATIONSHIPS

"Taboo topics in relational development include past relationships,
other present relationships, sexual habits, sexual experiences, and the
relationship status.’* The taboo topic of relationship status is so wide-
spread that researchers have actually studied strategies that people have
to determine relationship status, other than having to communicate
with the partner.*’ One of the most popular strategies was to ask a third
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party, such as a mutual friend, what the partner’s perceptions of the re-
lationship were or engage in relationship tests. There are different
kinds of relationship tests. Public presentation tests are when a partner
closely monitors how he is presented to and treated by his sexual part-
ner’s social network. Triangle tests involve fidelity checks and jealousy
checks. Fidelity checks are where one person arranges a situation with
a potential romantic rival and observes the partner’s behavior. Jealousy
checks are where one person attempts to make the person jealous and
observes her reaction. Another popular alternative to direct question-
ing is indirect questioning, which involves hints, jokes, and an increase
in touching. If all else fails, people will use direct questioning techniques
as a last resort to find out about the relationship status. All these tests
and strategies sound like how-to articles in Cosmopolitan magazine or
Men’s Health. Some of these strategies are common sense, whereas others
are not so obvious. It demonstrates the lengths to which people will go
to avoid the relationship talk.

It is essential to highlight that people report that they mostly feel com-
fortable talking about sex after they have sex; sometimes it takes long
periods of time, even years, before a person feels comfortable enough
to tell the truth and reveal the depth of his feelings when discussing his
sexual life with his sexual partner. This has major implications for rela-
tionships. One example of a major implication is as follows: when people
start having sex, patterns may become established, and it is difficult to ini-
tiate change. There are some risks—not just physical, in terms of sexu-
ally transmitted infections, but also to the relationship—involved in
delaying these conversations. These risks include delaying testing for
sexually transmitted infections, not discussing previous sexual relation-
ship, and ignoring current sexual health issues. In terms of the rela-
tionship, there can also be ramifications regarding the comfort and
satisfaction levels of both partners. Why is it that people can do things
that they are too uncomfortable to simply talk about? This is a sexual re-
lational phenomenon that surpasses particular cultural contexts because
it is relevant in numerous cultures, people of different age groups, and
different kinds of relationships.

It is the nature of relationship development that timing of self-
disclosure and levels of intimacy follow their own course, and sexual ac-
tivity may enter into the relationship before sufficient levels of trust and
intimacy have developed for communication about that sexual activity to
occur. In other words, sex and communication about sex are not necessar-
ily the same thing and thus often do not happen at the same time. After
all, many aspects of a relationship develop well before we are able or
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willing to communicate about them. There are real and imagined bar-
riers preventing safer sex discussions, and more important, discussions
about communication about sex in general within romantic relation-
ships.

In a study I conducted with adults on communication about sex, I did
not find any evidence that men had much information or communica-
tion about their partners’ sexual satisfaction or that they were very con-
cerned about relational maintenance as compared to what was expressed
by the women. Naturally, this has implications for communication about
safer sex within the relational dynamic. But what certainly did prove
to be of interest to the men in the study was the issue not of whether
their partners were satisfied with the sexual side of the relationship, but
rather whether they themselves were people who could satisfy sexually.
But men still mostly relied on nonverbal communication to determine if
the women they were with were sexually satisfied.

IMPLICATIONS FOR SEX TALK

In the initiation of new relationships, communication plays a vital role.
How well people communicate affects a person’s ability to get a date,
how well the person communicates has a significant impact on how the
date goes, and how well people communicate determines if a relation-
ship will develop and progress into something long term. Information in
this chapter has highlighted the importance of mutually defining dates
and relationships, particularly if one person would like a friends-with-
benefits relationship to become more serious. Of particular importance
in this chapter was the discussion about the timing of relationships and
how this affects communication about sex.
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CHAPTER 7

Communication about
Sex in Marriage and
Long-Term Relationships

(&) =

“Did you see Oprah yesterday? The show was about sex and sex in mar-
riages. Do you know how many married people do not have sex? She
had a sex therapist on who said one of the hardest things in a relation-
ship is talking about sex, but then they skipped over how to talk about
sex and moved on to clinical stuff and how to spice up your sex life,”
Mary Ellen said to her friends Beth and Bridget at lunch one day.

“Oh, I feel so Sex and the City, eating lunch with two of my friends and
talking about sex.” Bridget laughed. “I didn’t see the show but my sister
called me about it. It’s funny because I talk more about sex with you than
Jerry. It is always this big thing with Jerry if I bring it up, you know?
Like I am complaining about our sex life. Sometimes I just want to tell
him some new information or something I heard, it’s not a complaint.”

“And people think women are sensitive. I don’t know what it is with
guys, they are so sensitive about sex. But I guess [ am the only single one
here so I have to worry about different things. You two are worried talk-
ing about it with your husbands, just one more reason I like being sin-
gle,” Beth replied. “Face it, nothing beats a good close friendship. We can
talk about anything, we see each other when we want to and are com-
pletely dependable. When you need someone, you know you both can
count on me.”

“Yeah, I guess the grass is always greener on the other side. What
really bugs me are all the jokes when you get married. Stuff like the ‘shop
is going to close’ and what is implied is that women are the ones who are
going to stop wanting sex. Like we never really liked sex, but just used to
trap a guy and then once the ring is on our finger we shut up shop. For
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most of my friends it’s the married guys who can’t be bothered anymore.
I wonder why that happens.”

“WEell, Oprah said it happens for physical and mental reasons. In part,
married guys just stop asking to have sex because it’s too much work.”

“Too much work? I should tell you how hard single guys try to get
some. It is never too much work for them. Speaking of which, I just
started dating a guy. His write up on Match.com was great. He is just
what I am looking for.”

This is a stereotypical, fictional interaction between friends discuss-
ing sex. In this chapter, research is presented that answers many of the
questions that the women asked each other and explicitly explains dif-
ferent ways to talk to a spouse or life partner about sex. Finding a perfect
mate is not easy. In fact, relationship researchers Walid Afifi and Alysa
Lucas claim that a realistic description of a personal (Internet) ad would

look something like this:

Single white female is seeking a career minded but not a worka-
holic male . . . should also be similar to me but different, attractive
but not gorgeous, clean cut and fashion-conscious but not obsessed
with looks, good conversationalist but not phony, family man but
not mama’s boy, independent but interdependent, committed but
not smothering, loving but not possessive, sexually experienced
but not overly willing, kind to others but stands up for himself, po-
lite but not sappy, expressive but not emotional, stable and able to
be fragile, fragile but able to be strong, listener, but not silent.

Initially, this is what many women are really looking for but rarely get.
It is easy to imagine a similar scenario to describe a man’s ideal woman,
as well. However, the transition stage from casual dating relationship
into a close relationship is significant. Perhaps the couple has had sex
already, perhaps not, but they are definitely ready for a close relation-
ship. What kind of sex talk is appropriate and necessary in this phase of
a relationship?

INTRODUCTION

Being in a romantic relationship has many benefits that range from
interpersonal satisfaction to societal approval, yet maintaining romantic
relationships requires a great deal of effort and involves risks. Under-
standing how couples perceive and actually communicate about sex is
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necessary to understand the fundamental aspects and dynamics of ro-
mantic relationships. Thus, in the issues central to relational dynamics,
such gender roles and expectations, self-disclosure, timing, nonverbal
signs, conversation, relational development, relational maintenance, re-
lational satisfaction, and so on are explored and connected to commu-
nication about sex. This ultimately will help people improve the quality
of their romantic relationships and the ability of relational partners to
have safer sex.

WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT SEX
AND MARRIAGE: A REVIEW
OF THE RESEARCH

As described in detail in chapter 1, marriage has significantly changed
over the past 50 years in the United States. Owing to lax norms on sex-
ual activity and the fact that people are getting married at older ages, it
is likely that both men and women will enter into a marriage with a ro-
bust history of sexual experience and experimentation and have high ex-
pectations that they will find sexual pleasure in their marriage.! Even in
marriage, with significantly decreased birthrates, contraception, and cou-
ples choosing to remain childless, for most Americans, sex is considered a
recreational activity rather than one for reproduction. In fact, sex is con-
sidered so important to the success of marriage that conservative rabbis,
ministers, and preachers have begun to deliver sermons about the im-
portance of marital sex. In 2008, a trend of “sex challenges” started in
many churches, where parishioners were literally challenged to have
more sex. The challenges were different in range, depending on the
church. For example, Relevant Church head pastor Paul Wirth, of Ybor
City, Florida, challenged his congregation to have sex every day for one
month. Another pastor, Ed Young of the Grapevine Church of East
"Texas, wanted married people in his congregation to have seven straight
days of sex. Rabbi Shmuley Boteach has penned two religiously based
sex books with the goal of increasing sexual pleasure in marriages, The
Kosher Sutra: Eight Sacred Secrets for Reigniting Desire and Restoring Pas-
sion for Life and Kosher Sex. I use religious institutions to highlight how
important sex has become to Americans because religious institutions
have historically been some of the most sexually conservative institu-
tions in America, preaching about the sins of lust. This cultural shift
clearly demonstrates that ideas about marriage have changed. As sex has
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become further separated from reproduction, sexual activity within mar-
riage and other close relationships, such as cohabitation, is increasingly
viewed as desirable, if not mandatory, to ensure relational harmony
and stability.

Sexuality in marriage is one of the most uncommon areas of study in
research arenas. As noted in chapter 1, most of the research on sexuality
has been driven by the increase in sexually transmitted infections, includ-
ing HIV/AIDS, and focused on the negative outcomes of sex, so married
relationships have been neglected in this line of research. In the United
States, sexual activity is sanctioned in the marital relationship and consid-
ered morally appropriate. Due to these facts, marital sex is not viewed as
a social problem or as a something likely to result in negative outcomes
and therefore has not been the focus of much research in the past.?

In the debate about being married or single, it seems like the grass
always seems greener on the other side of the fence. However, research
has shown that when it comes to sex, married people are happier than
single people.’ In a landmark investigation called the National Health
and Social Life Survey,* led by head investigator Dr. Edward Laumann,
researchers found that married people expressed higher levels of emo-
tional and physical pleasure from sex when compared to cohabitating
and single sexually active people.’ This research project is considered
important in the study of communication and sexuality because it is con-
sidered to have a large number of participants. For the National Health
and Social Life Survey, a sample of 3,432 Americans, aged 18-59, were
interviewed, and participants completed a questionnaire with more sen-
sitive questions about sexuality. Approximately 54 percent of the people
in the sample were married, and another 7 percent were in cohabiting
relationships. There is little national funding for sexuality research, and
therefore samples are generally much smaller because it is so costly to
conduct such research, especially research involving interviews. Due to
the large number of married people in the survey, it is considered note-
worthy. Results from Laumann and his group showed that 88 percent of
the married individuals were either extremely or very physically pleased
in their relationships. When asked about the specific feelings they ex-
perienced after having sex, a majority of the participants reported posi-
tive feelings (i.e., felt “loved” and/or “thrilled and excited”), and only a
small minority reported any negative feelings (i.e., felt “anxious and
worried”).® However, in contrast to other research data on sexual fre-
quency and satisfaction, they also found that couples who have the most
frequent sex are the most sexually satisfied. The study authors conclude
that Americans believe sex is essential to relational intimacy, key to per-
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sonal fulfillment, and necessary to ensure a relationship lasts. Given
these findings, it is surprising that an estimated 40 million Americans
are in sexless marriages.’

Laumann and his colleagues came up with a theory of partner selec-
tion, indicating that it is in people’s best interest to find one person and
stay with that person and make the commitment binding by marrying
that person. Their theory is called rational choice, which focuses on how
individuals’ resources and investments organize their sexual goals in
modern society. If you think about it, it takes a considerable amount of
time, money, and social capital to find a partner and negotiate a sexual re-
lationship. Due to the fact that the process of securing new partners is
costly, it makes better sense for individuals to satisfy their emotional and
physical needs in an ongoing relationship rather than to keep switching
partners. Also, while there might be the initial thrill of a new date or sex-
ual partner, people who are in committed relationships invest in skills
that enhance the emotional and physical pleasure of a particular partner.
Therefore sex with a partner who knows what one likes and how to pro-
vide it is going to be more satisfying than sex with a partner who lacks
such skills. Also, according to this theory, people who are in committed re-
lationships have more incentive to invest in partner-pleasing skills if they
expect a relationship to last. It makes sense that people do not find one-
night stands as pleasing as sex in a committed relationship, not just for
emotional reasons, but for physical reasons. Theoretically, the more com-
mitted you are to the relationship, the more willing you are to invest in
partner pleasing and accommodate your partner. In terms of finding an-
other partner, according to this theory, people are discouraged from find-
ing alternative partners by thinking of the negative consequences of
having sex with another person. It is not so much that people do not want
to have sex with other people, but imagine that it is not worth the sub-
sequent consequences.

Marriage and cohabitation both offer forms of commitment and sex-
ual exclusivity, but because the social rules of marriage are so much more
clear and universal (sexual and emotional fidelity are expected), there is
a lot less negotiation necessary. In marriage, communication about sex
does not necessarily have to include some of the topics that cohabitating
and long-term couples need to negotiate. Research about couples who
live together showed that at least one of the people had lower levels of
commitment to the other and to the relationship. Also, couples who do
not plan to marry show lower levels of relational satisfaction than mar-
ried couples. Given the fact that married couples are more committed to
each other and the relationship, it makes sense that married couples
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would have more of an incentive than cohabiting couples to develop
“relationship-specific capital.”® In the theory of relational choice, capital
is called relationship specific because the skills learned for a particular
relationship and the investment made in the relationship are not (as) valu-
able in other relationships. In other words, how you learn to please one
partner is probably specific to that partner and is rarely transferable to
another relationship. In addition, Dr. Laumann and his colleagues found
that almost all of the people in long-term relationships where the couple
lived together but were not married said they expected the relationship
to be sexually exclusive; however, results showed that they are much less
likely than married individuals to have a monogamous relationship with
their partners. Based on this research, it is easy to conclude that marriage
significantly increases the likelihood of a monogamous sexual rela-
tionship.

It is interesting to consider Laumanns basic premise: it is in people’s
best interest to marry and remain faithful to one person because mar-
ried people are more emotionally and sexually satisfied that people
who are not married in the face of other research that states sexual fre-
quency declines with marriage. Many people consider sexual frequency
a measure of a good marriage.

The National Survey of Families and Households included 13,000
Americans randomly selected to complete a self-administered question-
naire that included a question on the frequency of sexual intercourse.
Married people reported having sex on average 6.3 times per month.
Couples under the age of 24 had sex on average 11.7 times per month,
and the results showed that the frequency of sex declined with each sub-
sequent age group. The oldest age group of 75 and older reported having
sex slightly less than once per month.” Also, duration of marriage affected
frequency and desire for sex: after two years of marriage, couples reported
losing interest in sex and decreased frequency of intercourse.!? Since re-
search shows that the frequency of sex declines with marital duration—
yet Laumann found that marital sex is more satisfying to people—can we
assume that it is the quality of sex rather than the quantity of sex thatitis
important? This is interesting, given that people also decide if their mar-
riage is healthy, in part, on the quantity of sex that they have with their
spouse. Making bold claims about research findings regarding marital
sex is difficult as there are so many seemingly opposing studies.

There have been a few studies regarding the impact of communica-
tion about sex in marriages. One study included 402 married individuals
who filled out a mail survey about sexual communication satisfaction, sex-
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ual satisfaction, and how the couple adjusted in the marital relationship.
Results from this study showed that satisfaction with sexual communica-
tion was significant and related to improved sexual satisfaction, improved
adjustment to the marriage, relationship satisfaction, cohesion and com-
mitment to the marriage, increased expression of affection, and improved
consensus in the couple. The communication of affection is directly re-
lated to an individual’s happiness and marital happiness, as well. Couples
that communicated affection verbally and nonverbally actually had lower
levels of stress. Researchers Kory Floyd and Sarah Riforgiate studied af-
fection and the hormonal markers of stress regulation, including cortisol,
dehydroepiandrosterone-sulfate, and their ratio, and proved scientifi-
cally that the two are linked.!! Therefore the communication of affection
is seen as one of the most consequential communicative behaviors for
the formation and maintenance of marriages. Another form of commu-
nication, sexual self-disclosure, has been found to improve relationship
satisfaction.

SELF-DISCLOSURE IN A CLOSE
RELATIONSHIP

Self-disclosure is the intentional and voluntary activity of revealing
personal information, thoughts, and feelings to at least one other person.
Some of these areas include private regulation and levels of informative-
ness and truthfulness. Privacy regulation is the level of control the people
in the interaction (both the disclosee and discloser) have over the process
of what is said and heard as well as who owns the information and how
the information will be protected. Private information is in the hands of
both people, one managing how much information will be given based
on a level of trust and one who chooses whether to keep the secrets. Of-
ten people become more private and less willing to share details, espe-
cially sexual details, with their friends when a relationship becomes close.
With disclosure about sex between people in close relationships, there is
an expectation of more privacy and an expectation of more disclosure.
Informativeness is the level of information each person chooses to dis-
close. In self-disclosure, people often provide incomplete sexual histo-
ries; a person may not choose to reveal sexual hangups or fantasies in a
casual or close relationship. Truthfulness is more than just telling the
truth or a fabrication; rather it is the level to which one reveals her true or
authentic self during the casual stage of relationship initiation.
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A number of interpersonal communication theories demonstrate the
importance of self-disclosure in relationships. One of them is called so-
cial penetration theory, which says that close relationships are maintained
by the gradual overlapping and exploration of mutual selves by two peo-
ple in a relationship. According to this theory, close relationship growth
can be predicted by and based on the number of different topics people
discuss, how much time is spent talking about a specific topic, and the
level of intimacy of self-disclosure. There is the slow penetration of the
social identity of a person, moving from receiving and sharing surface-
level information to information that is more and more personal. This is
generally a linear process, and those who share too much too fast have a
hard time maintaining relationships, just as those who do not share
enough risk losing a person with whom they would like to be involved.
Social penetration theory also recognizes that there are normal ebbs and
flows and dips in relational disclosure.

Appropriate disclosure about sexual likes, dislikes, and history can be
navigated using social penetration theory because the time and depth of
the disclosure are very important and follow a linear path of gradually
increasing disclosure as the relationship progresses. However, for many
people, it is difficult to know when it is appropriate to disclose personal
sexual information. Researchers know that many married people never
completely fully disclose. This is acceptable because in many cases, full
disclosure is not healthy for the long-term relationship either. An impor-
tant aspect to social penetration theory is that relationships are viewed as
entities that are continually growing and developing. A key piece in the
continuation, growth, and development of sexual relationships is open
communication. One problem with social penetration theory is that it
was developed in the 1970s, when most relationships did develop in a
linear manner; however, today, many people do not have traditional re-
lational timing. Relationships develop at different rates; some develop
quite quickly, and they are not always linear in process. Recall that most
college students consider themselves in love with a partner after three
weeks of dating.

Self-disclosure about sexual issues is risky at any stage in the relation-
ship. However, it seems particularly important and risky in transition-
ing from a casual to close relationship. There are certain things that will
always be unknown about a partner such as the other person’s reaction to
the disclosure and whether the person will tell anyone else about the dis-
closure. It is important to consider differences in what people consider
private sexual information and information that is acceptable to share
with friends. Conventional wisdom says that women are notorious for
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sharing personal information about their husbands or significant others
with their friends. There have been so many television episodes that re-
volve around this plotline that it would be impossible to count them. It
usually goes something like this: the man gets his courage up to share a
sexual fantasy with his wife/girlfriend, she tells her friends, and then the
friends make fun of or tease the man about his fantasy. If gossip or a third
party finding outabout the disclosure is a concern, itis best to clarify that
you want the disclosure kept secret between the two of you. Remember,
people vary on what they consider information too intimate to share.

A significant influence on the likelihood of freely disclosing sexual in-
formation is the conversational responsiveness of the participants. Reac-
tions to the disclosure and the willingness to participate in a conversation
greatly influence the success of a conversation by the disclosee. In truth,
we all share a notion of a normz of disclosure reciprocity, which says if we dis-
close something, then the other person will reciprocate with a disclosure.
When this does not happen, the discloser will likely experience reluctance
to keep disclosing, especially if he receives warning signs that the per-
son is not comfortable with the conversation. People do not necessarily
have to have tit-for-tat disclosure exchanges, but at the very least, people
need to demonstrate interest in the disclosure and support for the dis-
closer. If people feel understood, validated and nurtured then they are still
likely to say that an interaction with limited reciprocity of self disclosure
was intimate.'? In turn, the discloser has to show appropriate appreciation
of the person for listening and making him feel validated. Self-disclosure
about sexual needs, likes and dislikes, and even fantasies is important
in married relationships. Also, starting a conversation about sex with a
personal disclosure may help the other person feel more responsive to a
talk, due to the norms of disclosure. It is a nice way to begin a conversa-
tion without putting the other person on the defensive.

As a final warning, it is recommended that people monitor their lev-
els of self-disclosure carefully, especially at the beginning of a relation-
ship. Brian Spitzberg and William Cupach, communication scholars who
study stalking behaviors, believe that self-disclosure rates are an excellent
measure of healthy relationships.?® For example, stalkers’ disclosures are
excessive, premature, and one-sided. These are often indicators of insta-
bility. Furthermore, in stalking relationships, closeness in a relationship
is found through privacy violations rather than mutual information ex-
changes. These signs are warning bells for everyone, so it is important to
carefully monitor disclosures.

Wrapped up in the idea of comfort with communicating about sex
are many relational issues besides self-disclosure: trust, commitment
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level of the relationship, time in the relationship, and level of intimacy.
Communication scholar Sandra Petronio believes that partners in a rela-
tional system erect boundaries to maintain a balance between autonomy
and vulnerability when disclosing and receiving private information from
the other. So individuals in a relational system strategically regulate their
communication boundaries to minimize risks and potential vulnerabil-
ity.!* Self-disclosure is a balancing act; a person has to disclose enough to
establish relational intimacy, yet not too much so a person retains au-
tonomy. This balancing act seems to be particularly relevant to the ex-
amination of disclosures about past sexual history in interpersonal
relationships because it brings to light the notion of communication
boundaries as a protective means for both disclosure and disclosee. In
other words, this approach emphasizes the transactional nature of dis-
closive communication in which both partners actively exchange, nego-
tiate, manage, and process information.

SEXUAL SATISFACTION
AND COMMUNICATION

What is the relationship between communication and sexual satisfac-
tion? A fundamental role of communication when it comes to this is to
help partners understand what each other likes. Two psychologists from
Syracuse University, Daniel Purine and Michael Carey, studied what kind
of sexual information is exchanged and how coordinated the couples’ un-
derstandings of one another (sexually) were. For example, they wanted to
see if couples shared the same sexual meanings and understanding of
partner preference. “In a heterosexual couple, for example, the woman’s
understanding of the man’s preferred sexual practices refers to the com-
parison between his reported preferences and her perception or estima-
tion of his self-report. Agreement refers to the concordance between
their reported preferences.”’” They found that agreement and under-
standing about sex were essential for high-quality marital sex.! If part-
ners agree on what sexual behaviors they find pleasurable, then it is more
likely that sexual interactions will be mutually acceptable and desired by
both partners. This is the level of agreement about sex between couples.
From a psychological standpoint, they draw attention to the fact that sex
could be satisfying for a number of reasons, including the influence of
other variables that might reinforce specific behaviors, rendering them
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“preferred” by both partners. Therefore, if a person really likes some-
thing, the other may come to like it, as well, if the other person receives
positive feedback that reinforces that behavior. It has not been studied
whether couples simply had a good match from the beginning of a rela-
tionship or whether satisfied couples achieved greater agreement over
time, and these factors could not be determined from the study. Commu-
nication research shows that shared understanding is influenced more by
communication than by agreement. So it is likely that those who commu-
nicate their sexual preferences to their partners may slowly build shared
understanding over time, and eventually, both partners will find specific
acts preferable and enjoyable. Because much of the burden for good sex
is dependent upon the man, men are still held responsible for their own
pleasure as well as the pleasure of their wives.!” Purine and Carey recom-
mend that marital efforts should focus on improving men’s understand-
ing of their wives’ sexual preferences.

Purine and Carey also found that understanding was essential because
it let one partner know how to satisfy the other. “This perspective places
emphasis on specific practices that lead to the partner’s physical gratifi-
cation (arousal, orgasm).”'® However, they caution that women need ac-
curate and comprehensive self-understanding before they can share that
understanding with their husbands. So it is important to metacommuni-
cate about sexual preferences and understanding to make sure that both
partners understand where each other is coming from and to be able to
assess the level of agreement partners have on preferable sex acts.

In a longitudinal study of 72 newlywed couples, sexual satisfaction and
changes in their sexual frequency over a six-month period of time were
examined.!” At the beginning of the study, both spouses reported their
levels of sexual satisfaction and sexual frequency and completed a seven-
day diary of their expectancies for sexual satisfaction. Six months later,
spouses again reported their sexual satisfaction and sexual frequency. Re-
sults showed that women’s sexual satisfaction was more contextually
based; their reports of sexual satisfaction were based more on the actual
sexual satisfaction (e.g., the sex was intimate and enjoyable), whereas
men’s reports of sexual satisfaction were more grounded in the physi-
cal aspects of sex such as sexual frequency. Communication is directly
related to sexual satisfaction. A shared understanding of what each sex-
ual partner considers sexually pleasing is a great place to start. It is inter-
esting that so many people do not completely understand what their
partners find pleasing, rather they inaccurately assume that they know.
Also, men consider sexual frequency an important aspect of sexual
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satisfaction. The next section explores how to sustain sexual desire in
marriage and therefore, hopefully maintain sexual frequency.

BUILDING AND MAINTAINING SEXUAL
DESIRE IN MARRIAGE

The majority of research indicates that sexual desire decreases as re-
lationship duration increases. A few research scientists have been in-
terested in investigating ways to maintain (and increase, if necessary) a
steady level of sexual desire in relationships. Sexual desire is the need or
motivation to engage in sexual activities or the pleasurable anticipation
of such activities in the future. Many people view sex as a chore (the dread
associated with sex or talks about sex). Eliminating this view of sex would
be a huge benefit to relational happiness.

Researchers Emily Impett, Amy Strachman, Eli Finkel, and Shelly
Gable believe that an approach-avoidance motivational framework helps
increase sexual desire over time and have completed numerous research
studies to prove it.?% Basically, people complete tasks and behave in certain
ways to gain pleasure and rewards (approach goals) or to avoid punish-
ment and unpleasantness (avoidance goals). The researchers also used
the terms approach and avoidance goals to describe the reasons why people
have sex. The researchers labeled people who pursued positive outcomes
in their relationships and, more specifically, had sex to pursue growth, fun,
and development in their relationships as those with strong approach
goals. Those with weak approach goals had sex for other reasons and did
not indicate they had sex for fun or for the growth or development of the
relationship. They found that “people who pursue positive experiences,
such as growth and development, in their relationships may view sexual
activity as one way to create positive, intimate experiences with a partner.
Therefore, compared with people with weak approach relationship goals,
those with strong approach relationship goals may think more about sex,
be more sensitive to their partners’ cues, create environments that pro-
mote intimate interaction, and act more readily upon potential sexual en-
counters.”?! In other words, people with positive motives experience a
greater number of positive events, such as desire for partners, because of
a psychological process called increased exposure. Positive attitudes breed
positive outcomes and so forth. They found that people with strong ap-
proach goals for their relationships in general may also engage in daily
sexual activity for approach reasons such as pleasing a partner or enhanc-
ing intimacy in the relationship. Repeatedly engaging in sex for approach
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reasons, in turn, may promote greater sexual desire. For example, a man
who looks at discussions about sex from an approach standpoint would
want conversation to go smoothly and both people to be happy with the
outcome. A man who approaches a sex talk with avoidance goals avoids
conflict and wants to prevent both partners from being unhappy with the
outcome. There is a big difference between the goal of both partners be-
ing happy and the goal of neither partner being unhappy.

Women who have sex for approach goals, such as to express love for
their partners or because they are physically attracted to their partners,
had greater levels of sexual satisfaction. Women who had sex for avoid-
ance goals, such as to please their husbands or simply to get it over with,
reported little sexual satisfaction. This means that attitude and reasons
for having sex make a huge difference in a marriage. The researchersiden-
tified and tested six reasons to engage in sex: to enhance the relationship,
intimacy, self-affirmation, coping, partner approval, and peer approval.
They tested these six reasons against the length of the relationship, rela-
tionship satisfaction, and sexual frequency to predict daily sexual desire.
People who were labeled “coping” made statements such as “I have sex to
deal with the disappointments in my life.” People who had sex for partner
approval said, “I have sex because I don’t want my partner to be angry with
me.” A sample peer approval statement is “I have sex just because all my
friends are having sex.” “I have sex to reassure myself that I am attractive”
is a sample self-affirmation statement. Intimacy is more obvious; a sample
statement is “I have sex to feel emotionally close to my partner.”?? They
found that the approach goals enhancement and intimacy significantly
predicted daily sexual desire. People who have sex for themselves or for the
relationship, such as to enhance the relationship or to provide relational
intimacy, desired sex every day (they may not have sex every day but indi-
cated that they desire it). Even when the researchers tested these results
against relationship, satisfaction, relationship duration, and frequency of
sexual intercourse, people had much more sexual desire when they had
sex for approach reasons.

When people have sex for avoidance reasons, such as to please their
partners, there is much less desire to have sex. In fact, measures of avoid-
ance of sexual goals (i.e., self-affirmation and coping) were not signifi-
cantly associated with sexual desire, and the measures of avoidance of
sexual goals (i.e., partner approval) were negatively associated with sex-
ual desire. This means when people had sex just to please a partner, it
actually decreased sexual desire. The bottom line is that people who are
interested in pursuing growth, fun, and development in their relation-
ships experienced a steady level of interest in sex over a six-month period
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of study. In addition, people oriented toward creating positive results in
their relationships tend to view sex as one way to create closeness and
intimacy, and their approach to sex goals may, in turn, predict greater de-
sire during daily sexual interactions. In the end, this study showed that a
positive approach to relationships in general will significantly help main-
tain sexual desire over time.

SKILL BUILDING: NEGOTIATING SEX

Sinikka Elliott and Debra Umberson, sociologists from the University
of Texas, Austin, completed a study called “The Performance of Desire:
Gender and Sexual Negotiation in Long Term Marriages.” They inter-
viewed married couples about their views of sex and how they negoti-
ated sex in their marriages. They found that married people believe sexual
intimacy in marriage is extremely important. The researchers were fre-
quently told, “If sex is good (which, for most couples, means frequent),
the marriage is okay, but if sex is bad (i.e., infrequent), the marriage is suf-
fering. . . . Couples often experience friction over sexual frequency and
describe actively working to manage their sex lives.””* Elliott and Um-
berson found that in most marriages, there is a lot of conflict around sex.
This main reason is that couples felt that sex was an indication or mea-
sure of the success of their marriage. Therefore, if one or both members
of the couple were unsatisfied with their sex lives, then the marriage “was
in bad shape.”

Almost everyone in their study bought into the culturally informed
idea that men need and desire more sex than women; however, this less-
ened the conflict around sexual issues because people thought of it as a
legitimate reason for differences in sexual desire. Some even used it to
justify (and forgive) affairs. However, authors stated that “wives may be
less inclined to try to be sexual, and their husbands may not expect them
to be sexual, because of their belief that women are naturally less sexual
than men. This discourse of sexual difference stands in direct contradic-
tion to the belief that an active sex life is an integral part of marital suc-
cess. Hence, although beliefs in gender differences in sexual desire may
help some couples explain away their sexual differences, forty six (74%)
of the sixty two respondents report conflict over sex, especially around
sexual frequency.”?*

To reduce the tension and conflict around sex, both men and women
made a concerted effort to change their sexual selves: women made an ef-
fort to “want sex more often, or at a minimum be willing to have sex more
often—whereas more of the husbands say that they make a conscious ef-
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fort to reduce their sexual desires and focus on the quality of sex (as sub-
jectively perceived by our respondents), rather than sexual frequency.”?
A small minority of men in the sample had less sex drive than their wives.
They all reported that they were not interested in sex anymore either be-
cause of erectile dysfunction or a lack of desire. All these men were con-
templating Viagra or were on Viagra but reported that they were really
doing it for their wives. Most reported that even with the pill, they did not
have a genuine desire to have sex. It seemed that the person in the couple
(whether the man or the women) in the end made himself or herself “per-
form desire.” “Many husbands expect wives to perform desire—whether
in the form of acting more interested in sex or simply having sex more
often. The husbands we interviewed say that they often wish that their
wives were more interested in, and spontaneous about, sex.”?¢

The researchers also found that respondents used housework to in-
crease sexual frequency or used sex to get greater participation in house-
work. Many women who had paid employment outside of the home and
children described sex as another form of work. Sex was like going to the
office, taking care of children, and housework: basically just another chore
that must be done to sustain a relationship. One man in their study re-
ported doing most of the housework and cooking in an effort to make
himself more attractive to his wife, who did not desire sex often. His strat-
egy was that by treating her well and being affectionate, she might be
more interested in sex. In summary, the authors found that

Some married individuals, mostly wives, express a heightened
awareness of the emotion work around sex that must be done to
sustain their relationship, and, sometimes, resentment at having to
do it. Many husbands expect their wives to be more interested in,
and spontaneous about, sex. This expectation of spontaneity and au-
thenticity increases the emotion work that wives perform around
sex. Not only are they expected to have sex more often, their perfor-
mance of desire should be a spontaneous, authentic response. This
study also reveals the interplay and tensions between various forms
of work—housework, emotion work, and paid employment—and
sex in marriage. In particular, housework is central to sexual nego-
tiation, just as it is central to how husbands and wives feel about
one another.”’

Indeed, research shows that numerous women, particularly those with
young children, see sex as another chore in their relationship. Husbands’
sexual expectations for women (desire, spontaneity, and authenticity) may
be too much for women, given all the other demands placed on women.



156 Sex Talk

Itis interesting, especially given what we know about intimacy and sexu-
ality for women, that women are often denied what they believe to be an
important part of sexual and relational intimacy: conversations about the
relationship and sex. Husbands may see sex talk as a waste of time
or frustrating, particularly if the sex talk does not lead to sex right after
the talk. If husbands believe women are pressed for time, too busy, or too
tired for sex, then they cannot understand why women would have time
for talk and not action. This leads to significant disagreements around
the frequency of sex in marriages.

Another way people deal with conflict over sex is to joke about it. This
helps diffuse the tension. It is difficult for women, who have been raised
in a culture with sexual scripts that say women should not desire sex as
much as men and should play hard to get, to suddenly change their world-
views once they get married. As the study authors found, it is not so easy
to do.

SKILL BUILDING: COMMUNICATION
APPROACHES TO AVOID AND PROMOTE

A well-known communication and marriage therapy construct is
called the demand/withdraw pattern, whereby one spouse criticizes and
nags the partner for change, while the other avoids the discussion and
disengages from confrontation. According to this construct, increased de-
mands lead to increased avoidance, which in turn leads to increased de-
mands for engagement, with the end result being a decline in marital
satisfaction. While it would be easy to think that it is typically the woman
who nags and the man who withdraws, laboratory experiments that
monitored actual conflict scenarios with women and men showed that it
depended on the topic of discussion and the balance of power in a rela-
tionship. Both husbands and wives tended to engage in a demand pattern
when they felt an issue was important to them. As far as power differences
go, the person who had less power in the relationship (and often less
overall relational satisfaction) tended to make more demands, while the
person with more power resisted the demands and would like the rela-
tionship to remain the same. It is easy to see how conflicts around sex
would take on the demand/withdraw pattern. Couples that engage in the
demand/withdraw pattern have less overall satisfaction with their rela-
tionships.?

It is important in marriages to avoid communication that seems to
be nagging or critical when talking about sex. Many of the wives in the
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Elliott and Umberson study indicated that they felt nagged by their
husbands to have more sex. It is not helpful if one person in the marriage
feels nagged to talk about or engage in sex. Therefore it is important to
address sexual issues in marriages carefully and in a positive manner. In
general, open and honest communication is the best way to approach
marital conflict. It is also important to stay on the topic. Often there is so
much history in a marriage that it is easy to introduce old and lingering
topic conflicts into a conversation about sex. Try to put yourself in the
other person’s shoes and realize that both people play a role in the con-
flict at hand. Anticipate how your responses will affect the other person
and the consequences of responding in such a manner. Tty to be positive,
when possible, and show nonverbal and verbal signs of love and support.
Whenever possible, do not reciprocate to negative responses by the other
person; this will only escalate the conflict. The ultimate goal of any con-
flict about sex is to have two winners, not a winner and a loser. After all,
itis the couple that should win when it comes to sex; when one person
loses, the other can never truly win. There are more challenges for those
who have an already established pattern of sexual behavior, and making
changes may be difficult, particularly in introducing changes in the rela-
tionship and explaining reasons for doing so.

SKILL BUILDING: A COMMUNICATION
APPROACH TO COUNSELING

It has been shown that five to six sessions of relationship education with
a skills training focus reliably improve couple communication.?? Posi-
tive effects have been shown to last up to five to seven years. This means
couples tend to retain skills learned for five to seven years. Skill building
includes many of the competencies that have been presented throughout
the book: listening with positive nonverbal attention cues, solving con-
flicts where both people are satisfied, and the list goes on. Communication
training can assist couples in developing a comfortable sexual vocabulary.
Couples can be trained to reduce abusive verbal behaviors and use positive
and direct communication. If people become anxious when they talk
about sex or even in anticipating sex talk, training can also provide anxi-
ety reduction therapy and/or cognitive-behavioral interventions. Ther-
apy can also be helpful in identifying simple things that may improve
sex such as identifying and agreeing upon the time of day or room set-
ting that will allow one partner to feel more comfortable with sex.
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One place to receive communication skills training is in counseling or
therapy sessions. At what point should a married couple seek therapy for
help? What can you expect in therapy for communication skills building?
In a review of communication skills building programs, Tara Cornelius
and Galen Alessi found that most skill building programs really focus on
traditional therapy approaches. Traditional therapy provides some type
of speaker-listening technique skill building. One person speaks and the
other listens. This is where each person in a couple outlines his or her
complaints and describes what each does not like about the other person.
The partner listening is supposed to be empathetic to the other as the
spouse criticizes the person. Cornelius and Alessi outline that this comes
out of the Rogerian therapy model, where an individual and a therapist
meet and the person complains about a third person and receives uncon-
ditional support and empathy from the therapist.

Marital relationship expert and professor of psychology John Gott-
man’® believed this is inappropriate for couples therapy because couples
experience an emotional gymnastics, where a partner has to listen to an-
other complain about him and be empathetic to her, which is incongru-
ent with his emotional and psychological state after listening to criticism.
Gottman believes this may result from the immediate suppression of
natural emotional responses, which is bad for communication between
the couple. Gottman believes this traditional therapy approach is accept-
able when the couple is complaining about a third party (a teenager,
relative, or neighbor) but is destructive when it comes to the couple com-
plaining about one another. However, the research conducted by Cor-
nelius and Alessi found that speaker-listener techniques were somewhat
successful in reducing negative communication between couples, which
leads to the dissolution of relationships. Gottman recommends skill
training in place of traditional therapy for most couples.

TALKING ABOUT SAFE SEX AND GETTING
TESTED FOR SEXUALLY TRANSMITTED
INFECTIONS IN CLOSE RELATIONSHIPS

For those involved in close relationships, there are very real challenges
when it comes to talking about safe sex and taking precautions against sex-
ually transmitted infections (STTs). Most people in close relationships,
particularly marriages, believe that they are safe and in completely mono-
gamous relationships. Yet we know from statistics about fidelity and mar-
riage and data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention that
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both men and women cheat and bring infections home to their spouses.
Another reason to talk about testing and sexual health is that numerous
infections, such as HIV and herpes, can be dormant for years. Current
statistics for herpes are greatly unreported because it is a dormant disease.
There are numerous cases of people who misdiagnose themselves with
jock itch or hemorrhoids rather than herpes because they did not think
they were at risk for STTIs and symptoms can appear to be similar.’! A
spouse’s decision to test for STIs elicits strong emotions and doubts about
fidelity. It is difficult to discuss testing and safer sex, especially in long-
term couples. However, monogamy is not an effective preventative mea-
sure, and women in monogamous relationships are often provided with
a false sense of safety, often deterring their use of condoms. Recall that
people are more likely to use condoms in casual relationships than with
regular sexual partners. Indeed, there is growing evidence that people
in close relationships are putting themselves at risk for HIV and other
STIs because they confuse monogamy with sexual fidelity.

The good news is that there are benefits to being in a close relation-
ship, as individuals are in a better position to come to know if a partner is
disease-free as compared to individuals in casual relationships.*? This
could be due to the fact that partners in long-term relationships have bet-
ter communication about STTIs. Other researchers found that people in
close relationships were more likely to tell a partner if they found out
they had an STT than those involved in casual encounters.*

A FINAL NOTE ON THE IMPORTANCE
OF EVERYDAY RELATIONAL/SEXUAL
COMMUNICATION

Everyday conversations are a significant and important influence on
the ways in which people not only think about issues, but receive the opin-
ions of others in their relational community and discuss the matters that
are relevant to their worldviews. “Everyday discourse contains marked
‘hypertext’ that can be read either as an accepted part of the ordinary con-
tent of conversation or else as an item that can be ‘clicked’ to several fur-
ther levels of meaning otherwise hidden, including a need for accounts.”**
Such hypertext can be accessed or called to account when any partici-
pant chooses to do so. One other hypertextual element of all everyday
conversation, we assume, is the awareness of others’ judgments and
assessments that shape a person’s responses and behaviors.*> So when
it comes to communication about sex, it is important to realize that the
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everyday communication people have with their spouses is significant in
forming the relationship and the ability to relate to one another.
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CHAPTER 8

F amily Communication

and Sex Talk with
Adolescents

Many parents are willing to discuss sexuality and sex behaviors with their
adolescents; however, research has found it is often ineffective. Through-
out this book, I have written about the idea of abstract and concrete
communication. Abstract communication is vague and indirect, whereas
concrete communication is specific and direct. In general, abstract com-
munication is less effective than concrete communication and becomes
specifically problematic in regard to family communication about sex.
In fact, for many parents, when they discuss sexuality with their chil-
dren, messages are often general, focusing on hypothetical situations
or employing indirect strategies. Consider part of a hypothetical con-
versation:

Fatuer:  Well, we wanted to talk to you about the birds and
the bees. [laughs]

Teenager says nothing.
Fatuer:  Well, we just want you to be careful.

The father is using indirect, abstract language, and it is not effective.
The attempt at humor is good, but he needs to specify exactly what he
wants to talk about. There are too many topics to cover in one conversa-
tion: potential topics include physical development; interpersonal, ro-
mantic, and sexual relationships; values; and reproduction. In addition,
what does be careful mean? Parents need to be explicit about what they
would like their children to do. Does this mean be careful and not have
sex, be careful when having sex, or be careful with multiple partners?
And what does being careful mean when a teen is having sex? Condom
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use? Birth control pills? Not to get their hearts broken? Do not engage
in oral sex? Consider this scenario:

Faraer: We want to talk to you about oral sex. This may be
an uncomfortable topic, but it is important that we
discuss it as a family.

Teenacer:  Oral sex isn’t even sex. | really don’t want to have this
conversation with you.

Faruer:  Hmmm. Thank you, Bill Clinton. So, what is sex then?
TeeNaGerR:  You know!
Fatuer:  No, I don’t know, because I thought oral sex was sex.

Teenager and parents have a discussion about what sex is
and what oral sex is.

Fatuer:  Well, that is an interesting take, and you are entitled to
your opinion about whether oral sex is sex. However, I
think we can both agree it is a very intimate act and as
such it should only be done with a lot of forethought.
Also, did you know that you can get a lot of infections
from oral sex? According to an infectious disease ex-
pert, Dr. Hans Schlecht, you can get human papil-
lomavirus, gonorrhea, herpes, chlamydia, and/or,
contrary to popular opinion, even HIV. In truth, it’s
not likely that you would get HIV, but it is a remote
possibility and you should know about. Can you tell
me if any of your friends are having oral sex? Do you

feel any pressure to do it? If you have tried it, do you
like it?

Teenacer:  Wow, Dad, that’s pretty embarrassing. I don’t know
if I really feel comfortable telling you whether I have
had oral sex. But most of my friends are doing it, and
we think it’s safe because you can’t get pregnant doing
it. It’s no big deal.

Fatuer:  Well, it is a big deal. But I understand if you are too
embarrassed to talk about it with me. Would you feel
more comfortable talking to Dr. Janeway? You want
me to tell you about my first experience with oral sex?
It wasn’t pretty . . .

They continue this conversation.
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Although this hypothetical conversation is imperfect, it is realistic.
The father uses concrete language and sets the stage for exactly what
he wants to talk about: oral sex. Remember that you cannot cover all
of what a child needs to know in one setting. The child may not know
who Bill Clinton is, but the father said it anyway, more to himself. He
also acknowledges his child’s opinion that oral sex isn’t really sex and
realizes it doesn’t matter that much, as long as he knows where his child
is coming from and keeps the conversation going. He wants to stress
that it is an important, seriously intimate act. He also asks some great
questions: teens often feel more comfortable talking in the third person
(teens would rather say “people like oral sex” than “I like oral sex”) or
talking about their friends. If a teen’s friend is involved in an activity,
chances are the teen is doing it as well. In the end, even if the teen is too
embarrassed to talk about oral sex with the father, the father got the
conversation started and opened the door to future conversations. Also,
the father suggested a visit to a physician, therefore acknowledging that
the teen might feel more comfortable talking about it with someone
else. It is much better to have a teen talk to a physician rather than a
friend about sex. Also, as indicated by research, teens would like their
parents to share some of their experiences with sex, particularly their
first experiences. This may not be easy to do but worth the effort and
embarrassment if it has a positive impact on a teenager.

Another problematic area in parent-child communication about sex
is that most topics focus on reproduction, “changes” the body might be
going though, and the dangers of sex and sexuality. Many parents avoid
personal issues such as the dynamics and importance of interpersonal
relationships (particularly breakups), sexual pleasure, wet dreams, mas-
turbation, and homosexuality. Sexual education programs in almost all
school curricula ignore the pleasures, intimacy, logistics, and emotions
related to sex, so this makes it even more important for parents to talk
about these issues with their teens. Unless teens can understand and
articulate what positive sexual pleasure and intimacy are, they cannot
tully understand or articulate what coercive, unwanted, or detached,
meaningless sex is. This is part of an important skill set to help teens
avoid unwanted sexual encounters.

INTRODUCTION

Communication and interaction within families play a critical role
in the development of the ability of children to create and maintain



166 Sex Talk

successful interpersonal relationships. The family is one of the most im-
portant socialization factors in a young person’s life. Family communi-
cation patterns have been shown to significantly influence adolescents’
media use; citizenship norms; consumer habits; conflict management
skills; comfort communicating in a variety of situations; adjustment to
college and successful separation from parents; and communication, atti-
tudes, and behaviors about sex and alcohol use.! However, research shows
that the majority of parents in the United States do not want to discuss sex
with their children and dread conversations about sex.

Numerous family communication scholars agree that the family unit
has changed significantly in the past three decades. Some major changes
include that as a society, people in the United States have greatly ex-
tended the length of schooling for children, therefore their dependence
on the family and, as a final result, their childhoods. In the past, many
teenagers were out of the house and married in their late teens and early
twenties. Now, they are in college, technical schools, or perhaps the mil-
itary and are still seen as dependent on the family. Due to significant in-
creases in the cost of living and other economic changes, children may
even return to the home after college, military service, or a failed mar-
riage, extending societal perceptions of parenthood and responsibility
for children. We have smaller families in the United States compared to
the past, and as a result, parents have greater discretionary income and
often provide young people with goods and services that connect them
to the household longer than in previous generations. The overindul-
gence and extended cohabilitation of teenagers means they are rarely
seen as independent young adults, but rather as under the supervision,
authority, and guidance of their parents. Because we have smaller fami-
lies, some parents may actively seek to keep their children at home lon-
ger and avoid the empty nest syndrome. Therefore parenthood has
become significantly lengthened well into the late teens and early twen-
ties. “We have professionalized and lengthened parenthood so that par-
ents concern themselves with every aspect of their children’s lives and
invade adolescent privacy. Sexual conduct, once unknown and unob-
served, is covered in books, by the press, and in widely disseminated
studies on teenage sexual behavior and teen culture.”” The ignorant and
uninformed parent of yesteryear is rare; the average parent today is
greatly concerned by the statistics on teen pregnancy and sexually trans-
mitted infections (STTIs). Many parents do not consider it an option to
talk about sexual health, as it could be a matter of life and death for their
teenage children.
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Other changes include cultural shifts in marriage. In our country
(and others), people have begun to significantly delay marriage. In pre-
vious generations, people married in their late teens and early twenties.
My mother was engaged at 19 and married and a mother by the age
of 20. Her parents were not concerned about adolescent or emerging
adult sexuality because it was in the confines of marriage. However, now
that sex occurs for most teenagers and young adults outside of mar-
riage, it is seen as less legitimate and necessary. Finally, previous gen-
erations were not bombarded with mediated messages of sexuality and
erotica that encourage and glorify teen sex and sex in general.> Pepper
Schwartz argues that teenagers and young adults have not changed
levels in their sex drives, but rather many circumstances have changed
that make it more public and less acceptable today. Her challenge to
parents and society is to come to terms with teenage sexuality and accept
(as difficult as it may be) teenagers and young adults as sexual beings.
Data certainly support that teens are sexual creatures, with 9 out of 10
people reporting having had sexual intercourse during their teen years.

Mary Anne Fitzpatrick is a communication professor who has stud-
ied family communication for decades. She has completed numerous
studies about family communication dynamics and communication be-
tween newlyweds. She believes that families have been able to adapt to
change and survive, which suggests that the family unit is relatively
flexible and that this flexibility is aided by how families communicate
with one another. Family communication warrants separate study from
other forms of communication because of the uniqueness of the fam-
ily unit. However, there are similarities between romantic and familial
relationships: they both contain beliefs relevant to intimacy, individu-
ality, and affection and are influenced by external factors. The main
difference is passion: passion is central to romantic relationships and
not to familial relationships. Fitzpatrick and others have identified
certain characteristics that determine the kind of communication fam-
ilies have.

The first factor is called conversation orientation. This is defined as
“the degree to which families create a climate in which all family mem-
bers are encouraged to participate in unrestrained interaction about a
wide variety of topics.”* Families that have a high level of conversa-
tional orientation communicate with one another freely, frequently, and
spontaneously and do not have many time or topic limitations to con-
versation. In general, these families spend a significant amount of time
together communicating and interacting. Family members share their
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individual thoughts and activities with other members of the family.
Usually, when group family activities are planned, such as a vacation or
an outing to the movies, these plans are discussed as a family unit and
decisions are made as a family. So it is easier to set the stage for suc-
cessful communication about sex within the family from a young age
if other topics are discussed openly. If parents and children are accus-
tomed to speaking with one another freely and comfortably, then the
transition to sex talk is more natural. When asked about their beliefs
about the role of communication in the family, families with a high con-
versation orientation generally believe that communication should be
open and frequent between the family members and, moreover, is es-
sential to a positive and fulfilling family life. Parents see communica-
tion with children as the most important way to educate and socialize
children.

The second component to family communication is called conformity
orientation. Conformity orientation is the degree to which family com-
munication stresses uniformity of attitudes, values, and beliefs. Fami-
lies with a high level of conformity orientation stress harmony, avoid
conflicts, and have a high level of interdependence of family members.
There is often respect and obedience to parents and older adults in these
families. Those on the low end of the conformity orientation stress the
importance of different attitudes and beliefs and the individuality of
family members. Independence from the family is valued. Equality of all
family members, including children, is stressed in communication. In
general, families with traditional values of conformity and hierarchy tend
to be those families that fit into the high conformity orientation family.
Fitzpatrick believes that to assess the quality and quantity of commu-
nication in a family, one must consider both beliefs and orientations
toward the family. She calls families high in both conversational orien-
tation and conformity orientation consensual families. There is usually a
friction between a desire to agree with one another and respect the ex-
isting hierarchy in the family and an interest in open communication
and new ideas in consensual family communication. So when it comes to
communication about sex, parents in consensual families are interested
in their children and want to know what they think and have to say
about sex, butin the end, they want to make decisions for their children.
Parents often listen to their children and then spend a lot of time and
energy trying to explain their points of view and decision making pro-
cesses in the hope that their children will understand and accept the
parents’ decision and make the same decision when it comes to sexual
choices.
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Families that are high in conversation orientation and low in confor-
mity are called pluralistic by Fitzpatrick. Here communication is open
and unconstrained and involves all family members. Parents do not try
to control children or their decisions; rather, family conversations oc-
cur often and opinions are evaluated on the merit of the arguments that
support them. When it comes to communication about sex, in pluralis-
tic families, parents are more willing to accept teenagers’ opinions and
let them participate equally in the conversation. Parents try to sway their
teenagers to their points of view by using logic and reasoning and hope
that their teenagers will do the right thing (whatever that may be from
the family point of view).

Protective families are low in conversation orientation and high in
conformity orientation. Communication is focused on obedience, and
there is little room for open communication. Communication about sex
in these kinds of families is limited because parental authority is seen as
the most important aspect of family communication. Parents often do
not see the need to explain their reasoning to their teenagers, and con-
versations about sex are usually limited to reproduction issues and stern
“do not do it” messages.

The last combination of family dynamics is low in both conversation
orientation and conformity orientation. These are called laissez-faire
families, which means anything goes. Communication is limited to a few
topics and does not occur often. Parents have a hands-off approach to
parenting and believe that children should be able to make their own
decisions and do not see the value in communication with children.
Communication about sex in these families is usually nonexistent as
parents believe teenagers should make their own decisions about their
bodies and activities.

It would be helpful for each member of the family to assess the fam-
ily communication style to see if each member agrees or disagrees with
other members. Not everyone will view the family dynamic the same
way. The family is an essential unit in helping people to become compe-
tent communicators in adolescence and into adulthood. Understanding
the kind of communication in which your family engages—if they are
low or high in conversation and conformity orientations—can be a help-
ful place to start when thinking about how to approach your teenagers
about sex. If your family has a current pattern of communication, par-
ticularly one that is closed, expecting open communication about sex
may be a difficult change for the family. Parents may want to start slowly
with general talks about communication before jumping into talks
about sex.
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One of the underlying goals to communicating about sex in the fam-
ily is to help socialize young adults into being competent communica-
tors. Recall that in chapter 1, a competent communicator is described as
someone who is effective in that she is able to achieve the desired goal
and can meet the expected rules or expectations for the conversational
context. Competent communicators possess an anticipatory mind-set,
meaning that they can anticipate the implications of their actions (for
both parties) and foresee any obstacle that might impede the achieve-
ment of their goals. Therefore competent communicators will adjust
their goals and plans in light of situational, relational, and/or cultural cir-
cumstances.” Communication competence is of particular importance
to the social and emotional development of teenagers. Certain commu-
nication competencies are necessary for adolescents to have, or they are
likely to have fewer friendships and have been shown to have difficulty
achieving intimacy in the friendships they do have. Communication
competencies include verbal and nonverbal responsiveness, the ability
to initiate and sustain interesting conversations, and the ability to self-
disclose, offer emotional support, and manage conflict.

Deficiencies in these competencies can lead to risky behaviors and
significant adjustment problems during adolescence. During adoles-
cence, friends are seen as a principal source of emotional assistance and
psychological support. Friends provide support and advice for adoles-
cents embarking on romantic and sexual relationships. “Friends share
in the vagaries of dating and romance by practicing intimacy skills, dis-
closing fears and uncertainties, and sorting through the subtleties of
their romantic feelings—practices that may seem trivial or exhausting
to adults.”® Therefore communication competence during adolescence is
essential for teens to create and maintain meaningful relationships out-
side the family unit. As people develop into adulthood, communication
competence allows individuals to successfully access and engage peers.”

Family communication patterns play a significant role in teens’ abil-
ities to enact certain communication skills in friendships and romantic
partnerships. Children who are raised in a pluralistic family environ-
ment with high conversation orientation are more likely to report a
greater number of communication skills for both friendships and ro-
mantic partnerships than those growing up in laissez-faire or protec-
tive, high-conformity families. A research study performed regarding
communication about sex within the family by Dr. Joy Koesten and
colleagues confirmed that the communication competencies essential
for adolescent development are more likely to be developed when the
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communication environment at home is one that stresses high conver-
sation orientation and offers children a lot of opportunities for a free
exchange of ideas and participation in family conversations.®

SEX EDUCATION AND COMMUNICATION

Most experts believe that comprehensive sex education works the
best to help youths to be abstinent, provide some protection from sex-
ual abuse, and prepare them to practice safer sex in the future.” This
means more information about abstinence as well as reproduction, birth
control, and safe-sex precautions (condom use). The least effective sex-
ual education programs have been based on fear appeals. The common
features of many fear-based curricula are as follows: (1) scare tactics,
(2) contraceptive method information omissions, (3) exclusively nega-
tive consequences of sexual behavior images, (4) misinformation on med-
ical issues, (5) sexual orientation omissions or distortions, (6) distortions
of people with disabilities, (7) insensitivity to race or class, (8) religious
bias, and (9) omissions in diversity of family structures.!” Fear appeals
are popular tools of persuasion when it comes to educating high school
youths. Most high schools feature films and guests about automobile ac-
cidents and driving under the influence of alcohol and the dangers of
drug use. These topics may be more appropriate for fear appeals: it is
hard to think of a case when drinking and driving could be pleasurable
and safe, at any age. However, fear appeals are not effective when it comes
to sex because youths know that sex has many pleasurable aspects and it
can be safe. Youths are skeptical that everything magically changes when
marriage occurs, making it acceptable to have sex, whereas driving un-
der the influence is never acceptable.

Sexual education and sexual communication are two distinct entities.
In a comprehensive study of parent-child communication about sex,
Jennifer Heisler outlines the difference between the two. Sexual educa-
tion usually involves a teaching model of information transfer between
a sender (the teacher) and a receiver (the student).!! In this model, the
sender attempts to add knowledge to receivers’ frames of reference about
biological reproduction, sexuality, sexual acts, and birth control. Sexual
communication is the shared exchange and creation of meaning that
occurs in interdependent communication encounters. From this per-
spective, Heisler describes family sex communication as the jointly



172 Sex Talk

created meanings for sex among family members. Both parents and chil-
dren have an important and active role: parents influence children and
children influence their parents’ perspectives during these communi-
cative exchanges.

There has been an ongoing debate among scholars about who in-
fluences teens the most when it comes to receiving information about
sex, and each has data to support his or her claims. One thing is cer-
tain: every child is different, and the top three teen influences are a
combination of peer, parental, and media influences. It is clear that the
family, and parents, in particular, play an important part in the sexual so-
cialization of adolescents. Both parents and children want to play lead
roles in the conversations about sex. However, parents do not always
make the best teachers; for example, parents may not have accurate,
up-to-date information about sex or the current sexual practices of teens.
Also, there is a lot of ambiguity around sex because children are unique
and develop at different rates. Therefore it is impossible for a book or
guide to tell parents when in a teen’s development to have talks about
specific topics. One thing that experts do know is that it is important
to start the conversation early and keep it going in a consistent and nat-
ural manner. This is much easier said than done. It also leads people to
ask, when is early? Given all these issues, it is no wonder that commu-
nicating about sex with teens can be problematic, not to mention that
parents’ earnest and thoughtful attempts to talk about sex may well be
ignored or disdained by their children.

In a study of parents’ views of sex education, only about 52 percent
of parents reported feeling confident about their abilities to provide
sexual education in their own homes.!? Children’s feelings about these
interactions were also mixed. A majority of adolescents (61 %) rated their
parents as having done a “good job” with sex education.!* Conversely,
other studies found children to be frustrated with parents’ approaches
or critical of familial communication about sex.!* In another study, when
asked to recall sex talks with their parents, young adults stated that the
talks were not positive or negative, mostly neutral.!> Students viewed par-
ents as doing a satisfactory job passing on information from a sex ed-
ucation standpoint and thought the information was very accurate.
However, students rated the quality of communication with parents as
rather low and indicated that they wanted more communication about
sex with parents. When asked what they wanted from their parents in
terms of sex talk, young adults stated they had a desire for parents to
display a more positive attitude about sexuality. Parents of the young
adults said they wished they had talked more about prevention and ab-
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stinence with their kids. It is obvious that parents and children have
significant differences in how they perceive sex. Young adults said they
felt they could have benefited from hearing about their parents’ expe-
riences, if the parents had been willing to share them. Overall, most
young adult participants wanted to be more open with parents, hear-
ing about parents’ difficulties and being able to share their own experi-
ences. Sons and daughters seemed to perceive their parents as sexual
beings; that parents played multiple roles, including mom, dad, lover,
and friend; and desired input from parents on these issues. Parents, on
the other hand, had difficulty coming to terms with their children as sex-
ual beings. Parents said that they wanted more open communication
with their children and yet were uncomfortable with the idea of engag-
ing in open dialogues about sex with their children.

ADOLESCENT SEX AND LOVE

While it is easy for adults to dismiss teen love or puppy love as in-
consequential because adults know that puppy love is short-lived, love
plays a significant role in the life of the adolescent. Dr. Helen Fisher
suggests that there are numerous personal and social benefits to teen
passion, romance, and sex. These benefits include “exhilarating joy, in-
creased energy and optimism, feelings of intimacy, self-esteem, inclu-
sion in health-giving social groups, exercise, social and personal support
and crucial practice in the skills of building long term partnerships skills
they will need to make the most important social contract of their re-
productive lives.”!¢ Love and sexual experimentation are important rites
of passage for young adults in the United States. In fact, adolescents
consider being in a romantic relationship a central part of belonging
and attaining higher levels of status in peer groups. For many teens,
there is a direct link between peer status and being in a romantic rela-
tionship. Peer networks support romances and even connections to new
peers/friends through the romantic relationship. Peer networks are ex-
tensively involved in the adolescent dating culture. It would be easy to
imagine the depth and breadth of communication (and analysis) be-
tween friends at the beginning of a romantic relationship in the teen-
ager’s circle of friends.

We know that adolescents tell stories to negotiate and solve roman-
tic dilemmas. During the storytelling process, the meanings of words
and actions are deliberated; dilemmas arise over these meanings, many
of which reveal contradictory positions that must be managed during
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the conversation. In an analysis of the romantic stories of young adults,
researchers found that of the romantic stories that were told between
friends, 80 percent focused on romantic problems, and most of the talk
was problem talk and problem solving.!” Around half of the stories in the
study revolved around relationship instability. Other problems that oc-
curred in the stories included problems of asymmetry of interest (21%),
infidelity (11%), and interference from others (9%). Stories about rela-
tionship instability emphasized the ambiguous and unpredictable nature
of relationships, often because of something chronic such as personal-
ity differences, communication failures, and feelings of being controlled
or stifled or incompatible values or lifestyles.!® Peers have an enormous
impact on helping friends sort out sexual relationships and, in the pro-
cess, make sexual decisions.

It is difficult to conduct research about adolescent sexual behaviors
for many reasons—some obvious and others not so obvious. The prob-
lems with getting adults to truthfully answer questions about their sex-
uality are multiplied when it comes to teen populations. Often parental
consent to participate in research is necessary, and even if the surveys are
anonymous, teens may be afraid to admit behaviors. But on a larger level,
teen culture is constantly changing and adapting and so diverse that it
is only possible to capture snapshots of the sexual culture, and those are
difficult to obtain. One researcher claims that studying adolescent sex-
ual behavior is like trying to chase a greased pig.!” However, researchers
have had success in recent years gaining some insight into how teens
communicate about sex. Findings indicate that adolescent sexual rela-
tionships are significantly hampered by a lack of communication between
sexual partners. For many teens, sex talk is difficult and uncomfortable;
however, it is of the utmost importance for health and well-being of
sexually active youth. We know that adolescents who have positive atti-
tudes toward discussing safe sex and are able to engage in contraceptive-
specific sexual communication, such as discussing condoms or STTs, are
more likely to use contraception. However, sexual communication should
not be restricted to discussions of contraception or infections; rather, sex-
ual communication should include discussions of a wide variety of top-
ics such as sexual histories, sexual likes and dislikes, or sexual fantasies.
"Teens who can discuss these sensitive issues with their partners are much
more likely to feel comfortable in their sexual relationships and are
therefore more likely to have safe sex and be able to control their sexual
boundaries.

Researchers Laura Widman, Deborah Welsh, James McNulty, and
Katherine Little from the Department of Psychology, University of
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Tennessee, Knoxville, conducted a study with 209 couples dating a min-
imum of four weeks who participated in the Study of Tennessee Adoles-
cent Romantic Relationships.?’ Seventy-three adolescent dating couples
(ages 14-21 years) who had sexual intercourse completed a sexual com-
munication questionnaire. This was an interesting study because data
from both partners in the sexual relationship were collected. This al-
lowed the researchers to gain a more complete snapshot of the sexual
relationship and to be able to compare stories for accuracy. Many sexu-
ally active adolescents in the study did not feel comfortable discussing
sex with their partners. The researchers found that relationship length,
satisfaction, and commitment impacted the quality and quantity of com-
munication about sex in teen relationships. Highly committed adoles-
cents reported greater sexual communication. Those adolescents who
were more open sexual communicators were more likely to report using
contraception, and this association persisted even after contraception
communication was considered. As contraceptive use requires some
planning (e.g., purchasing condoms, taking oral contraceptives in ad-
vance), it is likely that contraceptive communication preceding inter-
course allows adolescents to be more prepared for sexual interactions
when they occur. This directly relates to setting boundaries before the
sexual act occurs and demonstrates the importance of setting boundar-
ies prior to sexual encounters. The level of trust required to share one’s
teelings about sexual practices and fantasies may foster a sense of inti-
macy and investment in couples that allows them to commit to healthy
sexual practices. The researchers also found that both male and female
adolescents who were more satisfied with their romantic relationships
were more open in discussing sexual topics with their romantic partners
and that this association led to increased contraceptive use. They spec-
ulated that this may be due to the fact that the intimacy fostered by dis-
closure of sensitive sexual information is a salient bonding experience
that contributed to the development of relationship satisfaction. Alter-
natively, it is also possible that good sexual communication improves
sexual satisfaction, which in turn enhances relationship satisfaction.
Some of the less positive findings had to do with girls who self-silence,
which is when girls tend to silence their own wishes or desires in the con-
text of their relationships. For example, girls agreed to the statement “I
think it’s better to keep my feelings to myself when they conflict with
my partner’s” were coded as self-silencers. Based on reports of condom
and birth control use in the survey, girls, but not boys, who used more
self-silencing talk reported lower sexual communication and reduced
contraceptive use. Psychologists believe that sexual communication is
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difficult for adolescents, in part because they fear their partners will re-
act negatively to these discussions. Therefore it is not surprising that
teens who avoid conflict through self-silencing are bad at communicat-
ing about sex. Furthermore, girls who self-silence are usually more likely
to conform to traditional gender roles that women should be less asser-
tive than men in sexual situations.

In a research project designed to understand how adolescents nego-
tiate romance, sex, and love in the face of sexual disease risk, adoles-
cents were asked to explain their worldviews on permissiveness, double
standards, sexual control, and romance and how these conceptions play
into their sexual decision making.?! For the young people in this study,
the perception of a committed relationship seemed to somehow grant
permission for unsafe sex. Young women believed this more than men,
and when the partner was a person who girls knew well, loved, and
trusted, they felt it was less necessary to use condoms. Adding to this
problem is the fact that women are more worried about their reputa-
tion and therefore were more likely to judge casual sexual encounters
as something more meaningful and long term than men and therefore
to be low risk. These are some reasons why young women do not con-
sistently use condoms.

TEENS TALKING ABOUT CONDOMS

Teens aged 1619 years were asked why they were reluctant to talk
about contraception with lovers.?? The hardest part for the teens was ac-
tually initiating discussions of contraception. Teens feared that if they
brought up the topic of contraception, then they would not only have
to admit the intention to have intercourse, but they believed there was a
negative connotation between condom use and disease prevention. In
other words, if a teen were to bring up condoms, the sexual partner might
think the teen was dirty or diseased. There was also a perception that
there would be an even more negative reaction if the partner already
has a reputation of being sexually experienced. Teens also feared that
their reputation would be harmed if they even brought up the topic of
condoms. Sex talk could also force the dreaded “relationship talk”—and
instigate a talk about whether the sexual relationship was going to be
long term and birth control pills should be considered.

The reality is that most teens welcome talks with their parents about
contraception and condoms. Studies show that there are very few neg-
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ative responses to talks about sex, and parental fears and concerns about
broaching the subject are largely unfounded. The fact is that in this
study, when teens talked about condom use, condoms were used in
about 80 percent of the sexual experiences, and when no talk occurred,
condoms were used only 44 percent of the time—a huge difference.
It is easy to understand why teens feel uncomfortable admitting to a
desire for sex because teens don’t want to be perceived as being pushy,
too forward, or focused on sex only. Interestingly, more boys than girls
were afraid of admitting to wanting sex, precisely for the reasons noted
earlier. When talking to boys, it is important to help them negotiate
condom use so they can talk about condom use without sounding too
pushy or that they are only with a girl for sex and alleviate some of their
fears. For example, assisting boys in constructing scripts may help. Boys
could say something such as “I am talking about condoms because I care
about you. We don’t have to have sex. I will really like you whether or not
we do it. Butif we do it, let’s use condoms.” This is especially important
because a lot of girls wait for boys to take the lead in condom use.
The partner’s reputation was a significant factor as well in terms of
likelihood of discussing and using condoms. Teens who were involved
with someone popular and who had a high status among friends found
it even more difficult to talk about contraception. One teen in the study
said, “I was thinking about it [talking about contraception], I was laid
there and I thought God, cause he’s quite cool, cause I was younger . . . I
saw him as a cool character you know what I mean. . . . I thought of
saying have you got a condom . . . I thought I can’t say that it’s un-
cool . .. I'was so scared of his reaction.””* Given the fact that so many
teen girls date older guys, it is important for parents to be aware of the
additional pressures and fears that girls will face with popular older guys.

PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT IN
COMMUNICATION ABOUT SEX:
YOU ARE DOING BETTER THAN
YOUR PARENTS DID, BUT ISIT
GOOD ENOUGH?

"Teens report that they receive more information about sex from in-
formal sources, such as peers (especially same-sex friends), than from
any other source.?* Common sources include dating partners, opposite-
sex friends, the media, and reading on one’s own (including the Internet).
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Formalsources, such as parentsand teachers, provide only a small amount
of information, and fathers were reported to give far less information
than mothers. One possible reason for this is that most communication
about sex occurs among peers, and therefore peers are the greatest source
of information, as well. In fact, same-sex friends and dating partners are
the two types of people with whom adolescents communicate the most
about sex. Some studies show that students say that they rarely, if ever,
discussed sex with their parents, and conversations that did occur tended
to be with same-sex parents.

Consider Jennifer Heisler’s comprehensive study of parent-child
communication about sex. She asked both college students and their par-
ents to recall their conversations about sex and safe sex and found that
students’ and parents’ memories of talks about sex were really different.
Parents remembered (or thought) that they talked a lot more about sex
than teens recalled. The differences were not just in frequency, but in
the quantity of topics. Students remembered discussing fewer topics
with both mothers and fathers in comparison to parental recollections.
The biggest differences were between mothers’ and children’s recollec-
tions of sex talk. These differences may just be in perceptions as to what
is personally salient to individuals. The fact that mothers saw these past
discussions very differently than their teens could be because mothers’
recollections reflect cultural standards for good mothering behaviors be-
cause social rules say that mothers should talk about sex with their kids.
Most women still have the role of family caretaker, and as such, moth-
ers might feel a greater responsibility to protect other family members
and want to show others (e.g., within the survey) that they had man-
aged and cared for their children through talks about sexuality and rela-
tionships.

Almost all the participants recalled that mothers talked about sex-
uality more often than fathers and believed that mothers were more
comfortable and open than fathers. Mothers also indicated greater com-
fort with these topics than did fathers. “Culturally this is similar to other
research findings that show mothers remained the ‘in-house’ expert on
relationships. Although sons ranked fathers [as a] significantly higher
source of information than daughters, sons still recalled a preference
for mothers over fathers. Because discussions about sexuality provide in-
formation for young adults beyond factual knowledge (e.g., who talks,
who does not, who is warned, who is encouraged), fathers’ silence may
continue to perpetuate socialized gender roles concerning sex.”?

Both parents and students agreed that the focus of parental sex talks
were on negative consequences of sex such as STIs, unplanned pregnan-
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cies (even for boys), and morality. This could be that parents thought
these topics would lead to abstinence more than other topics. Not sur-
prisingly, both parents and students also agreed that homosexuality, in-
fidelity, the timing of sexual initiation, and peer pressure were the least
discussed topics—which are considered taboo topics by many families.
Maybe parents did not think that these topics were important, espe-
cially those topics that involved infidelity and peer pressure. Clearly
these taboo topics are not fully understood by parents, and even some
students did not feel comfortable addressing the pressures they were
facing from boyfriends or girlfriends, concerns about infidelity, or their
sexuality identity with parents and therefore avoided the topics if par-
ents did bring them up. Interestingly, overall, mothers, fathers, and chil-
dren all reported that they were moderately satisfied with their family
communication about sex. Dr. Heisler speculates that parental satis-
faction with overall communication might be due to evaluation based
on the sexual education model of information transfer—giving children
the basics of the birds and the bees. In other words, in terms of sex ed-
ucation, parents may feel responsible for providing information about
STIs, pregnancy, and the menstrual cycle.

In Allison Caruthers’s study on college women who hook up, the ma-
jority of participants reported difficulty in having serious conversations
about sex, especially with their parents. Most women stated that their
parents gave them basic information about procreation but nothing
about how to act in a sexual relationship or how to communicate feel-
ings and needs with partners.

As demonstrated by these research findings, another problematic
area in parent-child communication about sex is that most topics focus
on reproduction, “changes” the body might be going though, and the
dangers of sex and sexuality. As previously mentioned, many parents
avoid personal issues, and sexual education programs in almost all school
curricula ignore emotions that occur from sexual experiences, including
pleasure. This makes it even more essential for parents to talk to their
children about these ignored issues.

SUPPORTING THE TEEN AFTER A BREAKUP:
REFLECTING ON SEXUAL EXPERIENCES

One of the most important times parents can be there for their chil-
dren is after a breakup. After having received many of the benefits
of love, losing both the benefits of love and the boyfriend may seem
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overwhelming to many teens. It would be easy for parents and other
adults to trivialize breakups, especially because adults know that break-
ing up is normal for teenagers and the pain is relatively short-lived. But
the pain that results from rejection is very real for teens and warrants pa-
rental attention. This is an important part of communication about sex.
Some researchers argue that breakups and relationships are particularly
difficult for teens because of brain activation and biology that make teen-
agers lack impulse control and emotionally different from adults due to
hormone changes. Others consider it a factor of social construction in
that teenagers have not learned how to control their emotions or benefit
from previous experiences to help them make sense of the world around
them. Whatever the reason, breaking up is significant and devastating
to teenagers.

Pepper Schwartz would go further to argue that teens are actually
quite like adults if you really look at the similarities. For example, teens
are likely to have more dating partners, and therefore society considers
sexual intercourse among teenagers sporadic. However, Schwartz be-
lieves that if we were to compare condom use and contraception among
adults who have the same irregular sexual patterns as adolescents, we
would find more similarities than differences.?s Indeed, some of the sig-
nificant differences between teen breakups and adult breakups are due
to the fact that teen breakups occur in a fishbowl. Teenagers are more
likely to lose social status and friendships as a result of a breakup com-
pared to adults. Because teens are in high school, there is likely to be
much gossip surrounding the breakup, affording the rejected person lit-
tle privacy. Not only are people talking about a person’s loss, but doing
so daily, rarely tiring of the subject. The rejected teen has little chance
to avoid his ex and probably even has to see her with a new person. This
would be tough for an adult, but fortunately, most adults are able to
completely separate after a breakup, whereas most teenagers are not so
lucky. For most teens, the teen breakup is “experienced in a group con-
text; there is one voice to judge romantic and sexual dramas and decide
who is right or wrong and indeed every detail of the action. When young
people complain to their parents, saying ‘everyone thinks’ they are not
as misguided as their parents might think—remember this is a group
that walks in lock-step to music, clothes, dance, and idols.”?’

After a breakup is an excellent time to talk to adolescents about sex,
romance, love, and survival. Parents can help teens reflect on their de-
cisions, their sexual experiences and consequences, and whether they
engaged in appropriate levels of intimacy. Parents can ask their children
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if there were any ramifications to their reputation and, in general, talk
about the nature of interpersonal relationships.

ADOLESCENTS’ SEXUAL DECISION-MAKING
PROCESSES, COMMUNICATION
COMPETENCE, AND RESISTANCE
STRATEGIES

There are implicit and explicit sexual offers that your child will face.
Explicit offers are direct requests from the boyfriend or girlfriend: “Do
you want to have sex?” “If you love me, you should do it with me.” But
remember that there are also implicit pressures to have sex, as well; these
are indirect pressures. Perhaps all their friends are doing it or they are at
parties and people are doing it. Sex is something people cannot avoid,
the media propagate sexual activity constantly. To avoid unwanted sex,
teens can use a direct no response, they can offer an excuse, or they can
avoid the person or friends by whom they are feeling pressured.

Pediatricians at the University of California, Tricia Michels and
Bonnie Halpern-Felsher, along with other colleagues interviewed ninth-
grade adolescents to find out how they perceive the initiation of part-
nered sexual experiences, including anticipated future sexual activity.
They found that adolescent sexual decision making is based on rela-
tionship value and personal characteristics, social and health risks and
benefits, explicit decisions regarding boundaries, and an active evalua-
tion of sexual decisions when presented with opportunities to have sex.
The ninth graders engaged in a variety of sexual behaviors that ranged
from vaginal sex, deciding to engage in other sexual behavior, opting not
to engage in sex when faced with the opportunity, or avoiding oppor-
tunities altogether. Their analysis revealed that the decision-making
process remained relatively stable across sexual behaviors; that is, they
all used the same decision-making processes. Boys in their study empha-
sized the importance of a partner’s reputation and past sexual history.
More often, boys were willing and able to engage in sexual intercourse
if a girl had a reputation as being experienced. Boys and girls consid-
ered personal attributes of readiness and feared disrupting their lives
with the potential negative outcomes of sexual activity. Both boys and
girls evaluated their abilities to care for a child with their current part-
ner should that be the outcome of a sexual encounter. At the same time,
boys and girls shared positive views of sexuality as part of their normal
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development. The main reason they had sex was for sexual pleasure and
relationship enhancement.

Another interesting finding in this study particularly relevant to sex
talk was the confirmation of the importance of boundary communica-
tion; that is, many of the adolescents described constructing boundaries
first, then communicating those boundaries to potential sexual partners.
Michels and Halpern-Felsher reported that some girls discussed limits
before the sexual event. For example, one sexually experienced girl said,
“I told him I’'m not ready to have . . . actual sex; fooling around is OK,
but actually having sex, I don’t want to do that.” She set a boundary:
no sex. Teens who set boundaries and discussed them before fooling
around reported they were much more comfortable and successful talk-
ing about sex and saying no compared to those who negotiated the
boundary in the moment. In the moment, negotiation was not always
bad, as another ninth grader said: “There was a point where both pants
were off at the same time. It was up in the air, like you could tell it wasn’t
set, but you could just tell, and I just shook my head and said, ‘No, not
now.” And he said, ‘OK, I'm fine with that.’ I said, ‘Good, because if
you weren’t, it’d be a problem.””?®

Some of the nonexperienced girls had communicated their boundar-
ies clearly to their partners and successfully avoided sexual encounters,
but a few failed to verbally communicate their boundaries, assuming in-
correctly that their partners shared their feelings. For example, one girl
described her encounter of having the opportunity to have sex but
choosing not to as “really awkward. . . . I almost broke up with him for
that, because I didn’t feel like we had the same mind-set.” She had not
discussed her boundaries in advance because “I didn’t think that he
would ever want to.” Another young woman who failed to communi-
cate her boundaries with her partner before the experience described
much more discomfort during the sexual event: “We were just kissing
and then all of a sudden he just whipped it out. And I was like, Whoa! 1
hope he doesn’t think I’'m going to do anything with him. . . . I didn’t
think he would do that to me.”

The experienced boys and those with opportunities to have sex com-
municated boundaries to their partners both directly (“I told her straight
out”) and indirectly (“I made up an excuse”). One boy experienced with
oral sex explained his communication about boundaries: “We both made
it clear that we both wanted something to happen, just by little ges-
tures or comments we made. . . . We [also] made [the limit] clear to each
other. You can tell, you know, just like a presence: that’s as good as it’s
going to get for today.” The adolescents often described their sexual
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experiences as spontaneous—as one experienced girl said, “It just hap-
pened”—but most indicated communication and decision making be-
forehand: “We [had talked about] when our first time was going to be,
the surroundings, the environment, how it was going to be” (experi-
enced boy). Ultimately, the goal of boundary communication is for the
two partners to find shared boundaries about sexual limits and safety
behaviors.

Dr. Claude Miller, an expert on sexual communication and adoles-
cents, offers some talking points for sex talk with teens.? First, Miller
believes that parents should know a bit about psychology when it comes
to speaking with teens. Of particular importance is psychological reactant
theory, which is the notion that if you tell someone what to do, she will
have a tendency to do the opposite. Miller believes that when a parent
provides any sort of persuasive message telling a teen what to do, it could
have the opposite reaction and encourage the teen to do the opposite of
what the parent wants the teen to do. Research has shown that teens are
particularly susceptible to psychological reactant theory, especially when
it comes to messages about drugs and sex. Often parents craft messages
that cause more harm than good, and parents can actually cause children
to try to restore the threatened freedom that a direct style of commu-
nication creates. Miller offered this example: if you tell a child he can’t
smoke, he anticipates that he has a freedom to smoke and that freedom
is threatened, so he goes out and smokes to restore his freedom, even
though he may have had no plan to smoke in the first place.

With psychological reactant theory in mind, Miller believes the best
way to approach persuasive messages with teens is to use implicit lan-
guage rather concrete language when it comes to advice. Parents should
avoid commands or direct suggestions and controlling language. Itis
best to use questions such as “can we consider this?” and soft statements
such as “you might want to think of this when you are making your de-
cision.” This is what psychologists call autonomy-forming language be-
cause it allows the teen to engage in the conversation without feeling
defensive. Also, parents should not stopping talking with their older
children once they leave the house, especially if they are in college.
During this time, called emerging adulthood, young adults have a lot of
freedoms that they think adults should have but are not used to. Plus
they differ from adolescents and adults in that they have a lot more free-
dom because they are not living under the direct control of parents and
do not have the responsibility of being in the workforce with careers and
families. Given these combinations, emerging adults are prone to take
many more sexual and health risks.
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TALKING TO TEENS ABOUT SEX

Parents should consider the following approaches:

* Don’t use controlling, explicit language when it comes to giving
advice. You want your child to feel as though she came up with an
idea or made a decision.

* Do use concrete language when providing sexual health informa-
tion or topics you would like to discuss with your teen. Specific
messages are as important as the way in which the messages are com-
municated. Adolescents say that they want their parents to be open
and comfortable. They do want sexual information from their par-
ents—they might not act like it, but they really do.

* Ifyou do use explicit language for advice giving, let teens know ex-
actly what you want, but then give them a method to restore their
freedom. One thing teens could do is ignore you, put you down,
and this would cause you to lose your credibility in the future. Em-
phasize that they have a choice. You get your message across, “Don’t
have sex,” but then say, “But it is really your choice, you have to de-
cide.” This way, you do restore their freedom; it’s not so much that
emerging adults want to participate in risky behaviors, but that they
want the freedom to choose to do it. Parents could say, “You could
do it if you wanted to, your friend does it, and you can if you want
to.” Remember that teens want to think that they are in control and
self-determined. In the end, it is true that parents cannot really con-
trol their children, but they can give them the tools to make wise
decisions. Mostly important, don’t threaten their freedom or their
perception of freedom.

® Make sure both mothers and fathers get involved with sex edu-
cation.

* Make sure you start early. Experts usually recommend that par-
ents talk about sex from the ages of 13-19 years. However, parents
can make sexual communication a process, for example, by talking
to younger children about how to dress modestly or respect the
opposite sex.

¢ Simply letting your child know you are open and willing to talk is
helpful, and parents should be open to talk if they are approached.

* Be clear about expectations for behaviors and be honest and clear
about your own views and beliefs.
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Perhaps the most difficult thing for parents to do is discuss sexu-
ality in a positive manner and accept the possibility of sexual activity
by discussing birth control and accommodating children as equals
in communicative interactions. Accepting that your children play
additional roles, such as “lover” or “friend,” can go a long way.

Encourage your child to set boundaries with their significant oth-
ers and talk about sex in their relationships.

Offer an alternative person to provide accurate health information,
such as a physician or nurse, if a teen indicates that he is too un-
comfortable to talk to a parent about sexual health. Speaking with
a health professional is much better for teens than getting infor-
mation from friends.

While it is clearly acknowledged (and with good reason) that for
some parents, talking about sex with children is purposely avoided
out of fear of encouraging promiscuity or sexual exploration, it is
best to talk about it to prevent serious consequences.

Know your terms and make sure you share meanings about sexual
terms with your teen.

Some statistics about teenage sexual behaviors follow:

More than one-third of new HIV infections in the United States
are among persons ages 13-29.3¢

It is estimated that approximately 40 percent of male adolescents
and 30 percent of female adolescents have had vaginal intercourse
by the ninth grade. Prior to vaginal intercourse, 30 percent of
adolescents report heterosexual masturbation with a partner, 10
percent have had heterosexual oral sex, and 1 percent have had het-
erosexual anal sex.’!

Anal sex among teens is on the rise. Researchers cite a number of
reasons anal sex is becoming more common, including fear of preg-
nancy, the desire to preserve virginity, and the popularity of anal
sex in pornography. A 2005 study based on data from the National
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health found that while teens
who took virginity pledges had sex later and had fewer partners
overall, they were more likely to have oral and anal sex and less likely
to use condoms. Rates of STIs among pledging and nonpledging
teens were similar.

None of the ninth graders in the Michels study considered kiss-
ing, “making out,” or “touching” to be sexual activities.*?
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* One study revealed almost 30 percent of adolescent couples failed

to use contraception the first time they had sex and nearly half of
these couples did not use contraception every time they had sex.*’
These statistics are discouraging given the prevalence of AIDS,
STIs, and unintended pregnancies among sexually active youth.

In a 2008 study of 1,348 at-risk youths ages 15-21 in three U.S.
cities, Celia Lescano of Bradley Hasbro Children’s Research Cen-
ter in Rhode Island and colleagues found that 16 percent of par-
ticipants reported recent heterosexual anal intercourse. “Given
the subject matter, it is likely that the numbers reported may ac-
tually be an underestimate of the prevalence of these behaviors,”
Lescano said. “There is no doubt that teens lack information about
STDs and the safety of different behaviors, and they are engaging
in more sexual experimentation.” Even though the topic of anal
sex is often considered taboo, Lescano urges “open discussion” of
its consequences in doctor’s offices, within sexual relationships,
and with parents.**

Longitudinal data from over 10,000 13- to 16-year-olds who par-
ticipated in randomized trials of school sex education in the United
Kingdom were tested to measure the amount of pressure students
telt to engage in first intercourse and if they regretted it, pressure
and enjoyment at most recent intercourse, and general relationship
quality. Of the 42 percent of youths who reported having had sex
by follow-up, most assessed their first and most recent sexual rela-
tionships positively. Greater proportions of females than males felt
pressure at first sexual intercourse (19% vs. 10%), regretted their
first time (38% vs. 20%), and did not enjoy their most recent sex
(12% vs. 5%). The younger people were when they first had sex,
the more they regretted it. Negative sexual experiences were asso-
ciated with less control (e.g., feeling pressure, being drunk or stoned,
or not planning sex) and with less intimacy (e.g., sex with a casual
partner or less frequent sex). Interestingly, those who felt pressure
at first sex were most likely to be female and reported poor com-
munication with parents and regular drug use. Also, having had oral
sex, greater frequency of sex in the last 12 months, and having a
boyfriend or girlfriend rather than a casual partner were associated
with a lack of enjoyment. Anticipated ease of communicating with
one’s partner remained associated with enjoyment of physical con-
tact and became a predictor of enjoyment of time spent with a part-
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ner; quality of relationships with boyfriends or girlfriends was pos-
itively associated with physical and emotional intimacy.*

NOTES

1. Joy Koesten, “Family Communication Patterns, Sex of Subject, and
Communication Competence,” Comnunication Monographs 71 (2004).

2. Pepper Schwartz, Ann C. Crouter, and Alan Booth, “What Elicits Ro-
mance, Passion, and Attachment, and How Do They Affect Our Lives through-
out the Life Cycle?” in Romance and Sex in Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood:
Risks and Opportunities, ed. Ann C. Crouter and Alan Booth (Mahwah, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2006), 55.

3. For a complete discussion of changes in families, please see Philip
Blumstein and Pepper Schwartz, American Couples: Money, Work, Sex (New York:
Morrow, 1983).

4. Ascan F. Koerner and Mary Anne Fitzpatrick, “Toward a Theory of
Family Communication,” Communication Theory 12 (2002): 85.

5. Koesten, “Family Communication Patterns.”

6. Neill Korobov and Avril Thorne, “How Late-Adolescent Friends Share
Stories about Relationships: The Importance of Mitigating the Serious-
ness of Romantic Problems,” Fournal of Social and Personal Relationships 24
(2007): 972.

7. For a complete review of the information presented in this paragraph,
please see Koesten, “Family Communication Patterns.”

8. See Koesten, “Family Communication Patterns,” for a complete review
of this subject.

9. K. Haglund, “Recommendations for Sexuality Education for Early Ado-
lescents,” Fournal of Obstetric, Gynecologic, and Neonatal Nursing 35, no. 3 (2006).

10. L.M. Kantor, “Scared Chaste? Fear-Based Educational Curricula,”
SIECUS Report 21, no. 2 (1993).

11. Jennifer M. Heisler, “Family Communication about Sex: Parents and
College-Aged Offspring Recall Discussion Topics, Satisfaction, and Parental
Involvement,” Journal of Family Communication 5 (2005).

12. K.J. Welshimer and S. E. Harris, “A Survey of Rural Parents’ Attitudes
toward Sexuality Education,” Fournal of School Health 64, no. 9 (1994).

13. Alexander McKay and Philippa Holowaty, “Sexual Health Education:
A Study of Adolescents’ Opinions, Self-Perceived Needs, and Current and
Preferred Sources of Information,” Canadian Fournal of Human Sexuality 6,
no. 1 (1997).

14. Christine L. Young Pistella and Frank A. Bonati, “Adolescent Women’s
Recommendations for Enhanced Parent-Adolescent Communication about
Sexual Behavior,” Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal 16 (1999).



188 Sex Talk

15. Heisler, “Family Communication about Sex,” 306-7.

16. Helen Fisher, “Broken Hearts: The Nature and Risk of Romantic Re-
jection,” in Romance and Sex in Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood: Risks and
Opportunities, ed. Ann C. Crouter and Alan Booth (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates, 2006), 19.

17. Daniel Wight, Alison Parkes, Vicki Strange, Elizabeth Allen, Chris Bo-
nell, and Marion Henderson, “The Quality of Young People’s Heterosexual
Relationships: A Longitudinal Analysis of Characteristics Shaping Subjective
Experience,” Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health 40 (2008).

18. Ibid.

19. Wyndol Furman and Laura Shaffer Hand, “The Slippery Nature of
Romantic Relationships: Issues in Definition and Differentiation,” in Ro-
mance and Sex in Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood: Risks and Opportunities,
ed. Ann C. Crouter and Alan Booth (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum As-
sociates, 2006).

20. Laura Widman, Deborah P. Welsh, James K. McNulty, and Kather-
ine C. Little, “Sexual Communication and Contraceptive Use in Adolescent
Dating Couples,” Fournal of Adolescent Health 39, no. 6 (2006).

21. Monica Moore, “Courtship Signaling and Adolescents: ‘Girls Just
Wanna Have Fun’?” Journal of Sex Research 32, no. 4 (1995): 239.

22. L.M. Coleman and R. Ingham, “Exploring Young People’s Difficulties
in Talking about Contraception: How Can We Encourage More Discussion
between Partners?” Health Education Research 14, no. 6 (1999).

23. Ibid., 474.

24. Susan Sprecher, Gardenia Harris, and Adena Meyers, “Perceptions of
Sources of Sex Education and Targets of Sex Communication: Sociodemo-
graphic and Cohort Effects,” Fournal of Sex Research 45 (2008).

25. Heisler, “Family Communication about Sex,” 306-7.

26. Schwartz et al., “What Elicits Romance,” 53.

27. Ibid., 57.

28. Tricia M. Michels, Rhonda Y. Kropp, Stephen L. Eyre, and Bonnie L.
Halpern-Felsher, “Initiating Sexual Experiences: How Do Young Adolescents
Make Decisions Regarding Early Sexual Activity?” Fournal of Research on Ado-
lescence 15, no. 4 (2005): 596.

29. National Communication Association, “Interview with Dr. Claude
Miller,” in Communication Currvents, ed. Joanne Keyton (Washington, DC: Na-
tional Communication Association, 2009).

30. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “Adolescent Reproduc-
tive Health: Research,” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, http://
www.cdc.gov/reproductivehealth/AdolescentReproHealth/Research.htm.

31. Laura Kann, “The Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System: Measur-
ing Health-Risk Behaviors,” American Fournal of Health Bebavior 25, no. 3
(2001).

32. Michels et al., “Initiating Sexual Experiences.”


http://www.cdc.gov/reproductivehealth/AdolescentReproHealth/Research.htm
http://www.cdc.gov/reproductivehealth/AdolescentReproHealth/Research.htm

Family Communication and Sex Talk with Adolescents 189

33. Widman et al., “Sexual Communication and Contraceptive Use,” 897.

34. Susan Donaldson James, “Study Reports Anal Sex on Rise among Teens:
Lack of Sex Education, Virginity Pledges, Ignorance Contribute to Risky
Behavior,” http://abcnews.go.com/Health/story?id=6428003 &page=1.

35. Wight et al., “Quality of Young Peoples Heterosexual Relationships.”


http://abcnews.go.com/Health/story?id=6428003&page=1

This page intentionally left blank



CHAPTER 9
Sex and Health

Communication

Bob had been experiencing back problems for a few years, but it has
been much worse the last few weeks. He thinks he hurt his back lifting
a chair but cannot be sure. It is affecting many aspects of his life: he can-
not sit comfortably at work, he cannot sleep at night, and he is not in-
terested in sex with his wife because he is afraid he will hurt his back
even more. He made an appointment with his primary care provider
and waited four days to get in to see her. He knows people who have
had back surgery and the surgery led to even more back problems. Bob
really hoped that it was not going to be a long-term problem and just
wanted it to go away. He arrived to his doctor’s appointment right on
time but had to sit in the waiting room for 45 minutes. Bob figured this
was OK since it was a last-minute appointment and four days is not ter-
ribly long to wait to talk to a doctor. His name was called and he was
taken to a room where a nurse took his vitals and asked him why he came
for the appointment. He waited another 15 minutes in this room for
the doctor. When Dr. Jensen arrived, she asked him about his back,
when it started to hurt, and to describe the pain. She did a five-minute
exam of Bob’s back and asked him to stretch and touch his toes. The
entire time, Dr. Jensen was in charge of the questions, often cutting off
Bob when she felt like she had heard enough to make an accurate di-
agnosis. She asked him a few questions about his back, wrote a pre-
scription for a muscle relaxer, and referred him to a physical therapist.
Dr. Jensen wished Bob the best and was in and out of the examination
room in less than 15 minutes.

You probably have had both good and bad experiences at the doctor’s
office. All too often, people arrive early or on time to an appointment
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with a physician and are left in the waiting room before they are
taken to an examination room to wait another 10 minutes to see the phy-
sician. By this time, most people are a bit irritated and feel like they
should rush through their appointment because they have already spent
enough time at the doctor’s office, and they also realize that physicians
are very busy. Unless the appointment is a yearly checkup, people visit
the doctor for a specific concern. You probably state your concern or
illness to the physician, just like Bob. The doctor arrives in the room,
listens to you explain your symptoms, asks a few direct questions about
the problem area, probably listens to your lungs or examines the part of
your body that is causing the illness or hurts, writes a prescription and/
or writes a referral, and then sends you off. Bob did not have a chance
to talk to Dr. Jensen about any of the related issues of his back problem:
the sleepless nights, problems at work, fears about long-term issues and
surgery, and his lack of sex life. This is a communication problem. You
probably feel like this is Dr. Jensen’s fault, however, it is important to
keep in mind that communication problems are rarely just one person’s
fault. It takes two to communicate, and this is especially important in
the doctor’s office.

INTRODUCTION

Research shows that economic factors, such as recession, do not af-
fect people’s sex drive. However, stress and insomnia do. A 2009 Con-
sumer Reports poll of 1,000 people found that 81 percent of adults aged
18-75 reported avoiding or delaying sex with their partners in the past
year.! The most common reasons that people reported for avoiding sex
were tiredness (53 %), illness (49%), and not being in the mood (40%).
Fifty-six percent of men reported thinking about sex at least once daily
versus only 19 percent of the women in the study. Obviously, many of
these reasons are health related and could be addressed by medical pro-
fessionals. Research also shows that most people would like to speak to
their health care providers about their sexual health but do not know
how. In this chapter, strategies to help people talk to physicians, nurses,
and other health care providers about sexual issues are presented. Sex
is one of the most important aspects of health and personal happiness,
yet most people feel uncomfortable speaking with their health care
providers about sex.

According to a report by medical doctor Charles Marwick, published
in the fournal of the American Medical Association, over 85 percent of the
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adults polled indicated that they would like to talk to their physicians
about sexual problems, but most do not. Approximately 71 percent
said they thought their doctors would dismiss any concerns they might
have, while 68 percent specifically stated they would not initiate sexu-
ality issues because they thought it would embarrass their physicians.
Regarding these issues, professor of clinical medicine at Columbia Uni-
versity’s College of Physicians and Surgeons Marianee Lagato, an in-
ternationally known academic, physician, author, lecturer, and specialist
in women’s health, commented, “We need to establish an openness
and level of comfort for Americans in speaking with their physicians
and partners about sexual problems and health. Clearly sexual rela-
tions are of tremendous importance to the vast majority of the popula-
tion, yet there remain inherent fears, misperceptions, and stigma about
such issues.”

Women are not likely to talk to their doctors about sex; in a recent
survey, more than half of the women polled never discussed sexually
transmitted infections (STTIs) with their doctors, and one in six kept sex-
ual information from their providers.’ In this same study, four out of
five women underestimated or simply did not know the rates of STI
infection in this country. It is estimated that as many as one in four
Americans will get an STT at some point in their lifetimes. Just under
half of women believed they would know if they had an STI, despite the
fact that many STTs are asymptomatic. According to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, many of those who are infected don’t
know it.* And although most doctors acknowledged sexual health is
extremely important and should be talked about with patients, few actu-
ally do it

Theoretically, it is the responsibility of health care professionals to
inquire about sexual function; however, data suggest that very few phy-
sicians bring up sex and related issues with patients. A global survey
assessed the importance of sexuality and intimacy in 26,000 men and
women aged 40-80 in 29 countries. Surveys were completed by tele-
phone or in a face-to-face interview. Only 14 percent of adults aged
40-80 years in the United States reported that a physician had asked
about their sexual concerns within the past three years.> Another study
involving a random-digit-dialed telephone opinion poll included 500
adults aged 25 years and older in the United States and surveyed rea-
sons for patient reluctance to discuss sexual concerns. Seventy-one per-
cent of people reported that they were reluctant to talk about sex with
their doctors because they were afraid that that their concerns would
be dismissed. Sixty-eight percent thought that their physicians would
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be uncomfortable, and 76 percent believed that there was a lack of treat-
ment options (the doctor could not help them anyway).”

Sexuality experts Sheila MacNeil and Sandra Byers conducted an in-
depth research project about communication with physicians about sex.
They found that most participants did not seek out professional help
even though they had a significant sexual concern or problem.? It is im-
perative to talk about sex with physicians because sex impacts numer-
ous aspects of overall health and wellness. Yet patients do not expect
their doctors to bring up sexual issues. Studies show that people are re-
luctant to bring up topics with their doctors such as bowel movements
or sex organs because they think it is inappropriate. The importance
of this extends beyond facilitating positive communicative encounters;
many significant sexual health issues, such as STTs, need to be addressed
in the clinical setting. Only 11 to 37 percent of primary care physicians
routinely take a sexual history from new patients.” So it seems nei-
ther patients nor physicians are very good at addressing sexual health
issues.

HEALTH CARE PROVIDER-PATIENT
COMMUNICATION SKILLS

There has been a lot of research conducted and published regarding
physicians’ perspectives on communication and sex talk. Specifically,
the bulk of this research focuses on identifying barriers to sexual talk in
the doctor’s office, suggesting curricula to train physicians, and provid-
ing talking points for physicians to improve their communication skills
regarding sexual health issues. Some of the primary barriers that have
been identified include the medicalization of sex in the clinical setting
(focus on the biological dimensions of sex such as infertility, STTs, and
erectile dysfunction) and the fact that most communication is health
provider—driven and problem-based communication.!® These barriers
are discussed in this section in detail.

Historically, there has been a paternalistic relationship between doc-
tors and patients. Because physicians were seen as more knowledgeable
than patients and were believed ultimately to have the best interest
of the patient in mind, patients were expected to cooperate and obey
doctors’ orders. Communication was one way: the doctor took the lead
in the conversation and the patient was expected to follow. The paternal-
istic model has changed recently, and new forms of interaction between
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doctors and patients are being encouraged. Now many people realize
the relationship should be more of a partnership; after all, 80 percent
of a physician’s diagnosis comes from taking a patient history.!! Phy-
sicians need patients to be more involved in their own health care, to
cooperate and adhere to medication regimes. 'To do this, a partnership
must exist.

On a micro level, these shifts indicate that the medial community is
aware of the need for better communication about sex between doc-
tors and patients; however, given the constant stream of survey results
that indicate doctors are still not addressing sex issues, it seems little of
the information and/or impetus is trickling down into the actual office
visit. The good news is that physicians are learning more about inter-
personal communication, and a growing number of physicians are more
comfortable talking about sex with their patients than ever before. In-
terpersonal communication skills have become policy in medical ed-
ucation, especially due to HIV/AIDS and other STIs. Realizing the
importance for medical residents to possess and use effective communi-
cation skills, the American Council on Graduate Medical Education—
the organization responsible for the accreditation of post-MD medical
training programs within the United States—has explicitly identified
interpersonal and communication skills as one of its six general com-
petencies (the other five competencies include patient care, medical
knowledge, practice-based learning and improvement, professionalism,
and systems-based practice). The American Medical Association (AMA)
has two policies addressing sex (H-170.966 “Human Sexuality Edu-
cation” and H-75.994 “Contraception and Sexually Transmitted Dis-
eases”), and these policies state that the AMA supports contraception
and sex education.

Realistically, physician skills in talking about sex will vary. At the end
of the day, physicians are normal people who get embarrassed or may
feel uncomfortable talking about sex, especially if it is an area outside
of their expertise. Some medical schools offer training on sexuality and
sexual issues; however, some do not. Education and testing does not
mean that new physicians will be comfortable talking about sex either.
A physician who teaches in one of the largest medical schools in the
country was telling me about a new physician he was training to special-
ize in infectious diseases, specifically treating people with HIV/AIDS
and other STTs. This new physician could not ask his patients if they
were sexually active.!? One day, the teacher overheard the new doctor
asking a patient if she had “social relations” instead of asking if she had
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sexual relations. He pulled the person aside and helped her understand
the importance of taking a complete and accurate medical history and
to appear to be comfortable doing so.

BARRIERS TO COMMUNICATION
ABOUT SEX WITH PHYSICIANS

The sad reality is that doctors have a relatively short amount of time
to make sometimes complex diagnoses when meeting with their pa-
tients. For most illnesses, identifying the cause of the problem is a pro-
cess of elimination, so doctors need to collect specific information to
narrow down their diagnoses. This is called problem-solving communica-
tion. Many illnesses have similar symptoms, and therefore many physi-
cians are focused on gathering information about physical symptoms
by asking specific questions about probable causes of the illness, while
steering patients away from information that they consider to be un-
related to the condition so they can make an accurate diagnosis.!® Physi-
cians may not ask about important information for sensitive topics that
may be relevant.

If a patient does not come in with a specific biological issue that af-
fects his sexuality, such as contraception or STTs, physicians are prob-
ably not going to bring up any other topics regarding sex, particularly
those that affect the psychosocial aspects of patients.!* Physicians often
underestimate patients’ sexual concerns, especially because they find it
difficult to address sexual health issues. Professional factors such as in-
adequate training and insufficient knowledge about sexual issues; time
constraints; and even personal factors have been attributed to physi-
cian reluctance to discuss sex. Personal factors that influence a doctor’s
reluctance to talk about sex include conservative beliefs about sex, em-
barrassment, and the reluctance to intrude on a personal topic. Not sur-
prisingly, a recent study found that doctors with more liberal beliefs
about sex were more likely to bring up sex with patients, and this same
study found that male physicians were much more liberal about sexual
beliefs than female doctors.!® In spite of how competent and helpful
your doctor may be, talking about sex, especially specific risky sexual
behaviors, can be tough. Your doctor may avoid talking about sex be-
cause she may worry about ruining the mutual trust the two of you have
built.

Other changes in health care that have influenced doctor-patient
communication are managed care (HMOs) and the Internet. In man-
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aged care, there are often strict time limits for which physicians are paid,
and many physicians are forced to squeeze in more patients or even
double-book appointments in case people do not show up. Because of
time constraints, one can see how a doctor might become very focused
on collecting specific information about a specific condition. Likewise,
during a physical exam, doctors have a detailed checklist that they need
to complete, and this often takes up the allotted appointment time. It
does not mean that doctors are unwilling to talk about sexual issues, sim-
ply that it is not at the top of their agenda when they are meeting with
patients. Therefore it is important for patients to help create a partner-
ship and become more involved in their medical visits and voice any
concerns they have. This is easier said than done. Reviewing lab results
or discussing treatment options may leave little time for an adequate
and helpful discussion about sex.

Even studies of women who have had genital track cancer, which sig-
nificantly affects a woman’s sexual organs and functions, found that
doctors did not talk to the women about the ramifications of their ill-
nesses on their sex lives.'® Sexual problems resulting from the cancer
included pain and lack of lubrication. “We found that these women val-
ued sexuality and participated in sexual relationships and activities at
a rate similar to women who had not been through cancer treatment,
but they were not adequately prepared for the sexual issues that their
cancer or its treatment introduced,” study author Dr. Stacy Lindau
said in a prepared statement about the study. Two out of three women
whose reproductive and sexual organs were severely compromised by
the treatment reported that their doctors never brought up sex. Lindau
speculated that given the medical treatment on sexuality under these
circumstances where it really counted, sexual health was even less likely
to be discussed in other situations, particularly with older women.

The communication strategies that women used to talk to their doc-
tors were investigated in a different study. A questionnaire was mailed
to 1,584 women aged 18 years and older who received routine gyneco-
logical care at an army medical center. The survey instrument included
95 questions regarding sociodemographic characteristics, aspects of
sexual history, sources of knowledge about sex, sexual concerns, and
interest in and experience with discussing these sexual concerns with a
physician. More than 90 percent of the participants reported that there
were specific things that made it easier to discuss their sexual concerns
with a doctor. If the physician seemed concerned, comfortable, kind, and
understanding, then the women were much more likely to discuss sex.
The women reported that physicians who maintained a professional
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demeanor made it much easier to talk to them. If the patient had seen
the physician before and if the physician knew the patient were impor-
tant factors. Approximately 60 percent of the participants did not feel
that the physicians’ gender influenced their discussions on sexual func-
tion. This study demonstrated that physicians’ characteristics have an
important impact on patients’ comfort when discussing sexuality. An-
other study underscores the importance of physician-initiated ques-
tioning on sexuality.!” This study found that it was really important for
doctors to directly ask a patient if he had any sexual concerns. Only
3 percent of the patients spontaneously offered sexual complaints. With
direct inquiry, 19 percent of the patients acknowledged a complaint.!®

According to physicians, even when issues of sex are important and
relevant, such as in the case of a cancer diagnosis, they often medicalize
patients’ sexuality and intimacy so that discussions remain at the level
of patient fertility, contraception, erectile problems, or menopausal sta-
tus.!” Particularly in cancer situations, doctors said that it was a risky
business to communicate about issues of patient intimacy and sexuality
after cancer. In addition, health professionals often make assumptions
about patients’ sexuality based on the patient’s age, diagnosis, culture,
partnership, and disease status and rarely check to see if these assump-
tions are true.

COMMUNICATION ABOUT SEX BETWEEN
DOCTORS AND ADOLESCENTS

It has been observed that physician discussions with adolescents
about sexual risks reduce adolescent risk-taking behaviors. Physicians
are an excellent source of accurate medical information about sex for
teens for many reasons. First, most adolescents see a physician at least
once a year, and most young adolescents indicate a desire for informa-
tion on sexuality from their physicians. Finding someone to whom teens
want to talk about sex and who has accurate information is difficult
enough, so the fact that teens actually want to talk to doctors is a posi-
tive indicator.

However, when it comes to sex talk, numerous issues make it more
difficult and uncomfortable for both teens and doctors to talk. Certain
topics, such as sexual problems and STTs, are particularly difficult to ad-
dress. There are many barriers that prevent teens from talking with
their doctors about sex. Confidentiality, particularly from parents, is an
important issue to most adolescents and a major reason why some may
not seek care from their physicians for a sexual problem. For example,
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a study involving 221 young adolescents aged 12—15 years that assessed
their comfort discussing sexual problems with their physicians revealed
some significant barriers.?’ Approximately 89 percent of teens said
that they valued their physicians’ opinions about sex, and 99 percent
said it was easy to talk to the physician during their visit. Almost half
said they would be uncomfortable talking to the physician if they had a
STT or some other sexual problem (43%). Adolescents’ sense of comfort
was greater in certain situations. When physicians discussed sexual is-
sues in the general health examination, when adolescents perceived
their personal risk of sexually transmitted disease to be high, if adoles-
cents had high self-esteem, and when physicians were adolescents’
usual physicians greatly increased the comfort and likelihood that teens
would talk to their doctors. The burden for initiating sexual discussions
really falls upon the doctor because about 50 percent of adolescents re-
port that they would not seek care related to sexual concerns from their
physicians. Parents can specifically ask their teens’ doctors to bring up
the topic of sex to make sure that doctors do it.

Almost all adolescents reported that it was easy talking with the phy-
sician during their general health visit, that they were comfortable talk-
ing to the physician, and that they believed that the physician cared
about them as people. A little over half of female adolescents said they
would be comfortable talking to the physician if they had an STI or
some other sexual problem. The majority of girls (63%) indicated that
they would be much more comfortable talking to a woman physician.
Only 39 percent of girls said they would be comfortable talking to a
male physician. Boys did not really differ in levels of comfort when it
came to physician gender. Among girls, comfort was greater the more
thoroughly the physician spoke about sexual issues. This was also true
for the younger teens: 12- to 13-year-old adolescents felt much more
comfortable when doctors were thorough and direct in their discus-
sions about sex. Higher perceived susceptibility to STT infection was
associated with greater sense of comfort among male adolescents only.
Self-esteem also played an important role: among female adolescents
and 12- to 13-year-olds, the greater the self-esteem, the greater their
sense of comfort. One thing is clear from this study: with age comes
comfort. The older boys became, the more comfortable they felt when
talking to doctors about sexual problems. Boys aged 14 and 15 years
were more likely to say they would be comfortable talking to the physi-
cian about a sexual problem than those who were aged 12-13 years.

What do adolescents talk about with their doctors? The most com-
monly talked about topics were pubertal changes (69%), STIs (68%),
sex (63%), HIV infection and AIDS (57%), and condoms (51%).
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Unfortunately, fewer than half of the adolescents in this study said that
the physicians discussed pregnancy protection (48%), delaying sexual
intercourse (36%), limiting one’s number of partners (19%), using a
condom correctly (17%), nonpenetrative sexual activities (7%), and mas-
turbation (6%). When adolescents reported that the physician talked
to them about HIV infection and AIDS, condoms, delaying sexual inter-
course, limiting one’s number of partners, and using a condom correctly
during the general health visit, they were more likely to feel comfort-
able talking to the physician if they had a sexual problem in the future.
Opver three-fourths of adolescents trusted that the physician would main-
tain confidentiality about their sexual behavior.?!

Most adolescents in this study said they highly valued physicians’
opinions about sex. Almost all adolescents were comfortable talking to
the physician during their general health visit, and most adolescents
thought that the physician cared about them as people. Nevertheless,
almost half of the adolescents indicated that they would not be com-
fortable talking to the physician if they had an STT or some other sexual
problem. Such discomfort may be a reason why previous studies show
that adolescents are reluctant to seek care for sexual problems from their
primary care physicians.

While most adolescents in this study reported that the physician
talked to them about puberty and STTs, few adolescents reported that
their physicians talked to them about specific ways of reducing sexual
risks. The more physicians discussed sexual risks and protection mea-
sures (including abstinence) with these adolescents, the greater their
sense of comfort talking to the physicians about sexual problems. Be-
cause fewer than half of the adolescents received specific sexual risk pre-
vention messages from the physician, the researchers suggested that
physicians more often and more thoroughly discuss these topics with all
young adolescents. Physicians may make their adolescent patients more
comfortable seeking care for sexual problems if they clearly discuss and
clarify their policies on confidentiality, particularly on what will and will
not be shared with parents. Again, parents can ask their children’s phy-
sicians to specifically address sexual risk prevention strategies to ensure
the topic is covered during a visit.

Another barrier to physician and other health care provider commu-
nication, particularly among adolescents, is one of vocabulary. Often-
times, doctors use medical terms for sex terminology that adolescents
do not understand; likewise, teens have their own language for sex acts
unfamiliar to physicians. For example, a study with 41 males and 157
females aged 9-19 years showed that there were several possible mis-
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understandings by adolescents of common medical terms (e.g., penile
discharge) and some words were not known, or synonyms could not be
provided, by some adolescents for terms such as vulva/labia.?? Also, teens
used some slang terms to refer to more than one sexual term, perhaps
owing to lack of knowledge. It is obvious that teens use different ter-
minology with their friends than they do with their physicians; how-
ever, this could lead to many misunderstandings between physicians
and teens.

In another study in California that examined teen communication with
doctors about sex, about 39 percent of the high school students in the
study reported discussions with physicians about how to avoid getting
AIDS from sex, 37 percent discussed condom use for vaginal intercourse,
13 percent talked about how to use condoms, 15 percent talked about the
adolescent’s sex life, 13 percent addressed strategies to say no to un-
wanted sex, and 8 percent spoke about sexual orientation.?* Around 8 per-
cent of the teens said they had been given a condom by a doctor. This
study found that 80-90 percent of the teens in the study said they would
find it at least a little helpful to talk with a physician about sexual issues.
Most would trust a physician to keep secret and not tell their parents
if they asked questions about sex (75%), indicated that they were hav-
ing sex (65%), or confided that they were using contraception (68%).
However, a smaller number would trust physicians to keep secret a
STI (44%) or pregnancy (44%). For adolescents who knew that phy-
sicians in California do not have to tell parents about STIs or preg-
nancy, levels of trust rose to a mere 54 percent. It is concerning that
most doctors do not bring up sex issues with adolescents even though
polls show that doctors feel adolescents are among the highest risk
groups for STTs.

MATURE PATIENTS

Physicians often bring societal age and gender biases to their per-
ceptions regarding which patients are sexually active (and therefore pos-
sibly at risk for the heterosexual transmission of HIV and other STTs)
that influence their communication about sexual health issues with
older patients. Primary care physicians may mistakenly conclude that
sexual issues are unimportant to divorced or widowed mature patients,
especially women. A 2007 study in the New England Fournal of Medicine
reported that the prevalence of sexual activity declined with age and
that women were significantly less likely than men at all ages to report
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sexual activity. Among older respondents who were sexually active,
about half of both men and women reported at least one bothersome
sexual problem. The most prevalent sexual problems among women
were low desire (43 %), difficulty with vaginal lubrication (39%), and in-
ability to climax (34%). Around 37 percent of men said they had erectile
difficulties, which were the most prevalent sexual problems for men. Yet
only 14 percent of all men reported using medication or supplements
to improve sexual function. Men and women who rated their health as
being poor were less likely to be sexually active and, among respondents
who were sexually active, were more likely to report sexual problems.
A total of 38 percent of men and 22 percent of women reported having
discussed sex with a physician since the age of 50. The interesting thing
about this study is that researchers found that even though almost half
of men and women aged 57-85 had at least one sexual problem, only
38 percent of men and 22 percent of women over 50 years of age dis-
cussed sex with their doctors.?*

Although research suggests that many single mature people are sex-
ually active, physicians are often reluctant to discuss sexual matters
with them. In a study of recently single women aged 45-68, 64 percent
of them believed that they were at risk for HIV and STTs. Most phy-
sicians reported that they believe younger patients to be most at risk
for STIs and that risk declined with patients’ advancing age and with
female status. Doctors seem to be much more likely to discuss sexual
matters with mature men. Sexual health issues are relevant to mature
women’s continued health and well-being and yet are often ignored by
doctors.

As patients get older, physicians are less likely to speak with them
about sexual issues. Old age does not diminish sex drive, and it has been
shown that when older people are not involved in a sexually intimate
relationship, it is due to lack of a partner rather than a lack of desire for
sex.?> The level of sexual activity in nursing homes is surprising to most
people. Given the fact that a nursing home is pretty much a co-ed home
with close quarters and is occupied by people with lots of free time, it
seems natural for people to form intimate relationships. Most of the
literature and popular press about sexual relationships in nursing homes
treats sex among the elderly as inappropriate; however, it is occurring
at increasing rates.?® Children who have a parent in a nursing home have
a particularly difficult time accepting the fact that their parents might
be sexually active and refuse to sign consent forms for contraceptives.
Condom use is encouraged in nursing homes given the risk of STIs in
these situations.



Sex and Health Communication 203

DO YOU NEED A MEDICAL SPECIALIST?

There are situations in which referral to a sex therapist can be helpful
in treating sexual dysfunction. In many cases, collaboration between phy-
sician and sex therapist may be necessary for successful treatment. Sexual
dysfunctions that have been long standing or lifelong are often associ-
ated with anger, performance anxiety, and sex avoidance behavior. When
people have more than one dysfunction, it may be difficult for the phy-
sician to identify the initial cause of sexual problems, and a specialist
might be needed. The specialist can be medical, such as a urologist, or
psychological. Psychological problems, such as depression, anxiety, in-
terpersonal problems, current or past sexual abuse, and substance abuse,
have a negative impact on sexual function and complicate treatment
strategies.

Finally, you may need to see a specialist if you have a lack of response
to regularly prescribed medicines to treat the problem. Sex therapists
typically have an advanced degree in social work, medicine, or psy-
chology and have undergone specialized training in human sexuality.
Certification is not necessary but can be obtained by the American As-
sociation of Sex Educators, Counselors, and Therapists or the American
Board of Sexology. Sex therapists with certification must participate in
continuing education and adhere to a code of ethics. There are Web sites
of these organizations that can serve as resources for identifying sex ther-
apists. Also, asking your primary care physician for a referral is usually
a way to get a qualified, board-certified specialist.

HOW TO TALK TO YOUR
DOCTOR ABOUT SEX

From what all the research says, it looks like it is really up to the pa-
tient to get the conversation started with a doctor. There are a few things
that people can do to help the process along. Try to give the doctor the
benefit of the doubt and start the conversation yourself. In fact, numer-
ous studies involving doctor-patient communication about sex show
that most doctors are not going to bring up the topic of sexual satis-
faction with patients, so it is often up to the patient to initiate the con-
versation. If time is a serious issue, you may need to make a follow-up
appointment dedicated to talking about your sexual concerns and get a
complete medical workup. Also, talk to your doctor about whether you
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should go directly to a specialist. You should do this if you get the feeling
your doctor is uncomfortable talking about sex with you or you are
uncomfortable with her. Many people prefer to talk to same-sex physi-
cians. You can request a same-sex specialist with whom to talk about
your issues.

TIPS TO START THE CONVERSATION

Researchers at the University of San Francisco Center for Health Im-
provement and Prevention Studies offer tips to help patients talk to their
doctors about sex.”’ In the end, it is up to you, the consumer:

® Make sure you are dressed and not on the examination table when
you start a discussion.?® You should really do this with any dis-
cussion.

¢ Plan before you go. Doctors tend to interrupt patients early on
when they are trying to talk about their concerns, so think about
what you’d like to ask, and see if you can putitinto a question that
is one or two sentences. You can fill in the details afterward.

¢ Ask about confidentiality. Doctors are required to keep communi-
cation with patients confidential, but it doesn’t mean they always
will. It’s a good idea to ask your doctor what the rules of confiden-
tiality are and to let him know that you want the conversation to be
private, even if your doctor also sees your spouse or partner as a
patient.

* Be prepared for her discomfort. We tend to project a lot of expec-
tations on our doctors. But like anyone else, your doctor may be
uncomfortable talking about sex with you. This doesn’t mean that
you can’t do it, and it doesn’t mean that your doctor can’t be helpful
to you. Being prepared for a little bit of awkwardness will guard
against you backing out at the last minute.

* Ifyou are too embarrassed to start the conversation, hand your
doctor a note with your questions and say, “Here are some ques-
tions I would like to have answered or addressed today.”

* Before your doctor breaks into his routine, help set the agenda for
your appointment. You might start the conversation by saying, “I
have some concerns about my sex life. Could we take some time to-
day to discuss them?” Your initiative can guide your doctor to pri-
oritize your sexual concerns.
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If your doctor dances around the topic of sex, you can reframe the
discussion and steer the conversation to one that meets your needs.
You can say, “How can I stay healthy and have sex?”

Remember to encourage your doctor in talking about sex. You
might say, “I am glad we are talking about sex. I appreciate your
suggestions.”

Share your life’s realities with your doctor. This may mean opening
up to him about the behavior and attitudes of people around you
that make it tough to stay safe. Naming your obstacles will help your
doctor better support you in staying healthy.

If you hear your doctor repeat the same advice time after time, con-
sider it proof of her caring about you. Such words of concern can
make a big difference.

"Try to do your own research online or in the library to learn more
about what sexual practices are considered safe and unsafe and what
you can do to protect yourself and others. After the research, you
may have further questions to discuss with your doctor. Taking
charge of information and news sources can ensure that you obtain
the best care possible.

Keep the door open for further discussions. Ask your doctor if he
would be willing to take more time to discuss sex with you at your
next appointment or whether he could refer you to another mem-
ber of the health care team who can help.

Consider talking to a nurse. Patients often overlook these excel-
lent sources of medical knowledge about sex. Many nurses share
the perceptions that patients do not expect nurses to address their
sexuality concerns and therefore are reluctant to bring issues up.
However, if you bring the topic up, you might be surprised at how
informed and friendly nurses can be.?’

Consider talking to friends. Only pick people you think will re-
spect your privacy and can handle a serious conversation about sex.
Doing this can give you valuable information about other people’s
experiences and may also give you practice in talking about your
concerns.
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CHAPTER 10

The Dark Side of
Sexual Relationships:

Communication Is

Not a Cure-Aﬂ

(&) =

There is a potential dark side to communication about sex: deception,
relational transgression, risk, disclosure of sexually transmitted infection
(STT) status, taboo topics, sexual addiction, and pornography, to name a
few. What if you disclose a fantasy and your partner rejects it? How do we
know when and what to disclose? How do we talk to our partners about
personal issues such as cheating? What happens when a partner starts to
hate the characteristics and communication choices that supposedly at-
tracted her to a person in the first place?

There is statistical evidence about the factors that make some mar-
riages prone to divorce: age at the time of marriage (the younger people
are when they get married, the more likely they are to divorce), education
(people with lower levels of education are more likely to divorce), ethnic-
ity (blacks have the highest rate of divorce, followed by whites and His-
panics; Asians have the lowest rates), and remarriage (people who have
been divorced before are more likely to divorce again; approximately
50% of people in first marriages divorce, compared to 60% in second mar-
riages).! This chapter does not focus on many of these causes; rather a
review of communication and relational issues that are associated with
breakups is provided.

Sociologist Diane Felmlee’s research findings led her to conclude that
often, what first attracted people to someone is likely to be the thing
that repels them at the end of the relationship. “Like a moth to a flame, in-
dividuals are drawn to the very aspects of another individual that they
eventually dislike.” The boyfriend that a woman fell in love with be-
cause he was so much fun now drives her nuts because he is irresponsible
and silly. The girlfriend that was so successful and organized and had it



210 Sex Talk

all together is now controlling and inflexible. Felmlee examines how at-
traction turns to disillusionment in her research. She believes that vices
and virtues are one and the same and that a quality or trait that someone
initially finds attractive can turn into annoying in the flash of an eye—
based on changes in personal perception, relational dynamics and ten-
sions, and circumstances. To some extent, disillusionment is a natural
occurrence due to the naturally occurring ebbs and flows of the needs
of individuals in a couple. Recall that there are ongoing tensions in re-
lationships; people want connection and autonomy and move through
phases where they want more of one than the other. Remember that re-
lationships are fluid and ever changing, and so are circumstances in life.
You make have liked the fact that you are married to a hard worker, a per-
son devoted to providing a better life for the family and children; how-
ever, this person might not be much fun when the kids are out of the
house and couples are facing 20 plus years of retirement together.

Felmlee theorized that there are several specific reasons why dis-
illusionment occurs. She believes that at the beginning of relationships,
people tend to focus on the positive traits of a person and ignore or down-
play the negative characteristics and annoying communication habits of
people. Over time, the likelihood of ignoring annoying traits diminishes
and people see something that was always there to begin with. She also
believes that the old saying “familiarity breeds contempt” is an apt ex-
planation of what happens between couples: what was once attractive
is no longer. Simply put, it gets old. Also, reinforcement can amplify a
behavior and excess can make it annoying. If you constantly compli-
ment your partner on his sense of humor and tell him that is what drew
you to him in the first place, then he may start to tell jokes excessively
in an effort to please you, but the excess drives you nuts, until you reach
the point that you cannot hear one more joke. It is easy to relate to all of
these explanations and the theory that eventually, inevitably, some of the
things that attracted us to a person in the first place are the very things
we cannot stand at the end of a relationship.

Couples that have a significant imbalance of power tend to divorce
more than those who have more equality in their relationships. For al-
most all couples, there is an imbalance of equality in a relationship. One
person has more relational power than the other, and oftentimes the
person with more power fluctuates over the course of a relationship.
However, research showed that for marriages when power in the re-
lationship is more equal, marital satisfaction of both parties is higher.
Communication scholars Laura Guerrero, Angela La Valley, and Lisa
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Farinelli completed a study that examined how expressions of anger,
guilt, and sadness are related to inequity and marital satisfaction.* They
interviewed 92 couples and found that some overbenefited from the
marriage; this means they got more from the marriage than they were
contributing. The majority of people who overbenefited from the mar-
riage felt guilty. The underbenefited, those who were contributing more
to the marriage than they were getting back, were significantly more
angry and depressed than their spouses. Underbenefited wives also
reported high levels of sadness. People who perceived equity in their
relationships reported using more constructive, prosocial emotional
communication: communicating love and respect for partners, both
verbally and nonverbally. Not surprisingly, underbenefited people re-
ported using more destructive, antisocial emotional communication.
Interestingly, overbenefited people reported using positive, prosocial,
and antisocial emotional expressions. Both husbands and wives re-
ported higher levels of marital satisfaction when they perceived them-
selves to be treated equitably or to be overbenefited as compared to
underbenefited. In the end, the researchers found that angry feelings and
aggressive expressions of anger were the result of perceived unequal
power in relationships.

In 1994, communication scholars William Cupach and Brian Spitz-
berg published a book called The Dark Side of Interpersonal Communica-
tion; in 1998, they published a follow-up to that volume called The Dark
Side of Close Relationships. In these books, they explain that most research
and writings that address relationships in general and, more specially,
communication paint an unrealistically happy picture of the world.
They write, “[The] original impetus [for our book] was the belief that
the social sciences were overly pollyanna-like in perspective,” evidenced
clearly in “the contents of most undergraduate textbooks, littered with
commendations to be attractive, open, honest, self-confident, assertive,
visionary, good-humored, supportive, cooperative, empathic, clear, polite,
competent, and to develop and maintain normal friendships, hetero-
sexual romances, and resilient nuclear families.” They provide compel-
ling evidence that relationships are not that simple. Communication is
not that simple either. They provide research that shows that “attractive-
ness can be a curse, openness can be costly, honesty is often more de-
structive than deceit, self-esteem can be self-absorbing and a source of
aggression, assertiveness tends to be unlikable, visionary leadership can
be misguided, humor can be violent and oppressive, supportiveness can
aggravate rather than heal, cooperation and empathy are susceptible
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to exploitation,” and so on.’ For every aspect of communication pre-
sented in this text and others, there are ways in which it can backfire and
has been shown to do so in research. Communication can and does go
wrong, even when it is done right. However, Cupach and Spitzberg claim
that acknowledging and, more important, understanding the dark side of
interpersonal communication can help people be more cautious overall
and less likely to put up with unchecked abuse through interpersonal com-
munication. After all, they argue, a holistic approach to relationships re-
quires an understanding of the entire relational system, including the
darker aspects.5

Spitzberg and Cupach illuminate the metaphor of the dark side by
claiming that there are many types of darknesses to explore. They iden-
tify and explain seven darknesses that are particularly applicable to inter-
personal communication, and I relate each of these to communication
about sex. First, there is the darkness concerned with the “dysfunctional,
distorted, distressing, and destructive aspects of human action.”” This
darkness is so harmful that it can eventually lessen one’s ability to func-
tion. In terms of communication about sex, it is easy to see how this oc-
curs and is destructive to so many sexual relationships, especially if the
gender roles and influence of the media are examined. Chapter 2 ex-
plored the ways in which media distort our reality of sexual relationships
and not only limit modeling of meaningful sex talk, but actively discour-
age it. Showing such distorted images and depictions of sexual relation-
ships can greatly alter one’s realistic expectations of what to expectin a
relationship and how to talk about sex. Furthermore, in chapter 3, it was
clear that culturally determined gender roles not only silenced impor-
tant talk about sex but made it very difficult for women to flip a switch at
marriage and suddenly become fully sexual beings after years of oppress-
ing desires and acting as sexual gatekeepers against men.

Second, there is the darkness concerned with the “deviance, betrayal,
transgression, and violation.”® This is communication that is awkward,
rude, disruptive, and annoying. Spitzberg and Cupach remind readers
that we have been acculturated to behave and communicate in certain
ways, mostly to ensure societal continuity and comfort. Violations of
these norms can be extremely harmful. When we learn that people are
supposed to talk a certain way in close relationships or act a certain way
in sexual relationships, it is extremely harmful when norms are broken.
Take self-disclosure about sex, for example. Most of how we disclose
sexual information is based on societal norms, and people have expecta-
tions about how, when, where, why, and to whom it is appropriate to dis-
close. It is inappropriate to disclose personal information too soon in
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a relationship; likewise, disclosure is expected as the relationship pro-
gresses. If a person breaks the communicative norms involving sexual
self-disclosure, it can lead to the end of a relationship or may prevent some
people from ever even entering into a close personal relationship.

“Third, the dark side is concerned with the exploitation of the in-
nocent. . . . Harming those who have little power to protect themselves
from harm is another source of darkness.” As noted in chapter 7, there
are different power levels in a relationship. Those that take advantage of
another person in a sexual relationship definitely fall into this dark side of
communication. Fourth, the dark side is concerned with the “unfulfilled,
unpotentiated, underestimated, and unappreciated human endeavors.”
"This refers to lost loves and loves never found, regrets, and ruminations
about those regrets.

Fifth, the dark side is “concerned with the unattractive, unwanted,
distasteful, and repulsive.” Sixth is the dark side dealing with objectifica-
tion. “The treatment of people’s basic humanity as if inhuman, dimin-
ishing a person’s personhood, and categorically reducing an individual
to the status of thing are all ways of deanimating humans.”'® Commu-
nicating about sex for those who society has deemed unattractive is par-
ticularly difficult as it is difficult for them to find a partner in the first
place. Recall the study in chapter 6 about the research experiment in-
volving two men who used the exact same communication strategies on
single women. One was considered attractive and the other was unat-
tractive. The communication strategies that the good-looking man em-
ployed with women were deemed “cute and sexy” by women, but these
same lines were deemed “annoying and repulsive” by women when the
unattractive man tried them out. It is especially difficult for people to
navigate interpersonal relationships when they have been identified as
unwanted by the majority of people in a society.

Seventh, and finally, is the darkness concerned with the “paradoxi-
cal, dialectical, dualistic, and mystifying aspects of life.”!! Consider the
work by Felmlee. An example of this is in the paradox between people’s
relationship statuses and likelihood to have safe sex. It is paradoxical that
being in a relationship has been shown to both decrease and increase a
person’s risk for STTs. Research has shown that people in a relationship
are more trusting of a person and therefore more comfortable skipping
condom use because they trust their partner. At the same time, because
of the increased comfort level, people in a relationship have been shown
to talk about and have safe sex more because they trust their partner.
There are strong connections between sexual intimacy in relationships
and relational commitment; by extension, the issue of fidelity as part
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of relational commitment is implicated. Commitment leads to comfort
and trust, and therefore partners are more likely to feel at ease discuss-
ing sexual issues and engaging in safer sex practices. On the other hand,
commitment leads to trust, and therefore partners feel like they do not
have to practice safer sex because of the very fact that they trust their part-
ners. Furthermore, numerous studies highlight that relational commit-
ment, and specifically relational commitment to an ideal of monogamy,
actually leads to unsafe sex practices and HIV risk denial.

Spitzberg and Cupach concluded that some issues are more serious
than others; however, it is important not to underestimate the devastat-
ing effects of “the lifetimes of quiet struggle, dissatisfaction, and sense of
frustration, anger, and despair that result from merely suboptimal forms
of human endeavor in our significant (and even mundane) relationships
with others.”!? It is essential to remember that interpersonal communi-
cation can both cause quiet desperation and cure it.

MORE ON THE DARK SIDE:
COMMUNICATIVE RESPONSES
TO JEALOUSY

Most scholars acknowledge that there are positive and negative as-
pects to jealousy. On the positive side, jealousy can “show love and ap-
preciation, add romance to a dull relationship, or help one realize the
extent and care of commitment he or she feels for another.”’® The nega-
tive consequences are far reaching and serious in that jealousy can be
problematic for interpersonal relationships; jealous feelings are indica-
tive of relational dissatisfaction, and when jealousy is severe, it can lead
to abusive and violent behavior. How people handle and respond to jeal-
ousy largely determines whether the relational outcome will be negative
or positive.

There are various communicative responses to jealousy, and these
fall into two categories: interactive responses and general behavior re-
sponses. The first category is called the interactive response. This response
to jealousy “entails communication, typically face to face, thatis directed
toward the partner, although in some instances it may involve avoid-
ing interaction with the partner.”!* Displays of nonverbal expression of
jealousy-induced emotions such as depression, anger, or frustration are
commonly directed to the partner. These are often expressed involun-
tarily. Specifically, these responses range from what the researchers call
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integrative communication, which is prosocial communication involving
rational communication with a partner, to distributive communication,
which is largely antisocial and involves accusing a partner and yelling
rather than engaging in a calm conversation. Another possible response
is active distancing, where a person avoids interaction with a partner and
does not display affection to the partner. Avoidance and/or denial are
when the jealous person becomes quiet and denies feelings of jealousy.
Unfortunately, some responses result in violent communication, where
the jealous partner physically harms the other or threatens to do harm.
Jealousy may cause a person to communicate in any of these ways.

"The second category of responses are called general behavior responses,
which are communication based but are unlikely to occur face-to-face.
These responses involve spying. The jealous person may try to restrict
access and interaction between the rival and his partner. Another possi-
ble response in this category that does not involve direct communication
is simply an effort made by the jealous person to improve the relation-
ship and make staying in the relationship more attractive to her partner.
Essentially, the person attempts to make herself look like the best part-
ner for the other person. A separate response that is along this line is to
try to make the rival look bad by denigrating the rival. The partner may
seek revenge by trying to make the other person jealous or feel guilty.
Another possible response is for the person to contact the rival person
to gain information about the person and the rival relationship or to
discourage the rival from being interested in his partner. The jealous
person may indicate that the person is taken and not on the market to
the rival. Violence is also a potential occurrence, but in the category of
general behavior responses, it is limited to violence against objects such
as throwing something or slamming a door. As a last resort, a person may
threaten to end the relationship or to have an affair with another per-
son if her jealous feelings are not addressed.

It has been shown that jealous people tend to use a variety of com-
municative responses and often end up using a combination of de-
structive and constructive communication.' It is tough to know when
to confront someone who is jealous. It is also tough to be the jealous
person and know when to confront a partner because most people do
not want to seem jealous or insecure. However, avoiding confrontation
may be more harmful to the relationship than keeping quiet because it
may leave the person with feelings of uncertainly about the relationship
and cause him to ruminate over the state of the relationship unnecessar-
ily, leading to relational dissatisfaction.'® Rumination is when someone
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thinks too much and worries about the security of the relationship. Ru-
mination is distressing and tends to perpetuate itself. Jealousy can have a
positive effect on the relationship if it encourages someone to improve
the relationship through positive methods such as increased affectionate
communication or participation in chores. However, often, people are
uncertain as to whether their efforts are working to improve the rela-
tionship because their partners do not give them adequate feedback, so
this can be a frustrating response, as well. Researchers also found that
some people go out of their way not to seek information about a pos-
sible rival because they are so scared of losing the relationship.

The researchers conclude that the tactics a person uses to confront a
partner about a rival largely depend on how the person thinks his part-
ner is going to respond: either confirming his suspicions or denying
them. They found that if a jealous person thinks his partner will deny the
charges, then he will use integrative communication. If the person ex-
pects his partner to confirm the charges, then he will use a strategy that
either attacks or creates distance.!’

TALKING ABOUT PORNOGRAPHY
WITH YOUR PARTNER

Pornography is a hot topic; many books and articles have been writ-
ten that offer perceptive analyses of how pornography affects interper-
sonal relationships and how men and women are viewed in our culture.
The word pornography is Greek in origin, deriving from pormo (prosti-
tute) and graphein (to write). Many researchers differentiate pornogra-
phy from erotica. Erotica is sexually graphic material that portrays sex as
an equal activity between partners involving mutually sensual pleasure
rather than images of power and subordination.!® The term pornography
is invoked when images degrade or demean people. Of course, this is a
matter of opinion. Two people can watch the same movie, where one finds
it degrading to women and the other does not; at the end of the day, itis
a matter of opinion.

Because defining pornography is such an individually based effort, I
suggest that you speak to your partner about it as you would speak about
any taboo topic. Approach your partner calmly, perhaps with a self-
disclosure, and seek compromises that result in both of you being happy.
Since erotica has been shown to benefit some people’s sex lives,'? per-
haps a discussion about how each individual thinks about pornography
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and erotica is a good starting point. An end point would be making ef-
forts to move a partner to material that both people consider erotica.

CHEATING

In the National Health and Social Life Survey, Dr. Laumann and col-
leagues reported that 24.5 percent of men and 15 percent of women in
the United States have experienced extramarital sex.?’ Sociologist Chien
Liu set out to find out why the frequency of sex decreases as the length
of marriage increases and if this really does motivate people to cheat.
One might think, “Oh, the obvious answer to a decline in sexual fre-
quency is because people are aging and getting older,” but research has
shown that duration and age have the same negative impacts on sexual
frequency. Think about it this way: two couples that have both been
married for 15 years will have roughly the same decrease in sex—even
though one couple was married at 20 years of age (they now are 35 years
old) and the other couple was married at 40 years of age (they now are
55 years old). Another commonly cited reason for a decease in sexual fre-
quency, especially in popular culture, is the belief that sex becomes less
exciting when the novelty wears off and people get bored with the same
sex, often referred to as the honeymoon effect. However, rational choice
theory directly opposes the hypothesis of the honeymoon effect and
states that people in long-term relationships are more committed to part-
ner pleasing, and research supports the claim that sex is better in mar-
riages. There is no empirical proof that people become bored with the
same sexual routine. However, it makes sense that there are a limited
number of new and novel techniques and ideas that one can incorporate
into a sexual relationship, so there are fewer and fewer acceptable and
pleasing options to spice up sex over time. From an economic stand-
point, when people have children, their resource allocation shifts from
pleasing themselves and their partners to providing for their children.
Therefore more resources (such as time and money) will be devoted to
the children rather than the couple.

What else influences cheating behaviors? In an analysis of national
data on sexual practice, Chien Liu found that the longer women are
married, the less likely they are to cheat. This is partly based on the fact
that women find more pleasure in the emotional aspects of a relation-
ship than men. For men, however, the likelihood of cheating looks more
like an upside down U shape, where men are more likely to cheat in the
first 18 years of marriage (the chances of a man cheating increase every



218 Sex Talk

year) and then become less likely to cheat after 18 years of marriage
(the chances of a man cheating decrease every year). Liu theorizes that
because men have invested so much effort in the marriage, after 18
years, the benefits of marriage are greater, and the benefits of cheating
(such as the excitement of sexual novelty) are not worth costing him his
marriage.’!

Denise Previti and Paul Amato investigated the role of marital satis-
faction on the likelihood of one partner to cheat.?? They found that in
relationships where someone had not cheated but was in a relationship
with a high likelihood of divorce, such as one partner thinking the mar-
riage is in trouble or thinking or talking about divorce, it is likely that
one person will engage in extramarital sex. They predicted and found
that extramarital sex occurred more often in troubled marriages. Also,
even if people are unhappy in their marriages, they are likely to cheat
only after they start thinking and talking about divorce (with their part-
ners or others). They hypothesized that people may cheat to try out new
partners in anticipation of the marriage ending. They did not find any
difference between how wives and husbands go through the process of
deciding whether to cheat.

Paul Mongeau and Bobbi Schulz studied the verbal responses fol-
lowing sexual infidelity.* They most obvious possible response is that a
person could lie and deny the cheating behaviors. Whether a person will
lie and the degree to which the person will tell the truth is dependent on
how much knowledge the accuser has. In other words, if someone is
caught red-handed, then she will probably tell the truth. As Mongeau and
Schulz wrote, “itis clear from the present data that the verbal responses
presented following a transgression contained accounts, that is explana-
tions for a rule violation, only when the partner already knew about the
transgression.””*

According to the study;, if the cheater does tell the truth, he usually uses
one of four explanations. The explanations involve concessions, excuses,
justification, or refusals. The authors describe each of them as follows:
concessions involve an admission of responsibility, an admission of feel-
ing guilty, and/or an apology. In an excuse, the cheater admits that the rule
violation occurred, however, she asserts that she had no way of control-
ling it. In justifications, the cheater takes responsibility for her actions,
however, she denies that her actions were wrong, serious, or unwarranted.
In a refusal, the cheater does not recognize his partner’s right to request
an account, asserting that the incident never occurred and/or that he
does not need to provide an explanation for his behavior. Cheaters’ de-
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scriptions of the cheating were substantially more truthful as the part-
ners’ knowledge increased. Only when participants were sure that their
partners knew that they cheated did they mention the intimate details
of the infidelity. So it is likely that a cheater will lie about an incident if
the accuser does not have knowledge about the affair.

THE ROLE OF COMMUNICATION
BEHAVIORS IN SAVING A RELATIONSHIP:
RELATIONSHIP MAINTENANCE

In a study of communication episodes in unhealthy relationships, re-
searchers found that dysfunctional, repetitive communication patterns are
extremely bad for relationships. Couples who fell into these patterns re-
ported lack of communication satisfaction, avoidance of interaction, and
perceived unethical communication in the form of lies and game playing
with their partners. The researcher provided examples of what the cou-
ples said about their spouses. Comments included statements like “he
wouldn’t listen,” “our discussions always ended in an argument,” “for
12 years, our only topic of conversation was the children,” “all we ever
talked about was his job and his problems,” or “I learned about a time she
was not honest with me.”?

There were also communication episodes that involved couples argu-
ing over a third party. These people were often perceived as a threat to
the couple by one of the partners. Comments from people in the study
included the following: “he was constantly belittling me in front of my
family and friends” and “I told one of our mutual friends how I felt and
she took it upon herself to tell my girlfriend.”?¢

The hard truth is that relationships need maintenance, and it takes
a great deal of effort to sustain a romantic relationship. Dan Canary and
Laura Stafford “define relational maintenance behaviors as actions and
activities used to sustain desired relational qualities. This definition im-
plies that people strategically engage in behaviors for the purposes of
sustaining important characteristics that are fundamental to intimate re-
lationships. Such characteristics include features such as liking the part-
ner, control mutuality (i.e., the extent to which partners agree on who
has the rightful influence power in various domains of decision making),
trust, commitment, and satisfaction.”?’” Behaviors used to maintain a re-
lationship must be continuous. They cannot be an effort that lasts a few
days or something done once. Canary and colleagues have found that
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certain behaviors are used by people to sustain a relationship. These in-
volve positivity, where people try to act nice and are cheerful and attempt
to make shared activities enjoyable for both parties. There is openness,
where one partner encourages the other to share thoughts and feelings
and discuss the nature of the relationship. Providing a partner assur-
ance is also essential; a person can remind someone of the commitment
he made, that he is vested in a shared future, and that he is faithful. Also,
sharing a social network is important. A person should be willing to
spend time with the friends and family of a significant other and build
common friends and affiliations. Two other important related main-
tenance features are sharing tasks and participating in joint activities. A
person should do her fair share of household work and help equally to
complete the tasks that need to be done. Couples also use mediated com-
munication, such as the phone, texting, and e-mail, to communicate and
maintain the relationship.?® People are more likely to maintain relation-
ships that are both equitable and rewarding.?’ Canary and other research-
ers often look at how household chores are completed and a general
division of household labor because they believe it can accurately assess
equity issues and how relationships and gender roles are maintained
through interaction. Some of the maintenance strategies are unplanned
and routine behaviors in which couples regularly engage, even when
they are not making an effort to work on their relationship. Others are
planned with the specific goal of enhancing the relationship. There are
differences between maintenance strategies that are preemptive, in that
they occur before major problems in the relationship, and those that
are reactive, occurring after there have been problems or separation. We
know neglect is destructive to relationships. Other ways to sustain a rela-
tionship are through encouraging mutual self-disclosure between couples,
communicating acceptance and respect for a partner, and acknowledg-
ing the ways that each partner makes significant contributions to the re-
lationship.?

COMMUNICATION THAT YOU SHOULD
AVOID: ANGRY WITHDRAWAL, CONFLICT
AVOIDANCE, AND INTIMACY AVOIDANCE

When a person or a partner starts to engage in withdrawal behaviors,
it is time to have serious conversations about the relationship.’! Non-
verbal communication typical of withdrawal behavior is silence, lack of
eye contact, and lack of affectionate touching. Verbal communications
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such as making a joke or changing the subject when relationship issues
or sex come up are also withdrawal behaviors. Clearly these have differ-
ent interpersonal meanings, depending on the situation and the topic. For
example, if something is said during a fight, it would have a different mean-
ing if it were said during a tender moment.

There are also healthy and unhealthy conflict styles and ways to re-
move oneself from the conflict. Canary and colleagues differentiated be-
tween offensive or stonewalling conflict disengagement style from a style
that is defensive or distracting. Similarly, Canary believes it important
to differentiate between angry withdrawal and conflict avoidance. Angry
withdrawal results in more indirect communication involving displays of
anger, hostility, rejection, or a combination of these emotions. People en-
gaged in an angry withdrawal would be likely to stomp out of the room,
pout, or give the silent treatment.

Conflict avoidance involves withdrawal from the conflict without a
direct rejection of the partner and indirect communication of anger and
hostility. Typical conflict avoidance behaviors include a change in the
subject, making a joke, placating, failing to bring up a disagreement, or
demonstrating a lack of interest or involvement in the discussion of a dis-
agreement. Canary found that angry withdrawal is more related to marital
distress than conflict avoidance. Perhaps this is because angry withdrawal
is seen as functionally similar to overtly hostile acts by the partner. This
could also be due to the fact that some researchers have suggested that
for some couples, conflict avoidance may be a stable and functional adap-
tation to deal with conflict. Dr. Gottman, however, would disagree and
believes that conflict avoidance is dysfunctional for couples because it
leads to unresolved issues. Because couples are unique, conflict avoidance
probably works for some couples and not for others. It is also concern-
ing when one partner withdrawals from caregiving. If a partner starts to
avoid intimacy and stops responding to a partner’s needs for care and
closeness, it is time to seriously worry about the relationship.

CONCLUSION

Many people believe that all societal ills could be cured with more
communication or the right kind of communication. One thing is cer-
tain; communication is not a panacea or cure-all for relational and sex-
ual problems. Relationships end; not everyone is going to stay together
forever. Relationships deteriorate for many reasons, as many reasons as
there are couples. Theoretically, each couple is unique, and reasons for
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relationship deterioration are unique to that couple. Realistically, there
are some general causes to relational deterioration that are applicable to
many breakups that researchers have identified and studied. Upon re-
flection of the research presented in this book, it is easy to identify some
reasons that people get into relationships. One can see that relationships
end when the relationships no longer meet one or both of the couples’
needs. For example, one of the main reasons to be in a romantic relation-
ship is to lessen loneliness. When being in the relationship no longer
fulfils this need and one or both of the people feel lonely in the relation-
ship, then the relationship may decay. Relationships also begin to provide
stimulation, provide gains in knowledge and esteem, improve physical
and mental health, and maximize pleasure and minimize pain.’> When
relationships fail to do these things, then they will dissolve. Clearly, even
when marital relationships are impaired or diminished, external pres-
sures may operate to keep partners in an unhealthy relationship. These
external pressures include religious convictions; emotional costs to self
and others; disapproval and/or sanctions from social or kin networks; in-
vestments of time, energy, money, and so on; and absence of attractive
alternatives outside of the relationship. Keep in mind that some rela-
tionships are unhealthy and they should dissolve. If one or both mem-
bers are not getting their basic relational requirements met, if couples
have tried to fix the relationship, or if someone has committed an unfor-
givable act (such as cheating), then the relationship should end.
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