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Preface

In 2004, we published The Handbook of Sexuality in Close Relationships. Working together as edi-
tors and with Debra Riegert, then senior editor at Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, was a very positive
experience. It did not take us long to identify another topic about personal relationships that inter-
ested us and that we viewed as being relatively neglected in the growing collection of edited and
authored books in the personal relationships literature. This was the topic of relationship initiation.

We were aware of books that had focused on the relationship stages of maintenance and dis-
solution, and on the topics of satisfaction, love, commitment, sexuality, and many other relationship
phenomena. However, none had focused exclusively on the birth of relationships. Even the two
most recent sourcebooks on relationships (The Cambridge Handbook of Personal Relationships,
edited by Anita L. Vangelisti and Daniel Perlman; and Close Relationships: A Sourcebook, edited by
Susan and Clyde Hendrick) give scant attention to the beginning stage of relationships. This stage,
however, is critically important. Before relationships can reach the development, maintenance, and
dissolution stages—and before partners can experience love, commitment, sex, and disenchant-
ment—two people must meet, communicate for the first time, and begin to define themselves as
being in a relationship.

Neglect of the initiation stage, however, was not the case during the birth of the field of personal
relationships in the 1960s and 1970s. The field’s early focus, particularly by social psychologists,
was on initial attraction, often between strangers. Research examined the question of what led to
initial attraction and identified the importance of familiarity, proximity, similarity, reciprocity of
liking, and physical attractiveness. It has sometimes been assumed that research on relationships
shifted completely away from the topic of attraction in the laboratory to naturalistic phenomena that
occur in real relationships that have a history and a future. Although it is true that the focus shifted,
research on relationship initiation and early attraction continued in various research labs and in
multiple disciplines. It is time that this research and theory are highlighted and synthesized in one
volume. This was our major goal for The Handbook of Relationship Initiation. A second goal was
that the volume would stimulate new directions for research. One of our requests to the authors was
that they offer suggestions for future research.

This volume is timely not only by providing an overdue synthesis of literature on relationship initi-
ation but also because the topics of relationship initiation and science’s contribution to understanding
this process have received media and laypeople’s attention in recent years. With the increasing popu-
larity of relationship initiation on the Internet, particularly through matchmaking services, awareness
has become more widespread that science can be used to create and facilitate compatible matching.

Once the idea for this edited volume was articulated in a book prospectus, and potential authors
were contacted, the interest and enthusiasm for this project were contagious. Almost every scholar
we invited to write a chapter quickly agreed. Many expressed upon completing their chapters that
they thoroughly enjoyed the opportunity to focus specifically on the beginning stage of the relation-
ship. Debra Riegert at Erlbaum was unwavering in her support for this project, and when we put the
idea on the back burner after initially proposing it, she encouraged us to move forward on it. When
Taylor & Francis combined with Erlbaum, our new editor, Paul Dukes, was equally enthusiastic
about the project.



PREFACE

What is meant by relationship initiation? Is it one of those terms that everyone just knows, and
a definition is not necessary? What characteristics define a relationship to be in the initiation stage
versus a postinitiation developing stage? In the most expansive view, relationship initiation may span
from the time of first awareness between two people to the time when the two begin to think of
themselves as in a relationship, whether that’s a romantic bond or a friendship. It is a process that
might occur over days or weeks, and it involves cognitions, feelings, and behaviors. Each chapter
discusses a distinct aspect of the process or context of relationship initiation.

This volume includes 61 authors writing 27 chapters, divided into seven sections. Our sections
focus on introductory issues including theory (4 chapters); the process of relationship initiation (5
chapters); the diverse contexts of relationship initiation (4 chapters); attraction and other emotions
in relationship initiation (5 chapters); challenges and problematic relationship initiation (4 chapters);
and cognitions, beliefs, and memories about relationship initiation (4 chapters). In the final section,
distinguished scholar Daniel Perlman presents a commentary and synthesis of the entire volume.

We are very pleased with the quality of the chapters in this volume. All of the authors are experts
on their topics. In addition, each chapter was reviewed not only by the three editors (and multiple
times) but also by another author who contributed to this book. We thank the authors for their coop-
eration in being challenged to revise and extend their chapters.

We learned a tremendous amount from our chapter contributors, and we hope that the reader
of this volume will have the same experience. Several chapters present rich theoretical paradigms
that can account for the mechanism by which relationship initiation occurs. Other chapters describe
innovative experimental designs and methodologies that allow for relationships to unfold naturally
but for their characteristics to be measured with precision. One theme that was evident in most
chapters is that more research is needed to determine the extent to which our theories and empirical
findings apply to individuals of different racial and ethnic backgrounds, ages, and sexual orienta-
tions. We encourage readers of this handbook to continue the exploration of processes associated
with relationship initiation, using the theories, constructs, methodologies, and previous findings
described in these chapters as a springboard to investigate the development of close relationships in
diverse populations.

Susan Sprecher
Amy Wenzel
John Harvey
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Have We Met Before?

A Conceptual Model of First
Romantic Encounters

CARRIE A. BREDOW, RODNEY M. CATE, and TED L. HUSTON

tionship began (see Custer, Holmberg, Blair, & Orbuch, this volume). New Yorker writer

P eople often take much pleasure and satisfaction in reminiscing about how an intimate rela-
Calvin Trillin (2006) recalled his first impression of Alice, his future wife:

. she was wearing a hat. At least, I've always remembered her as wearing a hat. She later
insisted that she’d never owned a hat of the sort I described. Maybe, but I can still see her in the
hat—a white hat, cocked a bit to the side. Her cheeks were slightly flushed. She had blond hair,
worn straight in those days, and a brow, just a shade darker than her hair. She was ... so very
pretty, but that wasn’t the first thing that struck me about her; it might have come as much as two
or three seconds later. My first impression was that she looked more alive than anyone I'd ever
seen. She seemed to glow. (pp. 12-13)

Trillin spotted Alice at a party organized by a mutual friend. Others meet by happenstance.
Friendships can blossom into romances, at times in highly unorthodox ways. John Fowles initially
befriended a young couple, Elizabeth and Roy Christy, when the three found themselves together
on a remote Greek island—the setting for his novel, The Magus—with little to do but drink. When
Roy fell into a drunken stupor, a regular occurrence, John and Elizabeth were left to wile away the
hours together. Over a period of months, a growing tenderness developed between them, but Fowles
(2003) held his feelings in check, reasoning that as long as he did not touch her, or kiss her when
she offered, he was not transgressing. When his resistance weakened, they kissed, and the romance
flowered.

In this chapter, we offer a descriptive analysis of the beginnings of relationships and situate
them within a broader historical context, focusing on the development of the “dating system” and its
evolution over the course of the 20th century. We then present a conceptual model of the dynamics
of first encounters. We examine the motives that underlie relationship formation and discuss (a) the
connection between a person’s motives and initial attraction, (b) the decision to make an overture,
(c) strategic self-presentation, and (d) the buildup of rapport. The chapter concludes with a consider-
ation of theories relevant to our model.




CARRIE A. BREDOW, RODNEY M. CATE, AND TED L. HUSTON
THE SIX TASKS OF SUCCESSFUL ENCOUNTERS

Sociologist Murray Davis (1973), writing in the symbolic interactionist tradition, was the first to pro-
vide a systematic breakdown of the steps involved in making a successful overture. Both Trillin’s (2006)
and Fowles™ (2003) accounts offer a sense of the tension and excitement involved in starting a relation-
ship, but their accounts lack the “he said, she said” detail necessary to explicate the process delineated
by Davis. The following hypothetical scenario, though it lacks nuance, serves this purpose:

Amy has decided to have her bag lunch outside in the plaza of her office building. There are several
options: She can sit by herself, eat with a group of female coworkers, or sit near a man who is eating
alone and reading Variety. Amy notes that the guy is “hot,” and that he looks “so good” in his business
suit. Would he be open to talking with her? Amy takes the seat across from the man. She notices that
his posture changes subtly toward her. She sees that he is not wearing a wedding band. Amy says, “It’s
such a nice day, I couldn’t resist having lunch outside.” He smiles, and replies, “It couldn’t be nicer. It’s
supposed to be like this for the next week or so.” Amy notices his smile, and then says, “I see youre
reading Variety. What type of entertainment do you like?” He responds, “Ilove music, especially musi-
cal theater! In fact, I just saw Mama Mia last night. Have you seen it?” Amy says that she has. They soon
discover that they share a taste for jazz and bluesy rock-and-roll. Finally, Amy says, “By the way, my
name is Amy.” He responds, “I'm Michael.” Before she returns to work, Amy asks, “Would you like to
have lunch again tomorrow?” Michael replies, “That would be great. I'll see you at noon.”

Davis (1973) proposed that six core tasks are involved in starting a relationship [see the initiating
and experimenting stages of Knapp’s (1984) model of interaction stages for an additional account of
Davis’ sequencel].

e First, the would-be initiator must determine whether the potential partner possesses the
qualifiers that make it likely that an encounter will be worthwhile. The qualifiers that push
Amy toward Michael are his good looks—a usual draw—and his business attire, perhaps a
sign of success.

e Second, the would-be initiator must determine whether the other is cleared for an encoun-
ter and a relationship. Amy sees that Michael is not wearing a wedding ring, and she reads
his posture as suggesting that he is open to her overture.

¢ Third, the initiator must find an opener to secure the other person’s attention and provide
the person with an opportunity to make a preliminary appraisal of the initiator’s appeal.
Amy comments on the weather, a generally safe conversational opener. Michael’s smile and
response signal his willingness to continue the conversation.

* Fourth, the initiator must seek an integrating topic, one that engages both partners. Often
in such a situation, the initiator will ask questions, hoping to uncover a common interest.
Amy had the benefit of a cue—Michael’s perusal of Variety. His expressed interest in musi-
cals, and his query as to whether she had seen Mama Mia, shows his interest in continuing
the conversation and the encounter.

o Fifth, the initiator seeks to present a self that will be attractive to the other, which Davis
(1973) referred to as the come-on self. This come-on self creates a first impression that the
other can use to determine the desirability of continuing the dialogue. During Amy and
Michael’s ongoing conversation about music, Amy seeks to be appealing.

¢ Finally, the initiator or the other must schedule a second encounter. After Amy and Michael
exchange names, Amy proposes they have lunch together the next day—and Michael agrees.

This contemporary scenario is but one example of the ways relationships get started today. The
scene, with Amy taking the lead, is a modern version of a pattern that started during the first third of
the 20th century and, in modified form, continues to the present day. However, an initial encounter
with a potential romantic partner in the early to mid-1900s would have been situated much differ-
ently than is the case today.
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A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE ON RELATIONSHIP INITIATION

Three broad periods frame the historical shifts in how relationships in the United States and other
Western societies are initiated. The first, which we label closed-field parinering (Murstein, 1970),
ranges from approximately the late 1800s to the early 1920s, when partnering was regulated and
supervised by parents, and mates were often drawn from a pool of family acquaintances. The second
period, the dating system, began in the early 1920s and quickly took hold, particularly among the
middle class and the nouveau riche—as personified in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s novel of the flapper era,
The Great Gatsby (Fitzgerald, 1925). Young men and women “played the field” until they found a
suitable partner. The third period, which we call modern partnering, can be dated from the early
1970s to the present day. Phrases such as recreational sex, hanging out, and hooking up entered
public discourse during this time. This period also saw the development of commercialized methods
of finding a partner (e.g., personal ads and Internet dating), as well as the emergence of open dating
among gays and lesbians.

Closed-Field Partnering

Naturalist John Muir was introduced to his future wife, Louie Strentzel, by a friend who wrote, “I
want you to know my John Muir. ... I wish I could give him some noble young woman ‘for keeps’
and so take him out of the wilderness into the society of his peers” (Turner, 1985, p. 250). After some
encouragement, Muir began to correspond with Louie’s family. The letters were addressed to “Dr.
and Mrs. Strentzel,” and though they contained but a single reference to Louie, Muir’s biographer
reported that the letters leave “little doubt that he meant them more for her eyes than theirs ... in
them he was at his engaging best—jocular, witty ... telling them tales of desert adventure [and] ...
waxing lyrical about ... the virtues of anything wild” (Turner, 1985, p. 250).

This kind of introduction was typical of the time. School curricula were segregated by gender, and
the separate spheres of men and women made the kinds of chance meetings that could result in the
independent development of intimacy rare (Bailey, 1988; Degler, 1980). Muir and his peers operated
in what was known as the calling system, wherein a man visited the home of a woman and socialized
there under the supervision of her parents (Bailey, 1988). Usually, when a woman came of age, suitors
were invited by the mother to call on her daughter. Women largely controlled this calling system. Con-
sequently, it was initially the mother who determined whether a man possessed the requisite qualities
for marriage. When individuals were beyond what was then considered a marriageable age—Muir was
40 and Strentzel was 30 when they married—accommodations were common. Although the Muir—
Strentzel courtship was conventional in many ways, women Louie’s age often were given more freedom
to invite men to call and to decide if a man possessed the qualifiers she desired.

The Dating System

The calling system gradually eroded during the last of the 19th century and the beginning of the
20th century. American society was changing greatly (Bailey, 1988). Many people were migrating
into the cities. The automobile was becoming more available to the average person. Women were
enjoying more freedom, an increased presence in schools, and greater participation in the paid work-
force. These changes resulted in both men and women having the opportunity to “play the field,”
and the dating system came into being. Social initiations and activities moved from the female-
dominated home to an external world that was dominated by men. Moreover, magazines, popular
novels, and radio shows helped establish rules of dating etiquette. These rules specified that men,
rather than women, were to initiate dates. The new arrangement also required money for socializing,
thus further strengthening male control of the process.

Men were responsible for the majority of Davis’ (1973) tasks, including determining whether the
potential other was cleared for an encounter, selecting an opener, and setting up a second encounter.
Women were shifted largely to a “gatekeeping” role, in which they accepted or rejected overtures
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according to their interest in the potential suitor. Women were not always passive, of course, as
Wolfenstein and Leites (1950) illustrate with scenes from the movie, Casablanca:

When Lauren Bacall appeared in the doorway of a shabby hotel, gave Humphrey Bogart a long level
look, and asked in a deliberate throaty voice—“Got a match?” [and] ... in a later episode, she kissed
him, and commenting on his passive reaction, taunted: “It’s even better when you help”—she became
anew type of movie heroine ... a woman who approaches a man with a man’s technique. (p. 76)

Modern Partnering

The dating system was firmly established by the 1930s and remained relatively unchanged through
the 1950s and into the 1960s. At that time, men promised commitment with the hope of having sex
(Fleming & Fleming, 1975), whereas in the 1970s, when birth control became relatively safe and widely
available, sex came to be openly pursued outside of marriage, not only by men but also by women. A
romantic and sexually hungry Nora Ephron captured the spirit of the times when she wrote that

you didn't sleep with people unless you were in love with them. So I went through a period of trying
to fall in love with people just to go to bed with them, and then a period of thinking I would eventu-
ally fall in love with whoever I was going to bed with. (Quoted in Fleming & Fleming, 1975, p. 81)

Since the 1970s, it has become more acceptable for women to initiate relationships and assume
some responsibility for the economics of a date (Mongeau & Carey, 1996). In recent years, there has
also been a movement toward group dating or “getting together.” This involves mixed-sex groups of
individuals, most commonly adolescents or young adults, meeting at common gathering places (e.g.,
movies, dances, parties, and malls) for the primary purpose of having fun. There has been little for-
mal study of these groups, but group dating may facilitate relationship initiation in at least two ways.
First, it gives people more time to determine if others in the group have the qualities they desire
before they signal an interest. Second, group activities also provide people with clues useful to iden-
tifying integrating topics should they decide to move forward with someone in the group.

The late 20th and early 21st centuries ushered in several new methods for beginning relation-
ships. Speed dating—an organized event that brings together people who are seeking dates—has
gained popularity in recent years, particularly in large cities (see Eastwick & Finkel, this volume).
Whereas some speed-dating events are open to anyone within a particular age range, many target
specific groups (e.g., gays, lesbians, Jews, or Catholics), thus bringing together potential relationship
partners who are likely to share at least one major qualifier. Moreover, speed-dating participants
benefit from knowing that, at least in principle, other participants are cleared for an encounter. In a
typical speed-dating session, potential dating partners rotate to meet each other in a series of short
“dates,” each lasting from 3 to 8 minutes. During these brief interactions, people exchange personal
information. Following each of these mini-dates, participants fill out cards indicating whether they
would be interested in further contact with the other person. Participants then leave the cards with
the organizers or transmit their interest over the Internet. Therefore, instead of one or both indi-
viduals verbally requesting a second encounter on the spot, as was necessary for Amy and Michael,
speed-dating participants do not need to set up a second meeting until after they have been informed
that the potential other is interested.

Internet dating, sometimes referred to as online dating, also has become very popular, both in
the United States and in many parts of the world. Although many Internet daters meet by means
other than Internet dating services (e.g., chat rooms, blogs, and special interest groups), online dat-
ing services such as Match.com and eHarmony.com have quickly become household names. In the
United States alone, individuals spent over $450 million on online dating services in 2003, the larg-
est segment of “paid content” on the Internet at that time (Online Publishers Association, 2004).
Traditionally, Internet dating services have assisted individuals in locating potential partners by
providing a medium for electronic personal advertisements that can be posted and searched using
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criteria such as age, gender, location, and interests. Some commercial dating sites (e.g., eHarmony.
com) claim to use a “scientific formula” to match members according to their preferences and calcu-
lated compatibility (see Sprecher, Schwartz, Harvey, & Hatfield, this volume). Once individuals have
found or been “matched” with a person who seems to possess the qualifiers they desire, the dating
service provides a way for them to make contact. If the interest is mutual, they may establish an e-
mail correspondence, which then may or may not progress to face-to-face contact.

Internet dating services appear to facilitate the tasks of relationship initiation in a variety of ways
(see McKenna, this volume). First, they greatly increase the pool of potential partners who can be
approached. This increases the number of people encountered who possess the qualifiers desired in
a potential relationship and who are cleared for an “encounter.” Second, the availability of informa-
tion on people’s interests, occupations, and other preferences should facilitate finding openers and
integrating topics that maximize the likelihood of a positive response from the person who is con-
tacted. Finally, because face-to-face interaction is not immediate, individuals have time to cultivate
a more attractive come-on self. For example, if Amy were a less physically attractive individual, she
may be able to partially overcome attractiveness stereotypes by constructing an online profile that
emphasizes her desirable attributes. On the downside, it is worth noting that Internet dating opens
the naive and emotionally vulnerable to predators who may take advantage of the ease with which
they can put forth an appealing face and portray their motives as honorable.

Despite the growing popularity of commercialized methods for meeting potential partners, the
majority of first encounters are still arranged noncommercially. Most people continue to meet others
both on their own and with the assistance of family members and friends who help them identify
people who are available and interested, encourage their interest in potential partners, and arrange
introductions (Clark, Shaver, & Abrahams, 1999). Of a sample of 437 students enrolled at the Univer-
sity of Washington, 64% of the respondents who had started a new romantic relationship in the past
year indicated that they had received assistance from one or more people (Parks, 2007).

Up to this point, we have described how the process of beginning relationships has changed
since the 1800s. The tasks that Davis (1973) identified have remained largely the same, though
the contexts within which relationships begin have changed. Davis’ description does not account,
however, for the varied, and often complex, means by which the tasks are accomplished. Moreover,
Davis presumes that the tasks of relationship initiation are discrete and sequential, whereas in reality
people consider whether a potential partner is both desirable (that is, has the necessary qualifiers)
and available (that is, cleared) on a continuous basis as the interaction unfolds. Regardless of whether
people are speed dating, sorting through prospects on the Internet, or hoping to start a relationship
with someone in a bar, they must choose whom to pursue. In making that decision, today’s “suitors”
must assess not only the other’s appeal but also the likelihood the other will be open to the kind of
relationship they are interested in forming,

MOTIVES FOR FORMING RELATIONSHIPS

The motives behind establishing personal relationships have evolved considerably over the years. In
the days of institutionalized marriage that preceded the dating system, individuals partnered to ful-
fill a variety of political, social, and economic ends, such as the merger of property and families and
the attainment of social position (Coontz, 2004). It was only after the emergence of the dating system
in the 1920s that the revolutionary idea of forming personal relationships on the basis of love and
attraction was widely embraced in Western culture. Even within the dating system, obtaining rela-
tional goals such as personal satisfaction, intimacy, companionship, and sexual gratification was still
inextricably linked to marriage. The entrance into marriage remained largely synonymous with the
entrance into “adulthood” (Coontz, 2005). Consequently, analyses of relationship initiation during
this period—including that of Davis (1973)—presumed that the subtext of partnering, even among
teenagers, involved finding a desirable lifelong mate. Davis’ qualifiers thus generally pertained to a
prospect’s suitability and desirability as a marriage partner, whereas being “cleared” typically meant
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that the person was unmarried, not otherwise involved, and of a suitable age. Even as late as the
early 1980s, the relationship histories of newlywed men and women in rural Pennsylvania largely
supported Davis” assumption that finding a spouse was the primary motive behind relationship for-
mation. Data from the Processes of Adaptation in Intimate Relationships (PAIR) Project revealed,
for example, that newlywed husbands and wives in this environment married young (23.6 and 21
years, respectively) and dated an average of only two other individuals on a more than casual basis
before marrying (Huston, 1982). In more urban areas, however, the changes that would undermine
the primacy of finding a marriage partner were already underway.

Over the last third of the 20th century and into the 21st century, two broad trends in sexuality
and marriage have transformed the landscape of unmarried intimacy and significantly increased the
number of socially legitimate motives for forming relationships. First, as the stigma against premarital
and nonmarital sexual behavior has decreased, teenagers and young adults have become more sexually
active in relationships with little or no long-term commitment (Coontz, 2004; Luker, 1996). Accord-
ingly, the sexual desire that once served as a strong impetus for young adults’ entrance into marriage
has become an acceptable motive for forming premarital relationships without the intent of marriage.
Second, as the idea of marriage as a “bridge to adulthood” has broken down over the past 30 years,
the age of men and women when they first marry has increased significantly to an average age of 27
for men and 25 for women (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003); the proportion of 25 to 29 year olds who have
never been married tripled for women (to 38%) and doubled for men (to 52%) between 1970 and 1996
(Saluter & Lugaila, 1998). Correspondingly, multiple alternatives to marriage, such as serial casual
dating and cohabitation, have become more prominent. Just as sexual profligacy separated the quest
for sexual gratification from the quest for a marriage partner, the postponement of marriage and the
adoption of alternative lifestyles have legitimized relational goals that previously were sought primarily
in the context of marriage (e.g., companionship, intimacy, or economic partnership).

Notably, Americans are no less interested in marriage and the ideal of lifelong commitment
today than they were in the past. An overwhelming majority still believe that marriage affords them
the best opportunity to enjoy a good life, and they continue to express the desire to marry (Axinn
& Thornton, 2000). Rather than devaluing marriage as a legitimate motive for partnering, the pre-
dominant ideology in much of Western society today is that marriage is a special union that one is
prepared to enter into only after ample relational and life experiences have been acquired (Cherlin,
2004). Consequently, although most people will, at some point in their lives, form a relationship with
the objective of finding a marriageable partner, the salience of this motive for a particular person
at a particular time cannot be assumed. It is not uncommon for an individual to fall “in love” many
times, to have multiple sexual partners, and to live with at least one romantic partner before deciding
to pursue a relationship that will lead to marriage (Coontz, 2005). During this time—which most
frequently occurs between one’s late teens and late 20s to early 30s—motives for partnering such as
companionship and sexual intimacy may often be more salient than those of lifelong commitment.

Although Davis’ (1973) model of relationship initiation presumed that individuals generally share
similar motivations for forming personal relationships, it is evident that, in the forum of modern
partnering, such motivational congruency can no longer be taken for granted. The task of assessing
a prospective partner’s motives has become an important element of evaluating a partner’s desirabil-
ity. Indeed, failing to consider a potential partner’s motives, and his or her likely openness to one’s
own motives, can lead to embarrassing, hurtful, and at times dangerous situations. In contrast, being
conscious of cues that suggest an incongruity of motives may prevent an individual who is seeking
a long-term relationship partner from getting involved with someone who is interested in only a
one-night stand (see Reeder, this volume). The importance of correctly perceiving others’ relational
motives and goals likely depends on the nature of one’s own motives for forming a relationship. An
individual whose sole aim is to find a marriageable partner has much more to lose by misperceiving
the intentions of a “player” than does an individual who is seeking a casual romantic encounter. Indi-
viduals’ most salient motive(s) influence, to some degree, what attributes they consider to be attrac-
tive, the cues to which they are most attentive, their perception of the likelihood that their overture
will be accepted, and the ways in which they choose to strategically present themselves to others.
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A MODEL OF RELATIONSHIP BEGINNINGS

In this section, we present a conceptual model of relationship formation that elaborates upon and
updates Davis’ (1973) insights. We employ the open field encounter between Amy and Michael for
illustration purposes. We detail the model’s main components, and consider, in turn, the factors
that affect a person’s decision to initiate an encounter, the use of strategic self-presentation, and the
buildup of rapport, as they pertain to whether an encounter moves forward.

An Qverview of the Model

Our conceptual model of relationship beginnings seeks to rectify several of the analytical shortcom-
ings in Davis’ (1973) characterization of the tasks constituting a successful relationship initiation
(see Figure 1.1). First and foremost, our model suggests that an analysis of relationship initiations
should begin with a consideration of the motives that people have for forming relationships and
should recognize that these motives shape how people view potential partners who come “under
their radar.” Second, we propose that, in addition to Davis’ tasks of determining if a potential partner
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Figure 1.1  Flow chart depicting a conceptual model of initial romantic encounters.
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has important qualifiers and is cleared for an encounter, individuals also weigh a number of other
considerations—such as the other’s likely attraction to them—Dbefore deciding to make an overture.
Third, our model acknowledges and elucidates the various factors that influence individuals™ use
(or lack thereof) of strategic self-presentation to curry the favor of a potential partner. Fourth, we
examine the dialectical nature of the process of building rapport after an encounter has begun. Our
approach assumes that the cognitions, observations, and experiences occurring during each stage of
the initiation process influence and shape the stages that follow (e.g., the degree to which an indi-
vidual perceives the decision to make an overture as “risky” influences the degree to which strategic
self-presentation is utilized). Moreover, although our model is illustrated sequentially, individuals
may often “cycle back” to earlier stages in the model, such as when initiators are received much more
enthusiastically than expected and reevaluate their options for self-presentation.

The four-stage model of relationship initiation illustrated in Figure 1.1 portrays the sequence of
appraisals and events that bear upon whether an encounter is successful. Imagine, for example, that
Amy is a 33-year-old career woman whose primary goal (i.e., her “salient motive”) is to find a suitable
marriage partner. When Amy spots Michael from across the plaza, she first appraises her level of
attraction to him (Stage 1 in Figure 1.1) by assessing the degree to which he possesses both generally
desired qualifiers (e.g., physical attractiveness) as well as qualifiers that are likely to be particularly
salient given her motive of finding a marriage partner (e.g., perceived warmth). As Amy notes both
Michael’s good looks and his apparent status as a businessman, she recalls one of her coworkers
stating that Michael was “one of the most genuinely nice guys she had ever met.” Overall, Amy feels
highly attracted to Michael and decides to try to initiate a relationship with him. Had Michael had a
reputation as a “cold-hearted capitalist,” Amy very likely may have dismissed him as a prospect and
joined her girlfriends for lunch.

Once Amy has established that she is sufficiently attracted to Michael, she also considers various
other factors—such as the probability that Michael would be open to forming a long-term committed
relationship and Michael’s likely attraction to her—to help determine if she should make an overture
(Stage 2 in Figure 1.1). The fact that Michael is not wearing a wedding band leads her to consider why
such a handsome man in his late 30s is single. Is he disinterested in commitment, and thus probably
not very open to starting a serious relationship, or is he divorced and just hasn't yet found the “right”
woman with whom to start over? Given her success with men and the extended glance Michael had
given her when she entered the plaza, Amy feels confident that he would be responsive if she were to
initiate an encounter. Thus, despite uncertainty regarding Michael’s likely receptiveness to forming a
long-term relationship, Amy decides to make an overture. Note, however, that had Amy felt only some-
what confident that Michael would perceive her as a desirable partner, her overall level of confidence
regarding Michael’s acceptance may not have been high enough to justify initiating an encounter.

After Amy decides to approach Michael, she then considers how to present herself in a way that
is likely to be both attractive to Michael and conducive to achieving her interpersonal goals (Stage
3 in Figure 1.1). Because Amy’s confidence that Michael will respond positively to her long-term
relational objectives is relatively low (and thus her overall confidence in Michael’s acceptance is only
moderate), Amy recognizes that being self-expressive and showing her true motives and self are
not certain to elicit Michael’s favorable reception. Consequently, Amy approaches Michael’s table,
and, rather than being forthright about her disinterest in having a casual romantic affair, she steers
the conversation largely toward neutral topics, such as the weather and music. Amy simultaneously
attempts to reveal parts of herself that she believes Michael would find most attractive, such as her
wit and her intelligence. Although fraudulently molding her self-presentation to be congruent with
Michael’s perceived motives and desires may increase Amy’s chances of being accepted, Amy knows
that such deception would likely be detected in the future and undermine her goal of establishing a
committed relationship. Thus, Amy draws upon more moderate and subtle strategies of self-presen-
tation in an attempt to both win Michael’s immediate favor and achieve her long-term goals.

From the moment Amy approaches Michael, she enacts social behaviors, sometimes uncon-
sciously, that are designed to elicit Michael’s interest and discover their points of connection, and
thus build rapport (Stage 4 in Figure 1.1). Amy begins by questioning Michael about his apparent
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interest in entertainment, imagining that Michael may be interested in talking about movies, one
of her passions. Michael, pleased by Amy’s query, amiably replies that he loves music and musical
theater, and inquires about her interest in such. Amy is an adept conversationalist and is able to con-
nect with Michael about music despite her more limited knowledge. Her interest in jazz and bluesy
rock piques Michael’s interest. Amy perceives that her stock with him is rising. By the end of lunch,
Amy also feels increasingly attracted to Michael and suggests they have lunch the next day. This
encounter could have gone awry, however, at any point in the conversation, as might have happened,
for example, had Amy abruptly changed the topic to movies or had Michael been overly talkative
and self-referent.

Motives and Initial Attraction

Attraction is rooted in the motives and goals that people have for forming relationships. Whereas
some attributes (e.g., physical attractiveness or kindness) are desirable regardless of the specific
motives involved, many of the qualities that make a potential partner attractive are tied to a per-
son’s motive(s) for the relationship. Considerable research supports the notion that the salience of
particular attributes is different for individuals seeking short-term rather than long-term engage-
ments. Those with short-term motives generally place greater emphasis on qualities such as physical
attractiveness, sex appeal, and munificence, whereas those who hold long-term goals are more likely
to emphasize the importance of commitment, dependability, emotional stability, and the capacity to
love (Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Shackelford, Schmitt, & Buss, 2005).

Women are more likely than men to seek long-term, committed relationships, whereas men are
more likely than women to desire short-term, recreational involvements (Simpson & Gangestad,
1991, 1992; also see Tran, Simpson, & Fletcher, this volume). From an evolutionary perspective,
these gender differences in motives for forming relationships are rooted in Darwinian principles
and are evolutionarily functional (e.g., Buss, 1999; Buss & Barnes, 1986). Men are thus more likely
than women to value physical beauty and vitality—indicators of “good genes” and reproductive
potential—whereas women are more prone to value economic status, warmth, and trustworthi-
ness—indicators of men’s potential to invest in possible offspring (Fletcher, Tither, O'Loughlin,
Friesen, & Overall, 2004; Schmitt, this volume). However, gender is not always a reliable indicator
of the attributes people desire in a partner. Although a common scenario is one in which a man
seeking a casual, sexual, relationship encounters a woman who is looking for a committed partner-
ship, the pursuit of committed relationships is by no means exclusive to women, and many women,
especially those who are not seeking marriage, are interested in casual involvements (e.g., Buss &
Schmitt, 1993).

Additionally, although men are more likely to seek short-term sexual relationships than are
women, both men and women still look for the same kinds of qualities in short-term mates (Li &
Kenrick, 2006). Multiple studies have shown that although men, in general, still place more value on
good looks than women, both men and women prioritize physical attractiveness over other attributes
(e.g., social status, generosity, and kindness) in a short-term partner (Li & Kenrick; Wiederman &
Dubois, 1998). Although physical attractiveness remains an important attribute in the context of
long-term partnering, with men still valuing good looks more than women (see Li, Bailey, Kenrick,
& Linsenmeier, 2002), the importance attached to physical beauty is much less than in short-term
contexts. Indeed, a recent study found that physical attractiveness was not among the five most
important qualities men and women seek in a long-term relationship (Buss, Shackelford, Kirkpatrick,
& Larsen, 2001). The top five were (a) mutual attraction and/or love, (b) emotional stability and/or
maturity, (c) dependable character, (d) pleasing disposition, and (e) education and/or intelligence.

Although much of the research associating motives and attraction has focused on the broad, cat-
egorical goals of forming short-term and long-term relationships, the motives that prime individuals
to look for certain attributes in a partner are often complex and cannot always be discretely classi-
fied. Many individuals have relational motives that are not inextricably tied to a specific short-term
or long-term context, such as forming a relationship to promote personal growth or to enlarge one’s
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social network (see Reeder, this volume). Some people may seek to experience a particular type of
“love experience.” Whereas both erotic love and playful love are commonly sought in short-term
relationships, an individual seeking an intense, erotic love relationship is likely to desire different
qualities in a partner than a person looking for a light, playful encounter (Lee, 1977, 1988; see also
Hendrick & Hendrick, this volume). People are not necessarily mindful of their motives, as is illus-
trated by a short story

in which a man and a woman, drunk on the eve of [Israel’s] Independence Day, and finding them-
selves in an apartment belonging to one of them, go to bed and make love; in the morning ... they
behave with scrupulous politeness, introducing themselves to each other, and part with a hand-
shake but no exchange of addresses. (Beilin, 2000, p. 135)

In the prototypical open-field situation, would-be suitors commonly know little about whether
the other possesses the qualifiers that are most important to their relational goals. In such a situa-
tion, reason usually argues for caution, but caution does not necessarily prevail. An attractive face,
coupled with a sexy body, for example, can often animate a person’s interest with little thought to
other qualifiers (Dion, Berscheid, & Walster [now Hatfield], 1972; Langlois et al., 2000). Addition-
ally, some people are prone to leap to conclusions about a person’s inner qualities based on outward
appearances (see Bruce & Graziano, this volume; Livingston, 2001; Snyder, Berscheid, & Glick,
1985). Even people who are ordinarily cautious can experience strong attraction for a person whom
they hardly know—and for reasons they do not fully understand. It is unlikely that many women
appreciate how their attraction toward various types of men often changes during different phases of
their menstrual cycle. Yet, when women were asked to think about men as short-term sexual partners
rather than long-term mates, a recent study found that women in the fertile phase of their menstrual
cycle were more attracted to men who were competitive with other men and eschewed being a “nice
guy” than women in infertile stages (Gangestad, Garver-Apgar, Simpson, & Cousins, 2007). Simi-
larly, women in the fertile phase of their cycle have been shown to rate masculine male faces as more
attractive than feminized male faces, a preference that often does not persist during other stages of
the menstrual cycle (Little, Penton-Voak, Burt, & Perrett, 2002). Adrenaline also covertly primes
attraction, particularly when people who are “pumped up” encounter someone who is good-looking
(Dutton & Aron, 1974; White, Fishbein, & Rutstin, 1981). These findings, taken together, suggest
that both motives and physiological states combine to affect the likelihood that an individual will
become attracted to another.

The Decision to Make an Quverture: From Attraction to Affiliation

Relationships are initiated and take shape within what Kerckhoff (1974) described as people’s “field
of availables.” This field consists of people individuals are likely to come across in their day-to-day
lives, or learn about through a mutual acquaintance. Would-be partners may work in the same build-
ing, as did Amy and Michael; they may be coworkers, friends of friends, or people who are part of the
landscape of one’s daily rounds. Regardless of the context from which a personal or romantic rela-
tionship emerges, someone has to make the first move. Someone has to say, “Have we met before?”
or “T've really enjoyed working with you on this project. Would you like to go to dinner sometime?”

The decision to make a bid for another’s attention is driven by attraction. But, of course, people
do not always try to affiliate with those they find attractive, even if their attraction is strong and they
have time on their hands. Why is this so? The main reason, we believe, is that the decision to make
an overture is rooted in both attraction and individuals’ beliefs about whether the object of their
affection is likely to be open to their overture (Huston & Levinger, 1978). When people fail to act on
their romantic attraction, they generally explain their inaction in terms of fears of rejection (Vorauer
& Ratner, 1996). The dual importance of attraction and concerns about reciprocation, as they com-
bine to affect a person’s propensity to make an overture, can be represented formally as follows (for
similar formulations, see Huston, 1972; Shanteau & Nagy, 1979):



HAVE WE MET BEFORE?
V=f(AxP)

where V is the strength of the valence of making an overture, A is the individual’s attraction toward
the other, and P is the would-be initiator’s estimate of the probability that an overture will be
accepted rather than rejected by the person. The probability of acceptance, in turn, is a joint func-
tion of the potential initiators’ perceptions of the other’s openness to their motives for affiliation and
their estimate of the likelihood the other will return their attraction.

This formulation has several important ramifications with regard to the decision to initiate a
relationship. First, it takes as axiomatic the idea that attraction provides the incentive for making
a bid for another’s interest. Second, it suggests that when people are tipped off in advance, or are
otherwise convinced that a person is interested in them, the decision about whether to approach the
individual rests entirely on whether the prospect is sufficiently attractive to make it worth their while
to proceed. This assessment involves two comparisons (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). The first is the per-
son’s standards for a partner based on their past experiences, or how the prospect stacks up against
the person’s comparison level (CL); the second is whether the other is more attractive than available
alternatives, or the comparison level for alternatives (CL,;,). The more a prospect exceeds a person’s
CL and CL,,, the more inclined the individual will be to initiate an encounter (our later theory sec-
tion will discuss the intersection of interdependence theory and our model in more detail).

The two-factor model of affiliation, as set forth above, was first tested by Huston (1973), who
asked men interested in dating to choose a date from an array of six women varying in physical
attractiveness from beautiful to above average in looks. In one condition, the men were led to believe
all six of the women had expressed an interest in dating them; in a second condition, the women’s
interest was left to the men’s imagination. When men believed that all of the women wanted to date
them, nearly all of them picked either a beautiful (78%) or a highly attractive (19%) woman, whereas
when the men were not provided any information about whether any of the women would accept
them, most chose one of the less attractive women. They appeared not to want to lose out by shoot-
ing too high.

The A x P interactive term in the model indicates that interest in making an overture (V) is low
unless the individual is strongly attracted to the person and the probability of acceptance is high
enough to be promising. This was documented in a series of experiments carried out by Shanteau
and Nagy (1976, 1979) that showed that attraction and considerations of reciprocity operate in tan-
dem, rather than additively, such that when the probability of acceptance is low, people’s interest in
pursuing a relationship is nil, or nearly nil, regardless of how attracted they are to the person. As the
probability of acceptance increases, however, the desire to affiliate with someone who has attractive
qualities over someone less attractive is amplified.

Would-be initiators often have little information about whether another person is likely to
reciprocate their interest. They will seek out information about the prospect and look for signs
of openness, provided they are able to imagine that an overture might be welcomed. Before pro-
ceeding, they may gather information over an extended period of time, all the while revising and
refining their impressions and ideas about their chances of making a successful overture (see
Afifi & Lucas, this volume, for a discussion of information-seeking in initial interactions). Along
the way, they may rehearse hypothetical sequences in their minds as they imagine how the other
might react.

The first order of business in assessing the chances of acceptance often is to determine whether a
prospect is “cleared” for the kind of encounter or relationship being sought. If an individual is looking
for a marriage partner, the person may rule out those who are married or who are already involved
with someone else. But if the individual hopes for a sexual tryst, the person might not immediately
rule out such people, but continue to gather information about the other’s likely interest.

The fact that a prospect is thought to have an interest in the type of relationship the would-be
initiator wants to pursue is, of course, not enough. As shown in Figure 1.1, initiators also must gauge
whether the other would likely reciprocate their attraction if they were to make an approach. People
may signal their interest in being approached, for example, by how they orient to the person, by
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their bodily posture, by physical displays, by establishing and maintaining eye contact, or by smiling
and moving closer or into a person’s line of sight (see Cunningham & Barbee, this volume; also see
McCormick & Jones, 1989).

When people come across someone who is handsome or beautiful, they typically assume that
the attractive person is likely to be sought after and therefore is in a position to be highly selec-
tive (Huston, 1973). However, people who themselves are good-looking, or who possess obvious
bankable assets (e.g., status and wealth), may believe that even though the competition is stiff,
they have a good chance of success with an attractive other (Huston, 1973). Within a broader
context, these observations point to the idea that partnering is, at least in part, an exchange of
assets—a social exchange—and that people appreciate that what they have to offer will affect
what they are able to get in return (see Huston & Burgess, 1979; see also our later discussion of
exchange theory).

When people are drawn to others because they have something important in common, the com-
mon interest also signifies a greater chance of acceptance should they make a direct overture (see
Condon & Crano, 1988). A strong interest in any activity—whether it be bicycling, break-dancing,
music, the outdoors, wine, movies, or Chinese food—can lead people to assume that those of like
mind will be interested in their overture. All it may take to get a relationship underway is for one
person to act on the sense that they may be “soul mates.” In such situations, the “integrative topic,”
to use Davis’ (1973) term, is both a source of attraction and a reason for confidence that the attrac-
tion will be mutual.

A person’s confidence also is rooted to some extent in his or her own personality, and this con-
fidence (or lack thereof) may reveal itself particularly often in situations where the chances of
acceptance are unknown or ambiguous. Most people are confident of acceptance if they receive an
unmistakable signal of another’s interest, but an unmistakable sign for some may be an ambiguous
message for others. People who have a secure attachment style are likely to read cues of acceptance
or rejection accurately and to calibrate their interest according to the prospect of success (Hazan &
Shaver, 1987). In contrast, people who are fearful (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991), those who have
low self-esteem (Baldwin & Keelan, 1999; Leary, 2004), and those who are particularly sensitive to
rejection (Downey, Freitas, Michaelis, & Khouri, 1998) are less likely to make an overture because
they are slow to entertain the hypothesis that others are interested in having a relationship with
them. Such people read ambiguous cues negatively. People with a “dismissing” or “avoidant” attach-
ment style also often appear to give up hope of attracting another’s interest. Rather than trying to
make relationships happen and risk failing, such people are prone to take a passive approach, and
to invest little of themselves in trying to establish a relationship (see Metts & Mikucki, this volume;
also see Creasey & Jarvis, this volume, and our later theory section for a more detailed discussion of
attachment theory).

The Presentation of Self in First Encounters

When people decide to initiate a relationship, they often experience a tension between wanting to
be known and wanting to be liked (Baumeister, 1998). Most individuals have a sense of who they
are—that is, a strong core identity—and would prefer, at least when they are looking for a long-term
relationship, to express themselves openly and to be liked for the virtues they possess and forgiven
for their limitations (Chambliss, 1965; Swann, Griffin, Predmore, & Gaines, 1987). Even individuals
seeking short-term relationships may likely derive more satisfaction from being liked after express-
ing their true selves than from being liked after expressing a side of themselves that had been stra-
tegically crafted.

In first encounters, people are likely to be self-expressive rather than strategic only if they are
both strongly attracted to the other and very confident that their overture will be accepted. This
“incentive” model, with its focus on the dual importance of attraction and probability, parallels
the formulation we used to account for the decision to initiate an overture, except now our focus
is on the relative valence of self-expressive versus strategic motives in the presentation of self. This
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formulation is hardly new (cf. Figley, 1974, 1979; Jones & Pittman, 1982) and is consistent with an
analysis set forth by the sociologist Peter Blau (1964), who more than 40 years ago stated that “[n]
ew social situations typically pose a challenge, since there is the risk of failure to impress others” (p.
41). Blau went on to write,

For a social situation to be experienced as a challenge by an individual, the others present must be
sufficiently significant for him to be concerned with impressing them and winning their approval.
For it to be experienced as a stimulating challenge rather than a debilitating threat, he must be
fairly confident in his ability to earn their acceptance, if not their respect. Insufficient challenge
makes a social occasion boring, and excessive challenge makes it distressing. It is the social gath-
ering in which individuals cannot take their success in impressing others for granted but have
reasonable chances of success that animates their spirit and stimulates their involvement in social
intercourse. (pp. 41-42)

Suppose, for purposes of illustration, that Amy has inside information about Michael’s interest
in her. Perhaps a common friend has told her that Michael is both attracted to her and interested in
a long-term relationship (see Arriaga, Agnew, Capezza, & Lehmiller, this volume, for a discussion
of how social networks can affect the relationship initiation process). Armed with confidence, Amy
will likely feel comfortable being herself and may have little need to draw special attention to her
desirable attributes or to otherwise try to ingratiate herself. She may be so confident that she can
be self-expressive (have her cake) and be liked (and eat it too). Now suppose that Michael has also
been tipped off about Amy—that he knows that she thinks he is “hot” and is interested in a serious
relationship. In such a situation, Amy and Michael may both feel comfortable being relatively self-
expressive, and their first encounter might resemble that of old friends conversing.

Figley (1974, 1979) set up a situation much like the one Amy would have faced had she been
informed of Michael’s attraction toward her. He found that when people are highly attracted to a
potential partner and strongly assured that the individual is interested in them, they typically pres-
ent themselves much as they see themselves, showing little, if any, tendency to overstate their posi-
tive qualities or downplay their shortcomings. However, it is common for individuals to lack total
confidence that they will be able to arouse a prospect’s interest solely by being themselves. In such
situations, concerns about acceptance become more salient and may lead people to try to cultivate
the other’s interest by presenting a self that they think the other will find attractive. Figley (1974,
1979) demonstrated that when people are highly attracted to a prospect, but are provided with only
moderate assurance of the other’s interest, they are likely to embellish their positive qualities and
minimize their shortcomings. This tendency to enhance one’s image was not found in situations
where individuals were not attracted to the potential partner or when they were informed that there
was no chance of acceptance by the other.

At the beginning of an encounter the other’s interest is often not clear, thus the primary objec-
tive typically is to secure the other’s initial approval (cf. Swann et al., 1987; Swann, De La Ronde, &
Hixon, 1994). In situations where a strong incentive to engage in strategic self-presentation exists, to
be successful, would-be ingratiators must cultivate the other’s interest in them while appearing to
be genuine. This may be more easily said than done. Gordon’s (1996) meta-analysis of ingratiation
found that the more obvious the stake a person has in attracting a prospect’s favor, the less effective
an ingratiation tactic is in securing the other’s interest.

There are three primary ways people can strategically attempt to build a prospect’s interest in
them, each carrying different kinds of risks: (a) They can try to make themselves appear likable,
(b) they can attempt to appear competent or capable, and (c) they can seek to come across as mor-
ally virtuous (i.e., as having integrity). People try to make themselves likable by drawing attention
to positive aspects of their personality, by expressing attitudes or interests they believe conform to
those of the other, or by flattering the other by commenting favorably on the other’s qualities (see
Jones, 1964; Jones & Pittman, 1982). Had Amy offered a flattering comment on Michael’s knowledge
of music, her appeal might have been enhanced. According to Gordon’s (1966) meta-analysis of
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the success rates of various ingratiation strategies, flattery is a particularly effective tactic because
people like to be liked, and thus perceive the flatterer to be credible (Vonk, 2002). On the other
hand, there are significant risks to drawing attention to one’s good qualities or trying to find points
of agreement; the ingratiator may seem too eager to please and may be seen as obsequious or needy
(Jones & Pittman, 1982).

People admire and respect—and hence are attracted to—others who are capable, talented,
accomplished, and resourceful (see Tran, Simpson, & Fletcher, this volume). Would-be ingratiators
may seek to attract interest by promoting their talents or drawing attention to their athleticism, their
knowledge, or their pedigree. If they are not careful, however, they run the risk of seeming con-
ceited, narcissistic, or self-important, all of which might undermine their appeal. Although Gordon’s
(1996) meta-analysis did not distinguish between self-promotion as embellishing one’s likableness
and self-promotion of one’s talents or virtues, he found evidence that obvious self-promotion, in the
service of whatever positive impression, generally boomerangs. It is far better to have someone else
brag about one than to do the bragging oneself.

People are also drawn to individuals who have integrity; are honest, sincere, and moral; and have
a strong sense of humanitarianism. Some people, knowing this, put themselves forth as possessing
such qualities when they do not, particularly when they have little at stake beyond the here and now
of an encounter (see Cunningham & Barbee, this volume). The risk of drawing attention to one’s
virtues is that the self-promoter may seem sanctimonious, or, if the would-be ingratiator’s motives
are already suspect, the effort may raise suspicion that the person is trying to take advantage of the
other’s desire to connect with a worthy individual.

Cunningham and Barbee (this volume) found that individuals who are seeking short-term rela-
tionships are particularly likely to be disingenuous—if need be—in order to attract another’s interest.
Both those who pursue others by being emotionally warm with little interest in long-term commit-
ment (“players”) and those who try to get what they want while remaining emotionally distant and
uncommitted (“predators”) endorse using charm and manipulation to secure a potential partner’s
interest. Players are also likely to report being willing to seduce a prospect by lying and being flashy
(Cunningham & Barbee, this volume). In contrast, individuals who have a long-term orientation are
more likely to try to attract a partner through supportive ingratiating behaviors, such as helping a
potential partner accomplish something, being honest, and providing sincere compliments. Such
partner-oriented individuals typically eschew the use of deceptive, manipulative ingratiation tactics,
seeing them as illegitimate ways to elicit the other’s attraction.

The way initiators {frame their experience in an encounter may shift as the encounter unfolds. At
first, initiators center their attention on reassessing their own attraction toward the other, gauging the
other’s interest in them, and priming that interest, if need be. If they come to gain confidence in the
other’s positive regard, they may open up and reveal more of their inner self, or core identity (Baumeis-
ter, 1998). Such self-expressive behaviors provide the other with an opportunity to understand and
acknowledge aspects of the initiator’s core identity in a way that is not possible when self-presentation
is primarily strategic. Of course, self-revelation is not always acknowledged or responded to favorably.
But when people reveal something of their core being, and find that they are understood and appreci-
ated as a result, they are likely to be more gratified by the exchange than when others like them based
on minimal self-revelation or like them without really knowing them (Chambliss, 1965; Katz & Beach,
2000; Swann, Pelham, & Krull, 1989; Swann et al., 1987). However, people still prefer, at least early
on, that others be overly generous rather than overly critical in their evaluations (see Murray, Holmes,
& Griffin, 2003). Not surprisingly, the desire to be seen and liked for one’s good qualities, or in spite of
knowing one’s shortcomings, is greater for those who are seeking long-term relationships rather than
short-term involvements (Campbell, Lackenbauer, & Muise, 2006).

Building Rapport in Initial Encounters

For an encounter to be successful, people must build rapport. This goal is salient regardless of
whether a person seeks a friend, a casual sex partner, a romantic partner, or a mate. In all such
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situations, the relationship seeker must use an effective opener, build an affinity, and, if in the
end the partners wish to meet again, set the stage for another encounter. We will treat these tasks
sequentially. Once an individual opens a conversation, however, the dialogue between the partners
proceeds dialectically, with the outcome depending on how both partners act and react to each other
as the encounter unfolds.

To build rapport with a potential partner, the initiator must first open the conversation, typically
by putting forth an opening line designed to persuade the other to continue the interaction. Socially
confident people may put little thought into how to open a conversation because they find it easy to
attract the initial interest of others. In contrast, individuals who lack such social confidence—those
who are shy, insecure, or fearful of rejection—may not seriously consider making an overture in the
first place (e.g., Downey et al., 1998; Park, 2007). However, according to our model, those who are
attracted to someone and moderately confident of acceptance, should give considerable thought to
the likely effectiveness of various opening approaches before making an overture.

What approaches work best as conversational openers? Much of the research examining the
effectiveness of openers has focused on those deployed to initiate male—female encounters in meet-
ing places. The best openers for men, this research shows, appear to be those that are not seen as
“lines” by women: Confident, direct, or innocuous overtures are more likely to get a conversation
off to a good start than are indirect, cute, or clever gambits (Clark et al., 1999; Cunningham, 1989;
Kleinke & Dean, 1990). In contrast, women interested in getting a conversation off the ground, at
least in a singles bar, can open pretty much any way they please. They can be direct, cutesy, or coy
when approaching an opposite-sex prospect—all starters work about equally well (Cunningham,
1989). Perper (1985) further suggested that the intensity of an opener should mirror the intensity of
the potential partner’s signal—if, in fact, there is one (see Cunningham & Barbee, this volume, for
further discussion of opening gambits).

Once the conversation has been successfully opened, two things can be assumed. First, the
initiator is at least reasonably attracted to the other, as evidenced by the fact that an overture was
actually made. Second, the initiator is reasonably confident that his or her feelings of attraction will
be reciprocated. The combination of these two factors sets the stage for the development of rapport.
The classic study carried out by Snyder, Tanke, and Berscheid (1977) showed that when individuals
are attracted to others, they behave in ways that elicit the other’s attraction, which, in turn, then
builds their own affinity for the partner. When men were led to believe that a woman they were
talking to on the phone was physically attractive, they acted more sociable, sexually warm, interest-
ing, outgoing, and humorous than when they were led to believe their conversation partner was
unattractive. In turn, these supposedly physically attractive women reciprocated the men’s apparent
interest, conveying more confidence, animation, enjoyment of the conversation, and liking for the
other than women who were assumed to be unattractive. A study conducted by Curtis and Miller
(1986) complements Snyder and colleagues’ (1977) findings and provides further support for the
notion that attraction begets attraction. Individuals, when led to believe that they were liked by
another person, engaged in more self-disclosure, expressed less dissimilarity, and had a more posi-
tive attitude and tone of voice than those who did not believe the other person liked them, and, not
surprisingly, they actually elicited more liking in return.

The literature on building rapport within interpersonal relationships has identified a variety of
behaviors that are integral to the development of mutual affinity in both initial encounters and con-
tinuing relationships. Among the most effective of these strategies are self-disclosure (particularly
emotional disclosure), attentiveness, and clearly expressing interest in the other (Clark et al., 1999;
Hess, Fannin, & Pollom, 2007; Kenny & La Voie, 1984). When individuals are very interested in
another person, they are likely to disclose more information about themselves, thus accelerating the
development of the relationship (see Derlega, Winstead, & Greene, this volume, for a discussion of
disclosure in initial encounters). Such expressions are a proficient way to build rapport due to the
tendency for attraction to be reciprocated in social interactions (Kenny & La Voie, 1984). Notably, an
additional key task in the buildup of rapport is what Davis (1973) referred to as finding an integrating
topic. Individuals who are able to discover common interests, experiences, or attitudes—particularly
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those that are subjective, such as a common love for an obscure band—often experience greater lik-
ing and rapport than do individuals who do not possess or uncover these similarities (Pinel, Long,
Landau, Alexander, & Pyszczynski, 2006). Even sharing a humorous experience can contribute to
the development of affinity in a budding relationship (Fraley & Aron, 2004). This is not to say that
the development of rapport in a relationship is contingent upon the partners being clones of one
another. Rather, once partners develop a sense that they are compatible, discovering key differences
may also become important to the buildup of rapport (Aron, Steele, Kashdan, & Perez, 2006).

Not all individuals are equally successful at fostering affinity in their interactions. Some indi-
viduals—such as those who are shy, insecure, or fearful of rejection—have difficulty initiating
encounters because they are reluctant to believe that others will like them (see Metts & Mikucki,
this volume). When people believe that others in general (Downey et al., 1998), or a particular other
(Curtis & Miller, 1986), will not like them, they tend to behave cautiously and defensively. They
are also less forthcoming and more disagreeable than individuals who believe that they are likable.
Accordingly, these initial expectations set up an interpersonal dynamic that is self-fulfilling, leading
them to behave in ways that actually induce the awkward social situations and rejection that they
fear. Similarly, individuals who are high in global uncertainty (the tendency to be uncertain about
social contact in general) often experience more anxiety in new social situations than those who
are low in global uncertainty, and tend to communicate less effectively during initial interactions
(Douglas, 1991; see also Knobloch & Miller, this volume). The more individuals who are high in
attachment anxiety are romantically attracted to a prospect, the less romantic interest they actually
communicate to the other during an interaction, thus undermining the development of rapport in
the exchange (Vorauer, Cameron, Holmes, & Pearce, 2003). Not surprisingly, if initiators possess
traits or propensities that cause them to undercut the buildup of rapport in initial encounters—or if
the potential partner they approach has such tendencies—the interaction is unlikely to progress to
the point where a second meeting is proposed.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE CONCEPTUAL MODEL

The conceptual model presented in this chapter is not based on a single theory. Rather, the model is
able to accommodate research from various theoretical perspectives. In this section, we briefly discuss
several of these theories and show how they contribute to our model of initial romantic encounters.

Social Exchange Theory

Exchange theory derives from social learning and marketplace economic theories of human behav-
ior (Blau, 1964; Homans, 1961; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). The starting assumption, which is taken as
axiomatic by exchange theorists, is that people operate under the “pleasure principal,” and, as such,
they seek to identify prospective partners with whom interaction promises to be rewarding rather
than costly. The main currency of exchange, according to Homans, is the expression of positive and
negative sentiment: Another person’s esteem is rewarding, whereas rejection is costly.

The exchange logic is reflected succinctly in the idea that “[p]eople join together only insofar as
they believe and subsequently find it in their mutual interest to do so” (Huston & Burgess, 1979, p.
4). Exchange theorists apply this logic to understanding the initial bids that people make to others
for attention. The model we presented in this chapter is clearly rooted in exchange principles. The
decision to make an overture, as we portrayed it, is the product of the initiator’s attraction, or in
exchange terms, the value of the other’s acceptance, and the probability that the other will provide
acceptance, or express a mutual interest. Consistent with exchange theory, we argued that the risks
attendant to overplaying one’s hand, or of miscalculating one’s value in the marketplace, should lead
people to seek out partners whose social standing is similar to their own (Huston, 1973; cf. Ellis &
Kelley, 2000).
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Exchange theory also draws attention to the idea that, even at the outset of a relationship, people
may think about what might happen down the road. People contemplating the initiation of a relation-
ship that they hope will be long-term attend both to the likelihood of immediate acceptance and to
the likelihood of long-term mutual interest, should a relationship become established. They know
that it is one matter for a person to say “yes” to an overture, and quite another matter for a person to
say “yes” to an ongoing relationship. Goffman (1959) summed up the idea of exchange as it pertains
to commitment:

A proposal of marriage in our society tends to be a way in which a man sums up his social attri-
butes and suggests to a woman that hers are not so much better as to preclude a merger in these
matters. (p. 456)

Such a proposal can be seen as the culmination of an extended two-way dialogue as the partners
negotiate and renegotiate their level of involvement based on their interest in each other and the
mutuality of that interest. Social exchange theory does not assume, however, that the participants
are necessarily mindful of the negotiation dynamic involved. One partner may put out a tentative
feeler, and, with the other taking it up, the progression may proceed, almost as if the changes were
meant to be. People become mindful when they begin to think about escalating or deescalating the
relationship without knowing how the other will respond, or alternatively, when one person initiates
a change that is resisted.

Exchange theorists also have suggested that concerns about issues of reciprocity underlie strate-
gic self-presentation in initial encounters (e.g., Blau, 1964). People fashion a come-on self based on
their assessment of whether a hoped-for partner will accept their overture, and try to show them-
selves as having qualities valued in the marketplace (Figley, 1974, 1979). Social exchange principles
also underlie the success of many ingratiation strategies—such as opinion conformity and flattery—
that rely on offering another person rewards (e.g., compliments) to increase the probability that the
other will reciprocate in kind (Jones, 1964; Jones & Pittman, 1982).

Finally, self-disclosure—an important element in the promotion of rapport—has also long been
viewed as a process of social exchange (Altman & Taylor, 1973; Worthy, Gary, & Kahn, 1969). From
an exchange perspective, rewards can accrue to both the discloser and the recipient of disclosure.
Disclosers may feel rewarded when their disclosures are met with understanding or empathy. Recip-
ients of disclosures may experience rewards from being trusted with personal information concern-
ing the discloser (Worthy et al., 1969) or through the reduction of ambiguity regarding the encounter
(e.g., Berger & Kellermann, 1983). This mutual rewardingness leads to a cycle of increasingly inti-
mate disclosures that promotes rapport between the partners (Laurenceau, Barrett, & Pietromo-
naco, 1998).

Interdependence Theory

Interdependence theory (Kelley, 1979; Kelley et al., 2003) is built partly on principles of exchange
(see Arriaga et al., this volume, for a fuller discussion of interdependence theory). The theory takes
as its starting point the “situation” in which two individuals find themselves. Situations differ in the
extent to which the partners’ interests are correspondent, in how the partners communicate and
share information, and in the serial ordering of their actions (Kelley et al., 2003). The prototypical
situation we have used in this chapter is one in which a person is faced with deciding whether or
not to make an overture to another individual. The interdependence theorist would break down the
situation much like we have, first by representing the would-be initiator as choosing between two
options, make an overture or not make an overture, and then identifying two possible responses
to the overture on the part of the other, accept or reject. The initiator does not know in advance
whether the other will be pleased and accept an overture, or if the other will be displeased or indif-
ferent and turn an overture aside. According to the principles of interdependence theory, this situa-
tion poses a dilemma for would-be initiators if their stake is great—as it would be if an initiator was
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strongly attracted to the target person. Initiators in such a situation may feel particularly vulnerable
because their “fate” is under the control of the other individual. The underlying reality, however,
may be quite different because the other may have just as much stake in the overture being made as
the initiator has in the overture being accepted. Their mutual attraction will be revealed, however,
only if the initiator makes a move, or if the other takes the situation in hand.

Interdependence theory and exchange theory are close cousins, and, indeed, exchange ideas
were built into interdependence theory from the outset. A core idea of exchange theory is that the
“outcomes” of the combinations of the partners’ choices (e.g., making an overture, followed by rejec-
tion) can affect both partners. Both theories presume that people stay engaged in an encounter, or
want to continue a relationship, if the outcomes they experience are above their CL and their CL,,
The two theories also are able to incorporate the idea that the outcomes partners experience reflect,
in part, the strength of their attraction. However, because interdependence theory is concerned
more with situated actions, it provides better analytic tools for conceptualizing the cognitions that
underlie the choices an initiator might make between options. The theory also can be used to map
changes in the structure of the situations the partners encounter as their interaction unfolds, as well
as the movements of the partners from one situation to another as their relationship develops over
time (see Kelley et al., 2003).

In the early stages of relationships—particularly in first encounters—the partners have little
information about each other’s preferences, which makes it difficult for them to know what kind of
self-presentation will be appealing. Unlike exchange theory, interdependence theory draws atten-
tion to the idea that people often have an investment in being seen as possessing particular dispo-
sitions—as being honest, loyal, or compassionate, for instance—and it pays as much attention to
the actors’ motives and dispositions as it does to the direct outcomes experienced in the exchange.
People derive pleasure from being seen as having sterling qualities, such as when a partner sees them
as sincere.

Attracting an individual’s interest—and then sustaining a relationship—requires finding common
ground. The likelihood of finding such common ground, from the perspective of interdependence
theory, depends on the “correspondence of outcomes,” which generally prevails when people have
similar points of view, interests, values, and hopes. People who have a broad range of interests,
particularly interests that are widely shared among friends and acquaintances in their circle, may
have little trouble finding nodes of connection with most of those they encounter and thus may be
attractive companions to many individuals. Whereas exchange theory tends to focus on the idea
that people’s value in the marketplace is closely tied to their social status—for example, their looks,
education, or income—interdependence theory lends itself to the idea that people value partners for
reasons that often have little connection to such attributes.

It is important, as well, to recognize that marketplace considerations are likely to be less salient
when relationships have a “running start,” as when people know each other through family or mutual
friends, or when they have engaged in some joint activity in a group setting prior to one of them try-
ing to start a personal relationship. A person may show kindness to another at some personal cost in
a group setting or may behave benevolently toward a person who could easily be exploited. People
in the group or circle may perceive a capacity for love reflected in the other’s willingness to sacrifice
or trustworthiness reflected in his or her benevolence. These attributions, in turn, may pique their
interest in making an overture because such qualities are highly valued in partners, particularly when
individuals are seeking a long-term relationship (cf. Kelley et al., 2003; Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003).

Evolutionary Social Psychological Theory

Evolutionary social psychological theory posits that preferences for potential partners have evolved,
according to Darwinian principles, over evolutionary time (Buss, 1988). Specifically, evolutionary
theorists believe that the human mind is a set of information-processing machines that have evolved
through natural selection to solve adaptive problems related to survival and reproduction (Cosmides
& Tooby, 1992). Parental investment-based models (e.g., Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Kenrick, Sadalla,



HAVE WE MET BEFORE?

Groth, & Trost, 1990) presuppose that men and women have differential investments in their off-
spring and that individuals’ reproductive success is dependent upon pairing with mates who opti-
mize the chances that their investments will pay off. Ancestral men who preferred and mated with
healthy as opposed to unhealthy women, and ancestral women who preferred and mated with men
who had sufficient as opposed to insufficient resources, were more successful in producing offspring
and passing on their genes. Over time, these preferences have become basic human tendencies (see
Schmitt, this volume, for a more complete discussion of evolutionary theory).

Early theorizing and research from the evolutionary perspective suggested that men (rather than
women) are attracted to physical attractiveness in a mate, whereas women (rather than men) are
attracted to status and resources in a mate (Buss & Barnes, 1986). These characteristics serve the
reproductive purposes of each sex (see Schmitt, this volume). However, the model presented in this
chapter relies on further refinements of evolutionary theory. These refinements posit that the per-
ceived attractiveness of partner characteristics depends on whether a person is seeking a short-term
liaison or a long-term relationship (Buss & Schmitt, 1993). Although these differing sexual strategies
may have been strictly sex-typed among our ancestors, one can no longer safely presume to know a
prospect’s relational motives—and thus partner preferences—solely based upon his or her gender.

After initial attraction is determined, people seek information about the probability that a desired
other is likely to reciprocate that attraction before making a decision on whether to approach. Evolu-
tionary theory suggests that these assessments are partially based on a would-be initiator’s sensitiv-
ity to the desired other’s nonverbal behaviors (see Cunningham & Barbee, this volume). Research
shows that smiling, eye contact, and moving closer to the initiator are often interpreted as signs that
the other is likely to be receptive to an overture (McCormick & Jones, 1989). From an evolutionary
perspective, modern humans are sensitive to these nonverbal cues because they resulted in repro-
ductive success in the past.

Evolutionary theory (Buss, 1988) posits specific strategies that people use to maximize the prob-
ability that a desired other will provide them with rewards. These strategies are proposed to differ
by sex and the type of relationship being pursued (Schmitt & Buss, 1996). Strategic self-presentation
can take the form of directly promoting oneself or derogating competing potential partners (Schmitt
& Buss, 2001). For example, when the goal is to attract a short-term mate, women are believed to
present themselves as sexually available through flirting, sexualizing their appearance, and acting
seductively, or by derogating other women’s appearances and hinting that rivals are sexually unavail-
able or unclean. In contrast, women seeking to attract a long-term mate are posited to present them-
selves as willing to be sexually exclusive, or to belittle potential rivals as promiscuous. On the other
hand, men seeking short-term versus long-term mates are predicted to enact differing strategies that
show off their present or future resources and status (e.g., wearing expensive clothes versus talking
about their willingness to commit and ability to acquire long-term resources) and/or derogate their
rivals’ resources or ability to provide (see Schmitt, this volume; Schmitt & Buss, 2001).

Although the strategic process of determining whether a prospect can provide desirable out-
comes may build rapport, nonstrategic behavior in initial encounters can also induce rapport between
potential partners. It is well established that as initial interactions progress, people begin to uncon-
sciously mimic each other’s behaviors (e.g., speech patterns, posture, and gestures; see Chartrand &
Bargh, 1999, for a review). Further experimental work has shown that behavioral mimicry induces
increased rapport, and increasing rapport during interaction, in turn, induces higher levels of mim-
icry (Chartrand & Bargh). This reciprocal process of nonconscious behavioral mimicry is posited to
serve the evolutionary function of facilitating communication and the development of social bonds
(Lakin, Jefferis, Cheng, & Chartrand, 2003; also see Cunningham & Barbee, this volume).

Adult Attachment Theory

The attachment literature is voluminous, and many classification schemes have been developed to
characterize adult attachment phenomena (Cassidy & Shaver, 1999; Mikulincer & Goodman, 2006).
Adult attachment theory, at its core, posits that people possess different interpersonal predisposi-
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tions as a result of their early experiences with caregivers and other personal relationships (Hazan &
Shaver, 1987). These past experiences result in differences between people in how comfortable they
are with being close to others and how anxious they are about being abandoned (Brennan, Clark, &
Shaver, 1998). The extent to which people possess these two characteristics can be used to classify
them into attachment orientations: secure (e.g., those comfortable with trusting and depending on
others), avoidant (e.g., those distrustful and uncomfortable with being close to and depending on oth-
ers), and anxious (e.g., those who worry that others will leave them and feel that others are reluctant
to get close to them) (Shaver, Hazan, & Bradshaw, 1988; also see Creasey & Jarvis, this volume, for
a discussion of each attachment style). Other researchers have taken a more dimensional approach
to adult attachment, discovering, for example, that three dimensions—comfort with depending on
others, anxiety or fear of being abandoned or unloved, and comfort with closeness—underlie the tra-
ditional adult attachment orientations (Collins & Read, 1990). Alternatively, Bartholomew’s (1990)
classification presumes that two dimensions underlie adult attachment patterns—the self and the
other—thus resulting in four attachment patterns: secure (low anxiety and low avoidance), preoccu-
pied (high anxiety and low avoidance), dismissing (low anxiety and high avoidance), and fearful (high
anxiety and high avoidance) (Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994).

The expectations that individuals hold for potential partners differ according to their attach-
ment classification and are posited to influence how people appraise the potential rewardingness of
a prospect (Mikulincer, 1998). For example, avoidant individuals—those who expect others to be
untrustworthy—are more likely than secure individuals to project their own perceived interper-
sonal deficiencies onto potential partners (Mikulincer & Horesh, 1999), thus reducing the other’s
perceived reward value. Additionally, extremely avoidant individuals may choose to remove them-
selves altogether from situations that could lead to receiving rewards from others. The relational
expectations that influence initial attraction also play a role in a would-be initiator’s evaluation that
a potential partner is likely to reciprocate the initiator’s attraction (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Secure
individuals are likely to be trusting of others and expect that others will act benevolently and accept
their overtures, whereas anxious and avoidant individuals tend to expect that a perceived other will
not be responsive (Hazan & Shaver, 1987; also see Metts & Mikucki, this volume).

Once an approach has been made, people’s attachment orientations also influence the effec-
tiveness of their tactics in eliciting acceptance (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2006). Avoidant people tend
to present an inflated view of themselves to others in order to appear strong and self-sufficient,
an approach that often impairs, rather than promotes, the development of intimacy (Mikulincer,
1998). Anxious people tend to devalue themselves to others—possibly in an attempt to receive the
compassion and love that they fear others will not give them—a strategy that also is not very effec-
tive. Secure individuals, in contrast, are less likely than both avoidant and anxious individuals to be
biased or self-destructive in their self-presentations.

Attachment-related conceptions of self and others also are important in the rapport-building phase
of first encounters (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2006). Secure persons, who trust others and are comfortable
with closeness, openly disclose to would-be partners and are responsive to the reciprocal disclosures
of others (Keelan, Dion, & Dion, 1998), thus facilitating the development of relationships. In contrast,
avoidant individuals tend to engage in low levels of self-disclosure, which reflects their fear of depen-
dence and lack of trust in others. Anxious people, who frequently worry about how others regard them,
often attempt to rush disclosure, thus halting the buildup of rapport because the other is not ready for
such intimacy (Mikulincer & Nachshon, 1991; also see Derlega et al., this volume).

CONCLUSION

Our analysis of the initiation of relationships provides yet another example of the centrality of the
principle of reciprocity in understanding human affairs. People care about how others respond to
them: They make overtures with the hope that their interest will be reciprocated; they put out feel-
ers for sex with the hope that their offer will be taken up; they reveal parts of their identity with the
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hope that others will like what they see, or like them in spite of what they see; they commit their
time and energy, and sacrifice their immediate interests, with the hope that their partner will do the
same; and they love with the hope that their love will be returned in kind.

We have emphasized the idea that the decision to begin an encounter is discrete, that it is based
on a more or less objective, strategic appraisal of the likely balance between what a person has
to offer and what others have to offer—and are likely to offer—in return. In so doing, we may
have inadvertently overplayed the mindfulness involved. When people are strongly attracted to
another—as Calvin Trillin was to Alice—their fluttering hearts may lead them to throw caution
to the wind and approach someone even though they believe the odds of acceptance are not high.
Moreover, many freely initiated encounters are low-key, with neither party investing much (i.e.,
strategizing) or expecting much in return. Indeed, even when would-be initiators appear to carefully
assess the probable outcomes of an approach or encounter—as was the case with Amy’s assessment
of Michael upon entering the plaza—it is likely that much of the information upon which they base
their appraisal is acquired nonstrategically and out of conscious awareness. Research has demon-
strated that behavior can be influenced by unconscious priming in immediately previous encounters
(Bargh, Chen, & Burrows, 1996). For example, a person who has experienced a negative interaction
just before encountering a desired other may be particularly attuned, albeit unconsciously, to the
negative attributes of the potential partner. Future research on relationship initiation in romantic
relationships should address these nonstrategic, often nonconscious, processes.

Regardless of how much forethought initiators give to their chances, they are faced soon enough
with a reaction, and they use the new information to recalibrate their interest in continuing further
pursuit. The reactions, of course, are often muted—a subtle turning aside, a weak smile, or a lack of
enthusiasm may indicate rejection, and an open, friendly face may signal acceptance. If the interest
is mutual, however, the interaction will liven up, for reciprocity is the energy that fuels engagement.
Overture makers may initially seek little more than a flirtation, but when their flirtation is taken up,
they may begin to think about romance, a sexual encounter, or even a long-term relationship. The
progression of encounters, as we characterized them, involves an effort to build rapport, and if there
is mutual interest, an agreement of sorts is made about the next step.

We also emphasized that in today’s marketplace, where romantic overtures are made with var-
ied end-goals in mind, individuals may or may not be thinking in terms of how their first encounter
might shape later encounters, or that how they proceed in a first encounter may set the stage for a
long-term relationship. Social scientists know little about whether “love at first sight” typically sets in
motion a process that creates mutual love, or whether it sets people up for disappointment when they
discover that their initial excitement was more fictional than reality-based. Do people who carefully
gather information about the likelihood that establishing a bond will be in both partners’ rational
self-interests make better choices at the outset? Are some people more able than others to present
themselves in attractive ways without being deceptive? These are only a sampling of the questions
that remain to be answered.

As the chapters in this volume attest, considerable knowledge has accumulated about the
motives behind relationships, the bases of attraction, the ways people attract another’s interest,
and the buildup of rapport. This knowledge, however, is built largely on studies of young college
students, and the scenes and scenarios have been primarily of a heterosexual nature. Nevertheless,
we believe that the framework we have introduced and the issues we have addressed are salient
whether the individuals are teenagers, middle-aged adults, or senior citizens; rich or poor; straight
or gay; and Black, White, or some other color. The fact that we must speculate, however, suggests
the importance of examining relationship initiation among various subpopulations. This expansion
will likely reveal, for example, that for a gay individual interested in romance, identifying someone
as “cleared” requires much more than a quick check for a wedding band. A 40-year-old widowed
father may look for very different qualifiers in a mate and perceive his own market value very dif-
ferently than would a single man half or twice his age. An individual with little “human capital”
(e.g., education, work skills, and income) may be forced to think about partnering with a person
who has little to offer or consider not partnering at all.

23



24

CARRIE A. BREDOW, RODNEY M. CATE, AND TED L. HUSTON
AUTHOR NOTE

The coauthors contributed equally to the production of the chapter and are listed alphabetically.
We thank Gilbert Geis and Elizabeth Schoenfeld for their helpful comments on an earlier draft
of the chapter.

REFERENCES

Altman, L., & Taylor, D. A. (1973). Social penetration: The development of interpersonal relationships. New
York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston.

Aron, A, Steele, |. L., Kashdan, T. B., & Perez, M. (2006). When similars do not attract: Tests of a prediction
from the self expansion model. Personal Relationships, 13, 387-396.

Axinn, W. G., & Thornton, A. (2000). The transformation in the meaning of marriage. In L. ]. Waite (Ed.), The
ties that bind: Perspectives on marriage and cohabitation (pp. 147-165). New York: Aldine de Gruyter.

Bailey, B. L. (1988). From front porch to back seat: Courtship in twentieth-century America. Baltimore: John
Hopkins University Press.

Baldwin, M. W., & Keelan, J. P. R. (1999). Interpersonal expectations as a function of self-esteem and sex.
Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 16, 822—833.

Bargh, J. A., Chen, M., & Burrows, L. (1996). Automaticity of social behavior: Direct effects of trait construct
and stereotype activation on action. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 71, 230-244.

Bartholomew, K. (1990). Avoidance of intimacy: An attachment perspective. Journal of Social and Personal
Relationships, 7, 147-178.

Bartholomew, K., & Horowitz, L. M. (1991). Attachment styles among young adults: A test of a four-category
model. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 61, 226-244.

Baumeister, R. F. (1998). The self. In D. Gilbert, S. Fiske, & G. Lindzey (Eds.), The handbook of social psy-
chology (Vol. 1, 4th ed., pp. 680-740). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Beilin, Y. (2000). His brother’s keeper: Israel and Diaspora Jewry in the twenty-furst century. New York:
Schoken.

Berger, C. R., & Kellermann, K. (1983). To ask or not to ask: Is that a question? In R. N. Bostrom (Ed.), Com-
munication Yearbook 7 (pp. 342-368). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Blau, P. (1964). Exchange and power in social life. New York: Wiley.

Brennan, K. A, Clark, C. L., & Shaver, P. R. (1998). Self-report measurement of adult attachment: An integra-
tive overview. In J. A. Simpson & W. S. Rholes (Eds.), Attachment theory and close relationships (pp.
46-76). New York: Guilford Press.

Buss, D. M. (1988). The evolution of human intrasexual competition: Tactics of mate attraction. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 54, 616—628.

Buss, D. M. (1999). Evolutionary psychology. Boston: Allyn & Bacon.

Buss, D. M., & Barnes, M. (1986). Preferences in human mate selection. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 50, 559-570.

Buss, D. M., & Schmitt, D. P. (1993). Sexual strategies theory: An evolutionary perspective on human mating,
Psychological Review, 100, 204-232.

Buss, D. M., Shackelford, T. K., Kirkpatrick, L. A., & Larsen, R. J. (2001). A half century of mate preferences:
The cultural evolution of values. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 63, 491-503.

Campbell, L., Lackenbauer, S. D., & Muise, A. (2006). When is being known or adored by romantic partners
most beneficial? Self-perceptions, relationship length, and response to verifying and enhancing apprais-
als. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 32, 1283-1294.

Cassidy, ]., & Shaver, P. R. (Eds.). (1999). Handbook of attachment: Theory, research, and clinical applications.
New York: Guilford Press.

Chambliss, W. J. (1965). The selection of friends. Social Forces, 43, 370-380.

Chartrand, T. L., & Bargh, J. A. (1999). The chameleon effect: The perception-behavior link and social interac-
tion. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 76, 893-910.

Cherlin, A. (2004). The deinstitutionalization of American marriage. Journal of Marriage and Family, 66,
848-861.

Clark, C. L., Shaver, P. R., & Abrahams, M. F. (1999). Strategic behaviors in romantic relationship initiation.
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 25, T07-720.



HAVE WE MET BEFORE?

Collins, N. L., & Read, S. J. (1990). Adult attachment, working models, and relationship quality in dating
couples. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 58, 644—663.

Condon, J. W,, & Crano, W. D. (1988). Inferred evaluation and the relation between attitude similarity and
interpersonal attraction. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 54, 7T89-797.

Coontz, S. (2004). The world historical transformation of marriage. Journal of Marriage and Family, 66,
974-979.

Coontz, S. (2005). Marriage, a history. New York: Viking,

Cosmides, L., & Tooby, J. (1992). Cognitive adaptations for social exchange. In J. H. Barkow, L. Cosmides, & J.
Tooby (Eds.), The adapted mind: Evolutionary psychology and the generation of culture (pp. 163-228).
New York: Oxford University Press.

Cunningham, M. R. (1989). Reactions to heterosexual opening gambits: Female selectivity and male respon-
siveness. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 15, 27-41.

Curtis, R. C., & Miller, K. (1986). Believing another likes or dislikes you: Behaviors making the beliefs come
true. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 51, 284-290.

Davis, M. S. (1973). Intimate relations. New York: Free Press.

Degler, C. A. (1980). At odds: Women and the family in America from the revolution to the present. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Dion, K. K., Berscheid, E., & Walster, E. (1972). What is beautiful is good. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 24, 285-290.

Douglas, W. (1991). Expectations about initial interaction: An examination of the effects of global uncertainty.
Human Communication Research, 17, 355-384.

Downey, G., Freitas, A. L., Michaelis, B., & Khouri, H. (1998). The self-fulfilling prophecy in close relation-
ships: Rejection sensitivity and rejection by romantic partners. Journal of Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy, 75, 545-560.

Dutton, D. G., & Aron, A. P. (1974). Some evidence for heightened sexual attraction under conditions of high
anxiety. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 30, 510-517.

Ellis, B. J., & Kelley, H. H. (2000). The pairing game: A classroom demonstration of the matching phenom-
enon. Teaching of Psychology, 26, 119-121.

Figley, C. R. (1974). Tactical self-presentation in a dating decision-making context. Unpublished doctoral dis-
sertation, Pennsylvania State University.

Figley, C. R. (1979). Tactical self-presentation and interpersonal attraction. In M. Cook & G. Wilson (Eds.),
Love and attraction (pp. 91-99). Oxford: Pergamon Press.

Fitzgerald, F. S. (1925). The great Gatsby. New York: Scribner.

Fleming, K., & Fleming, A. T. (1975). The first time. New York: Simon & Schuster.

Fletcher, G. O., Tither, J. M., O’Loughlin, C., Friesen, M., & Overall, N. (2004). Warm and homely or cold
and beautiful? Sex differences in trading off traits in mate selection. Personality and Social Psychology
Bulletin, 30, 659-672.

Fowles, J. (2003). The journals: Vol. 1. 1949-1965. New York: Knopf.

Fraley, B., & Aron, A. (2004). The effect of a shared humorous experience on closeness in initial encounters.
Personal Relationships, 11, 61-78.

Gangestad, S. W., Garver-Apgar, C. E., Simpson, J. A., & Cousins, A. J. (2007). Changes in women’s mate pref-
erences across the ovulatory cycle. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 92, 151-163.

Goffman, E. (1959). The presentation of self in everyday life. Garden City, NY: Doubleday Anchor.

Gordon, R. A. (1996). Impact of ingratiation on judgments and evaluations: A meta-analytic investigation.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 71, 54-70.

Griffin, D., & Bartholomew, K. (1994). Models of the self and other: Fundamental dimensions underlying
measures of adult attachment. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 67, 430—445.

Hazan, C., & Shaver, P. (1987). Romantic love conceptualized as an attachment process. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 52, 511-524.

Hess, J. A., Fannin, A. D., & Pollom, L. H. (2007). Creating closeness: Discerning and measuring strategies for
fostering close relationships. Personal Relationships, 14, 25-44.

Homans, G. C. (1961). Social behavior: Its elementary forms (Rev. ed.). New York: Harcourt, Brace, & World.

Huston, T. L. (1972). From liking to affiliation: Empirical tests of a two-factor model of social choice. Unpub-
lished doctoral dissertation, State University of New York at Albany.

Huston, T. L. (1973). Ambiguity of acceptance, social desirability, and dating choice. Journal of Experimental
Social Psychology, 9, 32—42.

Huston, T. L. (1982, January). The Penn State PAIR Project Newsletter, 1, 1-4.

25



26

CARRIE A. BREDOW, RODNEY M. CATE, AND TED L. HUSTON

Huston, T. L., & Burgess, R. L. (1979). Social exchange in developing relationships. In R. L. Burgess & T. L.
Huston (Eds.), Social exchange and developing relationships (pp. 3-28). New York: Academic Press.

Huston, T. L., & Levinger, G. A. (1978). Interpersonal attraction and relationships. Annual Review of Psychol-
ogy, 29, 115-156.

Jones, E. E. (1964). Ingratiation. East Norwalk, CT: Appleton-Century-Croft.

Jones, E. E., & Pittman, T. S. (1982). Toward a general theory of strategic self-presentation. In J. Suls (Ed.),
Psychological perspectives on the self (Vol. 1, pp. 231-262). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Katz, J., & Beach, S. R. H. (2000). Looking for love? Self-verification and self-enhancement effects on initial
romantic attraction. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 26, 1476-1489.

Keelan, J. P, Dion, K. K., & Dion, K. L. (1998). Attachment style and relationship satisfaction: Test of a self-
disclosure explanation. Canadian Journal of Behavioural Science, 30, 24-35.

Kelley, H. H. (1979). Personal relationships: Their structures and processes. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum.

Kelley, H. H., Holmes, J. G., Kerr, N. L., Reis, H. T, Rusbult, C. E., & Van Lange, P. A. M. (2003). An atlas of
interpersonal situations. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Kenny, D. A., & La Voie, L. (1984). The social relations model. Advances in Experimental Social Psychology,
18, 142-182.

Kenrick, D. T., Sadalla, E. K., Groth, G., & Trost, M. R. (1990). Evolution, traits, and the stages of human
courtship: Qualifying the parental investment model. Journal of Personality, 58, 97-116.

Kerckhoff, A. C. (1974). The social context of interpersonal attraction. In. T. L. Huston (Ed.), Foundations of
interpersonal attraction (pp. 61-78). New York: Academic Press.

Kleinke, C. L., & Dean, G. O. (1990). Evaluation of men and women receiving positive and negative responses
with various acquaintance strategies. Journal of Social Behavior and Personality, 5, 369-371.

Knapp, M. L. (1984). Interpersonal communication and human relationships. Boston: Allyn & Bacon.

Lakin, J. L., Jefferis, V. E., Cheng, C. M., & Chartrand, T. L. (2003). The chameleon effect as social glue:
Evidence for the evolutionary significance of nonconscious mimicry. Journal of Nonverbal Behavior, 27,
145-162.

Langlois, J. H., Kalakanis, L., Rubenstein, A. J., Larson, A., Hallam, M., & Smoot, M. (2000). Maxims or myths
of beauty? A meta-analytic and theoretical review. Psychological Bulletin, 126, 390-423.

Laurenceau, |., Barrett, L. F., & Pietromonaco, P. R. (1998). Intimacy as an interpersonal process: The impor-
tance of self-disclosure, partner disclosure, and perceived partner responsiveness in interpersonal
exchanges. Journal of Personality & Social Psychology, 74, 1239-1251.

Leary, M. R. (2004). The sociometer, self-esteem, and the regulation of interpersonal behavior. In K. D. Vohs
& R. F. Baumeister (Eds.), Handbook of self-regulation: Research, theory, and applications (pp. 373—
391). New York: Guilford Press.

Lee, J. A. (1977). A typology of styles of loving. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 3, 173-182.

Lee, J. A. (1988). Love styles. In R. J. Sternberg & M. L. Barnes (Eds.), The psychology of love (pp. 38-67).
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Li, N., Bailey, M., Kenrick, D., & Linsenmeier, ]. (2002). The necessities and luxuries of mate preference: Test-
ing the tradeoffs. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 82, 947-955.

Li, N. P, & Kenrick, D. T. (2006). Sex similarities and differences in preferences for short-term mates: What,
whether, and why. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 90, 468—-489.

Little, A. C., Penton-Voak, I. S., Burt, M., & Perrett, D. I. (2002). Evolution and individual differences in the
perception of attractiveness: How cyclic hormonal changes and self-perceived attractiveness influence
male preferences for male faces. In G. Rhodes & L. A. Zebrowitz (Eds.), Facial attractiveness: Evolu-
tionary, cognitive, and social perspectives (pp. 59-90). Westport, CT: Ablex.

Livingston, R. W. (2001). What you see is what you get: Systematic variability in perceptual-based social judg-
ment. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 27, 1086-1096.

Luker, K. (1996). Dubious conceptions: The politics of teenage pregnancy. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer-
sity Press.

McCormick, N. B., & Jones, A. J. (1989). Gender differences in nonverbal flirting. Journal of Sex Education
and Therapy, 15, 271-282.

Mikulincer, M. (1998). Attachment working models and the sense of trust: An exploration of interaction goals
and affect regulation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 74, 1209-1224.

Mikulincer, M., & Goodman, G. S. (Eds.). (2006). Dynamics of romantic love: Attachment, caregiving, and
sex. New York: Guilford Press.

Mikulincer, M., & Horesh, N. (1999). Adult attachment style and perception of others: The role of projective
mechanisms. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 76, 1022-1034.



HAVE WE MET BEFORE?

Mikulincer, M., & Nachshon, O. (1991). Attachment styles and patterns of self-disclosure. Journal of Personal-
ity and Social Psychology, 61, 321-331.

Mongeau, P. A., & Carey, C. M. (1996). Who’s wooing whom II? An experimental investigation of date-initia-
tion and expectancy violation. Western Journal of Communication, 60, 195-213.

Murray, S. L., Holmes, J. G., & Griffin, D. W. (2003). Reflections on the self-fulfilling effects of positive illu-
sions. Psychological Inquiry, 14, 289-295.

Murstein, B. (1970). Stimulus-value-role: A theory of marital choice. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 32,
465-48]1.

Online Publishers Association. (2004, May 11). U.S. consumer spending for online content totals nearly $1.6 bil-
lion in 2003, according to Online Publishers Association report [Press release]. Online Publishers Asso-
ciation. Retrieved October 12, 2006, from http:/www.online-publishers.org/?pg=press&dt=051104

Park, L. E. (2007). Appearance-based rejection sensitivity: Implications for mental and physical health, affect,
and motivation. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 33, 490-504.

Parks, M. R. (2007). Personal relationships and personal networks. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Perper, T. (1985). Sex signs: The biology of love. Philadelphia: ISI Press.

Pinel, E. C, Long, A. E., Landau, M. J., Alexander, K., & Pyszczynski, T. (2006). Seeing I to I: A pathway to
interpersonal connectedness. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 90, 243-257.

Rusbult, C. E., & Van Lange, P. A. M. (2003). Interdependence, interaction, and relationships. Annual Review
of Psychology, 54, 351-375.

Saluter, A. F., & Lugaila, T. A. (1998). Marital status and living arrangements: March 1996 (Current Popula-
tion Reports, P20-496). Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau.

Schmitt, D. P., & Buss, D. M. (1996). Strategic self-promotion and competitor derogation: Sex and context
effects on the perceived effectiveness of mate attraction tactics. Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, 70, 1185-1204.

Schmitt, D. P., & Buss, D. M. (2001). Human mate poaching: Tactics and temptations for infiltrating existing
mateships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 80, 894-917.

Shackelford, T. K., Schmitt, D. P., & Buss, D. M. (2005). Universal dimensions of human mate preferences.
Personality and Individual Differences, 39, 447-458.

Shanteau, J., & Nagy, G. (1976). Decisions made about other people: A human judgment analysis of dating
choice. In J. Carroll & J. Payne (Eds.), Cognition and social behavior (pp. 221-242). Hillsdale, NJ: Law-
rence Erlbaum.

Shanteau, J., & Nagy, G. F. (1979). Probability of acceptance in dating choice. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 37, 522—533.

Shaver, P., Hazan, C., & Bradshaw, D. (1988). Love as attachment. In R. ]. Sternberg & M. L. Barnes (Eds.),
The psychology of love (pp. 68-99). New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Shaver, P., & Mikulincer, M. (2006). Attachment theory, individual psychodynamics, and relationship func-
tioning. In A. Vangelisti & D. Perlman (Eds.), The Cambridge handbook of personal relationships (pp.
251-271). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Simpson, J. A., & Gangestad, S. W. (1991). Individual differences in sociosexuality: Evidence for convergent
and discriminant validity. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 60, ST0-883.

Simpson, J. A., & Gangestad, S. W. (1992). Sociosexuality and romantic partner choice. Journal of Personality,
60, 31-51.

Snyder, M., Berscheid, E., & Glick, P. (1985). Focusing on the exterior and the interior: Two investigations of
the initiation of personal relationships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 48, 1427-1439.

Snyder, M., Tanke, E. D., & Berscheid, E. (1977). Social perception and interpersonal behavior: On the self-
fulfilling nature of social stereotypes. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 35, 656—666.

Swann, W. B., Jr., De La Ronde, C., & Hixon, G. (1994). Authenticity and positivity strivings in marriage and
courtship. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 66, 857-869.

Swann, W. B., Jr., Griffin, J. ., Jr., Predmore, S. C., & Gaines, B. (1987). The cognitive-affective crossfire:
When self-consistency confronts self-enhancement. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 52,
881-889.

Swann, W. B., Jr., Pelham, B. W., & Krull, D. S. (1989). Agreeable fancy or disagreeable truth? Reconciling self-
enhancement and self-verification. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 57, 782-T91.

Thibaut, J., & Kelley, H. (1959). The social psychology of groups. New York: Wiley.

Trillin, C. (2006). About Alice. New York: Random House.

Turner, F. (1985). John Muir: Rediscovering America. New York: Perseus.

U.S. Census Bureau. (2003). Estimated median age at first marriage, by sex: 1980 to present. Retrieved July
13, 2007, from http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/hh-fam.html

27



28

CARRIE A. BREDOW, RODNEY M. CATE, AND TED L. HUSTON

Vonk, R. (2002). Self-serving interpretations of flattery: Why ingratiation works. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 82, 515-526.

Vorauer, |. D., Cameron, J. ., Holmes, ]. G., & Pearce, D. G. (2003). Invisible overtures: Fears of rejection and
the signal amplification bias. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 84, 793-812.

Vorauer, |. D., & Ratner, R. K. (1996). Who'’s going to make the first move? Pluralistic ignorance as an impedi-
ment to relationship formation. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 13, 483-506.

Wiederman, M. W., & Dubois, S. L. (1998). Evolution and sex differences in preferences for short-term mates:
Results from a policy capturing study. Evolution and Human Behavior, 19, 153-170.

White, G. L., Fishbein, S., & Rutstin, ]. (1981). Passionate love: The misattribution of arousal. Journal of Per-
sonality and Social Psychology, 41, 56—62.

Wolfenstein, M., & Leites, N. (1950). Movies: A psychological study. Glencoe, IL: Free Press.

Worthy, M., Gary, A. L., & Kahn, G. M. (1969). Self-disclosure as an exchange process. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 13, 59—63.



Friendship Formation

BEVERLEY FEHR

Yes™ m, old friends is always best, less you can catch a new one that’s fit to make an old one out of.
—Sarah Orne Jewett

he basic question to be addressed in this chapter is, how do people “catch” new friends?

Research to address this question is somewhat limited, given that, as the present volume

attests, relationship initiation research has overwhelmingly targeted romantic relationships.
Friendship is still branded as the “under-studied” relationship (Rawlins, 1992), which may, in part,
reflect the greater importance granted to romantic and familial relationships in our society (see e.g.,
Fehr & Harasymchuk, 2005). Interestingly, however, when people are asked what gives their lives
happiness, joy, and meaning, friendships are near the top, or at the top, of the list (see Fehr, 1996, for
areview). These perceptions are corroborated by research on daily experiences. Larson and Bradney
(1988), for example, tracked the day-to-day interactions of teenagers and adults and found that the
greatest enjoyment and excitement were reported when in the presence of friends—more so than
when alone or in the presence of spouse or family. Given how important {riendships actually are in
people’s lives, it becomes critical to understand how people form this kind of relationship.

As will be seen, friendship formation is a complex process in which a number of factors must con-
verge. I will focus on four major factors identified in the literature: environmental factors, situational
factors, individual factors, and, finally, dyadic factors. Each of these will be discussed, along with
supporting research, followed by research that has examined these factors in conjunction. The chap-
ter ends with a consideration of future directions as well as speculation on the state of friendship ini-
tiation research, including whether extant work points to a “grand model” of friendship formation.

Before delving into how friendships are formed, it is necessary to define what friendship is.
Although relationships scholars have yet to agree on a specific definition, there is consensus that
friendship is, first and foremost, a type of relationship. According to Allan (1989),

“[Flriend” is not just a categorical label, like “colleague” or “cousin,” indicating the social position
of each individual relative to the other. Rather it is a relational term which signifies something
about the quality and character of the relationship involved. (p. 16)

Exactly what qualities and characteristics should be included in definitions of {riendship remains
a matter of debate. However, some common themes that can be extracted from extant definitions
include the following: Friendship is a voluntary, personal relationship, characterized by equality and
mutual involvement, reciprocal liking, self-disclosure, and the provision of various kinds of support
(see Fehr, 1996, for a review). Friendships in the early, formative stages—the focus of the present
chapter—are not likely to instantiate all of the aforementioned characteristics. For example, as will
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be discussed later in this chapter, research has shown that self-disclosure tends to be more super-
ficial and circumscribed in acquaintanceships and newly formed friendships than in close or best
friendships (see, e.g., Altman & Taylor, 1973; Knapp, Ellis, & Williams, 1980). Newly formed friend-
ships are not likely to entail high levels of mutual assistance and emotional support. On the other
hand, qualities such as voluntariness, reciprocal liking, and equality are likely to be evident even in
nascent friendships. The focus of the present chapter is on these budding relationships. More specifi-
cally, the purpose is to examine the factors that promote the formation of friendships.

ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS

It has been assumed that a prerequisite for the development of friendships is that the two people
must be brought into contact with one another through physical proximity or propinquity. First, 1
will examine the larger environmental context, namely, whether greater or lesser population density
is more conducive to friendship formation. The focus will then narrow to an examination of the
effects of residential proximity and proximity in workplace and school settings. As will be seen, there
is considerable evidence that people who inhabit the same physical space are more likely to become
friends than those who do not. However, the current availability of computer-mediated communica-
tion (CMC) calls into question whether physical proximity is still a necessary condition for friendship
development. This issue will be discussed, along with the findings of studies investigating friendship
formation over the Internet. The section will end with an examination of the role of social networks
in friendship formation.

Population Density

A commonly held stereotype is that urban dwellers are less friendly than their rural counterparts.
Does living in a large city actually impede the formation of friendships? Some researchers have
found that adults living in urban areas have more friends than their rural counterparts (Fischer,
1982) and that teenagers living in urban areas actually report more friends, particularly neighbor-
hood friends, than those living in less densely populated suburbs (Van Vliet, 1981). Others have
found just the opposite. For example, Oppong, Ironside, and Kennedy (1988) found that people in
small towns reported more friendships than people in big cities. Similar findings were obtained in
a study conducted in France (Moser, Legendre, & Ratiu, 2003). These researchers compared the
friendships of adults living in central Paris, the suburbs of Paris, and a smaller provincial city. The
small-city residents reported significantly more friendships (M = 8.13) than the large-city and subur-
ban residents (M = 7.53 and 6.80, respectively; the latter did not differ significantly).

To present a final study, Franck (1980) tracked the friendship patterns of students who moved
to either a large city or a small town to attend graduate school and found that it took longer to make
friends in the city. Specifically, within 2 months of their arrival, students who had moved to a city
reported an average of 3.51 friends compared to 6.32 reported by the small-town group. Those who
moved to a city also reported that they found their new environment difficult for friendship forma-
tion. However, when interviewed 7 or 8§ months later, both groups named approximately the same
number of friends (M = 5.34 for the city group, and M = 5.12 for the small-town group).

These conflicting sets of findings make it difficult to draw clear conclusions about the effects of
urban versus nonurban settings on friendship formation. Part of the difficulty is that studies vary in
terms of whether participants are asked to report on friends in general, close friends, neighborhood
friends, and so on. In addition, urban environments have been compared to a number of different
targets: suburbs, small cities, small towns, or rural areas. These are obviously not equivalent. It may
also be the case that it is not an urban versus nonurban setting, per se, that influences friendship
formation, but rather the opportunities for friendship formation that are present in each of these
settings. For example, cities may be more conducive to friendship formation because of the greater
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pool of potential friendship choices and enhanced opportunities for informal interaction (see Creek-
more, 1985). Consistent with this view, Dugan and Kivett (1998) found that among retired adults,
urban dwellers had more frequent contact with friends than those living in rural areas. Presumably,
the availability of public transportation made it easier for city folks to see their friends. On the other
hand, Moser et al. (2003) found that for those in the workforce, living in a city reduced opportunities
for friendship formation because of the time spent commuting to and from work.

Thus, it would appear that whether one lives in a more or less densely populated area has little
direct effect on the formation of friendships. What seems critical is whether there are opportunities
for friendship formation in a given setting and whether people are able to take advantage of them.
Population density can facilitate friendship formation because of the greater availability of potential
friends, easier access to friends afforded by public transportation, and so on. On the other hand, it
may take more time to commute to a friend’s house in a large city than in a small town. For those in
the workforce, opportunities for interaction with friends may be limited because of time spent com-
muting to and from work. Thus, situational factors (e.g., distance to a friend’s house or availability
of transportation) and life stage factors (e.g., retired versus in the workforce) seem to play a role in
determining whether population density is a hindrance or a help.

Residential Proximity

In a classic study, Festinger, Schachter, and Back (1950) documented the important role of residen-
tial proximity in friendship formation. They asked residents of a married student housing complex
to name the three people in the complex with whom they socialized most. Two thirds of the people
named lived in the same building, and two thirds of these people lived on the same floor. The person
next door was named most frequently, followed by the person who lived two doors down, and so on.
Festinger and colleagues (1950) also discovered that people on different floors were much less likely
to become friends than those who lived on the same floor—even if the distance between them was
the same. To account for this phenomenon, the researchers coined the term functional distance,
meaning that the probability of two people interacting is a function of both the design of the envi-
ronment and the actual physical distance.

Similar findings have been reported in other studies of student residences. For example, in a lon-
gitudinal investigation of friendship formation among new university students, Hays (1985) found that
the physical distance between the students’ residences (ranging from dormitory residence to living
across town) was inversely related to friendship development. In the same vein, Holahan and colleagues
(Holahan & Wilcox, 1978; Holahan, Wilcox, Burnam, & Culler, 1978) found that students living in
high-rise megadormitories reported greater dissatisfaction with opportunities for friendship formation
than students living in smaller, low-rise dormitories. In high-rise dormitories, those who lived on lower
floors—the floors that are most accessible—reported a greater number of dormitory-based friendships
than those living on middle or upper floors (Holahan & Wilcox; Holahan et al., 1978).

A number of studies have documented that friendship formation within dormitories is linked
to room proximity; the closer two people’s dormitory rooms are, the greater the probability that
they will become friends (e.g., Cadiz Menne & Sinnett, 1971; Caplow & Forman, 1950). Griffin
and Sparks (1990) found that, at least among men, having been college roommates—an instance
of extreme residential proximity—predicted friendship closeness 4 years later (when they were no
longer attending college).

The effects of residential proximity have also been documented in nonuniversity settings. For
example, in a study conducted in Taiwan, Tsai (2006) found that residential proximity was the most
important predictor of contact with close others. However, people’s resources also played a role. For
example, those with less education and lower income (referred to as status resources) were more
likely to report that their closest relationships were with local residents compared to those who were
better educated and more affluent. Presumably, those with greater resources had the means to main-
tain ties with those who lived farther away.
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Finally, there is also evidence of proximity effects within residential dwellings. Ebbesen, Kjos,
and Konecni (1976) found that residents of a condominium complex in California were more likely
to become friends (and, incidentally, enemies) with those who lived closest to them. In fact, in one
study of residents of a public housing project, it was found that 88% of people’s best friends in the
complex lived in the same building; nearly half lived on the same floor (Nahemow & Lawton, 1975).
Proximity was an especially important variable in friendship formation between dissimilar people.
In the words of the authors, “[F]riendships between people of different ages and races existed almost
exclusively among those who lived very close to one another. These people resided on the same floor
70% of the time” (Nahemow & Lawton, 1975, p. 210).

Workplace and School Settings

The workplace is another important setting for the formation of friendships (e.g., Riordan & Grif-
feth, 1995; Roberto & Scott, 1987; Shulman, 1975). More than 30 years ago, nearly 1,000 men living
in the Detroit area were asked about the source of their closest friendships (Fischer et al., 1977,
Fischer & Phillips, 1982). The largest percentage of friendships were made at work (26%), followed
by the neighborhood (23%). Other categories included childhood and juvenile friends (20%), kinship
(7%), and voluntary organizations (7%). The workplace and neighborhood were especially important
in the formation of new friendships: 79% of these men’s most recent friendship ties were formed
there, compared to 35% of their longest ties.

The role of the workplace in the formation of women’s friendships has received less attention.
It has been suggested that for women who do not work outside of the home, the neighborhood may
play a role analogous to the workplace for men (O’Connor, 1992). Indeed, some studies have found
evidence of neighborhood-based friendships among women (e.g., Jerrome, 1984), although others
have not (Oliker, 1989). For employed women with family responsibilities, the demands of work and
domestic duties tend to inhibit the development of workplace friendships (e.g., Allan, 1989; Wellman,
1985). For example, women may use their lunch hour to run household errands rather than socialize
with coworkers. An exception may be divorced women. One study found that among divorced moth-
ers, the workplace was second only to kin as a source of relationships (Leslie & Grady, 1985).

Proximity is also important within workplace or school settings. In a classic study, Segal (1974)
examined the friendship choices of state police trainees who were assigned to dormitory rooms and
classroom seats alphabetically by surname. Friendships were most likely to form between those
whose surnames began with the same, or a nearby, letter of the alphabet. In a conceptually similar
study, Skyes (1983) observed the interaction patterns of naval apprentice trainees who lived together
over a 2-week period. The best predictor of who was chosen as a conversation partner during unstruc-
tured free time was past membership in the same recruit company. Thus, these men preferred to
interact with someone who was familiar to them (the importance of familiarity is discussed in greater
detail in a later section), even though pretest measures showed that they had not been close friends
in their earlier, shared environment. The second best predictor was current proximity: Those whose
bunks were close together and who sat near one another in their classroom were most likely to spend
time talking together.

Proximity effects also have been documented in research on children’s friendships. For example,
children are more likely to nominate classmates as close friends than nonclassmates (see Gifford-
Smith & Brownell, 2003, for a review; see Foster, 2005, for similar findings with university students).
The physical structure of the classroom environment also influences friendship formation. In tra-
ditionally organized classrooms, children are less likely to form friendships than in less traditional,
more open classrooms (see Gifford-Smith & Brownell, 2003). Within classrooms, various grouping
arrangements bring children into greater contact with some classmates than others, and this also
affects friendship formation. For example, Kubitschek and Hallinan (1998) explored the implications
of tracking—grouping students in terms of academic ability—for friendship formation. Tracking
was found to influence the formation of friendships through the processes of propinquity, similarity,
and status. For example, students in the same track were more likely to have frequent contact with
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one another. There was also evidence that being in the same track led to perceptions of similarity.
Finally, children in higher status tracks were more likely to be sought out for friendships than chil-
dren in lower status tracks. The authors pointed out that “students have no control over which other
students will be in their classroom. Through the effects of propinquity, similarity, and status caused
by placement, however, these involuntary classroom associations lead to voluntary positive sentiment
relations” (p. 13). Related research has shown that if classroom groupings are competitive and ability
based, children’s friendships will form on the basis of similar ability. If groupings are cooperative and
interest based, children will form friendships based on shared interests (see review by Gifford-Smith
& Brownell, 2003).

What is it about workplace and school settings that promotes friendship formation? First, these
settings provide opportunities for contact. The greater the amount of contact that is afforded by the
environment, the greater the likelihood of friendship formation. Second, as Fine (1986) documented
in his research on restaurants as work settings, many tasks require, or even encourage, friendly coop-
erative behaviors between coworkers. Thus, to the extent that the work or school environment fosters
interaction, noncompetitiveness, and interdependence, friendships will be more likely to form (e.g.,
Aronson & Bridgeman, 1979; Farrell, 1986). Consistent with this notion, Parker (1964) found that
women and men in service occupations (e.g., child care and social services) were more likely to have
friends in the same line of work than were businesspeople.

Making Friends Online

The research discussed so far demonstrates the importance of proximity—residential, workplace, or
classroom—in promoting the formation of friendships. However, computer-mediated communica-
tion has opened up a world of new possibilities for friendship formation in the absence of physical
proximity. How effective and important an avenue is CMC for the development of friendships? Has
CMC replaced face-to-face contact as the primary medium for friendship formation? Unfortunately,
research on these questions is relatively sparse. There is an increasing body of literature on online
relationships, but most of these investigations have focused on the formation of romantic relation-
ships (see reviews by McKenna, this volume; McKenna & Bargh, 2000; Sprecher, Schwartz, Harvey,
& Hatfield, this volume). Studies on friendship have tended to examine the quality of online friend-
ships (e.g., intimacy, satisfaction, and trust) rather than their formation (e.g., Chan & Cheng, 2004;
Cheng, Chan, & Tong, 2006; Henderson & Gilding, 2004; Hu, Wood, Smith, & Westbrook, 2004).
There are a few exceptions. In a study of why people join virtual communities, Ridings and Gefen
(2004) asked members of bulletin board groups to respond to the question “Why did you join this
virtual community?” The responses given included information exchange, followed by “to make
friends,” exchange of social support, and so on. Moreover, the frequency with which these responses
were given varied, depending on the nature of the virtual community. For example, “making friends”
was not a prominent reason for joining health and professional groups, but it ranked second for inter-
est, pet, and recreation groups. (Exchange of information was the most common reason given by
these groups.) McCown, Fischer, Page, and Homant (2001) administered a questionnaire to a small
group of undergraduate students who reported having used the Internet as a way of meeting people.
Eighty percent of the participants had formed casual or friendly relationships through the Internet,
whereas only 6% reported that they had formed romantic or intimate relationships. Approximately
one third of the participants subsequently made offline contact (e.g., telephone conversations or a
face-to-face meeting). In their study of Internet newsgroups, McKenna, Green and Gleason (2002)
found that half to two-thirds of their sample reported having made some form of off-line contact.
Other researchers have focused on identifying the profile of individuals most likely to rely on
CMC for friendship formation. The hypothesis most commonly tested is whether those who are
lonely, low in self-esteem, or lacking in social skills are likely to form friendships over the Internet.
There is some support for this hypothesis, although the findings are mixed. Donchi and Moore
(2004) found that among high school and university students, a greater number of online friendships
was associated with lower self-esteem and loneliness, but only for male participants. Female par-

33



34

BEVERLEY FEHR

ticipants showed the opposite pattern. Interestingly, for both genders, a greater number of face-to-
face friendships was associated with higher self-esteem and less loneliness. Morahan-Martin and
Schumacher (2003) found that lonely undergraduates spent more hours on the Internet, including
using e-mail, than nonlonely participants. Lonely users were more likely than nonlonely ones to
report using the Internet to meet new people and to interact with others with similar interests. They
claimed that going online had made it easier for them to make friends, that they had a network of
online friends, and that most of their friends were online. Lonely users also reported that they had
more fun with their online than their offline friends. The researchers concluded that the anonym-
ity and lack of face-to-face communication in online interactions may decrease self-consciousness
and social anxiety, which can facilitate the formation of online friendships (see McKenna & Bargh,
2000, for a similar argument). However, they also cautioned that normal social functioning may
be compromised when social needs are met exclusively through the Internet. Consistent with this
cautionary note, Caplan (2005) found that individuals who lacked self-presentation skills preferred
online interaction to face-to-face interaction. Moreover, the preference for online interaction was
correlated with negative outcomes such as compulsive Internet use.

Other researchers have found that those who are socially competent are more likely to form
online friendships, presumably because the Internet offers another domain in which to employ their
social skills (e.g., Tyler, 2002). For example, based on their research, McCown and colleagues (2001)
concluded that “people who use the Internet to meet people tend to be socially skilled—having
strong verbal skills, demonstrating empathy for others, and enjoying close, genuine relationships” (p.
595). Similarly, Peter, Valkenburg, and Schouten (2005) found that in a sample of adolescents, extro-
verts communicated online more frequently than did introverts. Extroverts also engaged in greater
self-disclosure, thereby facilitating the formation of online friendships. Introversion was negatively
correlated with frequency of online communication in this study. The exception was introverts who
reported that they used the Internet to compensate for social skills deficits—these participants were
more likely to form friendships online than introverts who were not motivated to compensate for
skills deficits (Peter et al., 2005).

In summary, the small number of studies, coupled with conflicting sets of findings, make it difficult
to draw clear conclusions about the role of the Internet in friendship formation. There is some evidence
that the “rich get richer” in the sense that the Internet provides socially competent individuals with yet
another arena in which to exercise their friendship-making skills. For those who are socially isolated
or lacking social competencies, it is not clear whether CMC facilitates or impedes friendship forma-
tion. CMC could be construed as a less threatening venue in which social skills can be practiced and
rehearsed, thereby providing preparation for face-to-face encounters. On the other hand, CMC may
inhibit socially isolated individuals from making the effort to initiate “real-world” friendships. What is
clear is that computer-mediated communication is offering another venue for friendship formation—
one that may not involve any face-to-face proximity. As Adams (1998) pointed out, one implication is
that theories of friendship formation “need to be freed conceptually from grounding in face-to-face
contexts so that they can be applied equally as productively to non-proximate contexts” (p. 176).

Social Networks

When people are asked how they met their current friends, a common response is “through other
friends and relatives” (Parks & Eggert, 1991; see also Roberto & Scott, 1987; Shulman, 1975). Accord-
ing to Parks and Eggert, an important variable in predicting friendship formation is communication
network proximity. As the authors put it, “I am more likely to meet the friends of those who are
already my friends than to meet the friends of those who are not already my friends” (p. 6). These
researchers predicted that pairs of friends would already have been connected through network
proximity prior to actually meeting one another. To test this, they had high school and university
students nominate a same-sex friend and then list their friend’s 12 closest network members. Next,
participants were asked to indicate how many of these network members they had met before ever
meeting their friend. Approximately two thirds of the participants had been acquainted with at least
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one person in their friend’s network prior to meeting their friend. Nearly half (47.3%) had prior con-
tact with one to three members. The converse is also true; Salzinger (1982) found that people who
were in a social network that did not have many connections to other networks had fewer friends.

Social networks also influence friendship formation through members’ reactions to friendship
choices. In one study, high school students were asked to report on the extent to which their own and
their friend’s network of family and friends supported the friendship (see Parks & Eggert, 1991). As
expected, friendship development was positively correlated with the perceived level of support from
these networks. Even adults’ friendship choices are governed by the reactions of network members
(Allan, 1989). For example, one’s romantic partner may discourage the formation of a particular
cross-sex friendship. As Allan put it, “[Platterns of existing ties can push the individual toward some
relationships ... while more or less subtly discouraging participation in others” (p. 44). Thus, not
only are social networks sources of potential friends, but they also influence which friendship ties
are most likely to be cultivated.

In summary, a number of environmental factors affect the formation of friendships, including popu-
lation density; residential, workplace, and school proximity; as well as social network influences. So far,
there is little evidence that computer-mediated communication is supplanting face-to-face contact as a
source of friendships. As long as people rub shoulders with neighbors, coworkers, classmates, and the
like, it seems likely that physical proximity will continue to be important in facilitating friendships.

SITUATIONAL FACTORS

The role of serendipity in the formation of relationships is generally not acknowledged. However,
there are a number of “chance” factors that influence whether or not friendships are formed. For
example, as will be seen, a friendship will not develop unless both individuals happen to be available
for this kind of relationship. A number of other situational factors also play a role in friendship for-
mation. These include the probability of future interaction, the frequency of exposure to a potential
friend, and whether the other person has some control over one’s outcomes.

Probability of Future Interaction

When two people are engaged in an interaction, they usually know whether it is likely to be a onetime
occurrence (e.g., a conversation with a fellow passenger on an airplane) or whether their interactions
will be ongoing (e.g., a conversation with a new colleague). Does the expectation of future interac-
tion influence friendship formation? To find out, Darley and Berscheid (1967) presented female
participants with neutral information about two female students. They were led to believe that they
would be engaging in an intimate conversation with one of the students. Consistent with predictions,
participants reported greater liking for the person with whom they expected to interact.

In other classic research, participants were led to expect, or not to expect (depending on the
condition), future encounters with an interaction partner (Tyler & Sears, 1977). Pleasant, likable
interaction partners were evaluated positively, regardless of the probability of future interaction.
However, those who were not as likable were perceived more positively when future interaction
was anticipated than when it was not. Subsequent studies have shown that when we expect to have
ongoing interactions with another person, we accentuate the positive and downplay the negative to
increase the probability that our future encounters will be smooth and enjoyable (Knight & Val-
lacher, 1981; Lassiter & Briggs, 1990; Miller & Marks, 1982).

Frequency of Exposure and Familiarity

As just discussed, if we anticipate future interactions with a person, we evaluate him or her more
positively than if we do not. A question that follows is, does the frequency of interactions actually
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influence friendship formation? According to Zajonc’s (1968) seminal studies on the mere exposure
effect, the answer is yes. The more often we come in contact with another person, the more we like
him or her. Indeed, hundreds of studies have shown that the greater our exposure to another person
(or even a photograph), the greater our attraction—even if no interaction actually takes place (see
review by Bornstein, 1989; see also Bornstein & D’Agostino, 1992). However, there are some limit-
ing conditions. For example, if we initially dislike someone, repeated exposure can actually lead to
less, rather than more, liking (Perlman & Oskamp, 1971).

Research on children’s friendships confirms the role of familiarity in friendship formation.
For example, there is evidence that children are more likely to form friendships with classmates
whom they have previously encountered in another class (see Gifford-Smith & Brownell, 2001, for
a review).

Outcome Dependency

Another situational variable that influences friendship formation is outcome dependency—namely,
whether another person is in a position to reward or punish us (Berscheid & Graziano, 1979). The
classic study in this area, conducted by Berscheid and colleagues (Berscheid, Graziano, Monson,
& Dermer, 1976), focused on attraction to potential romantic partners, although the findings are
applicable to friendships. These researchers conducted an experiment in which participants watched
a videotape of three people having a discussion. Some participants were led to believe that they
would be dating one of the individuals in the videotape for a period of 5 weeks. Others were told
that they would date the target person once. Still others did not expect to date any of the people on
the videotape. Consistent with predictions, attraction and liking increased as outcome dependency
increased. In other words, participants who expected that the target individual would affect their
lives for the next 5 weeks evaluated the person most positively, followed by those who expected to
have only one date, with the least positive ratings assigned by those who did not expect to date any
of the target individuals.

More recently, Sunnafrank and Ramirez (2004) developed a model labeled predicted outcome
value theory in which the central assumption is that people seek to maximize their outcomes. Con-
sequently, they pursue relationships that promise to be most rewarding and restrict the develop-
ment of relationships with lower reward potential. Moreover, it is posited that decisions about the
rewardingness of potential relationships are made very quickly—often in the beginning moments
of an encounter. To test these hypotheses, the researchers had participants engage in a short “get-
acquainted” interaction with a same-sex classmate. To assess predicted outcome value, participants
were asked to forecast how positive a future relationship with their interaction partner would be.
As hypothesized, predicted outcome value was positively associated with proximity in the classroom
(i.e., choosing a desk close to that of the interaction partner), continued communication with the
partner over the semester, long-term attraction, and friendship development. These findings suggest
that laboratory-based demonstrations of outcome dependency leading to greater liking or attraction
actually translate into “real-world” friendship formation.

Availability

The research presented so far suggests that we are likely to form a friendship with another person
if we expect to have ongoing interactions, if there is frequent contact, and if we are dependent on
the other person for our outcomes. Yet, these factors do not ensure that a friendship will develop. A
pivotal situational variable that comes into play is whether both individuals are available for a friend-
ship—in other words, whether each person has room in his or her life for a new friendship, given
each person’s preexisting relationships and commitments. According to Berg and Clark (1986), judg-
ments of availability include assessments of accessibility as well as assessments of one’s other com-
mitments and alternatives. The former entails judgments about whether there will be opportunities
for frequent interacting and engaging in activities together. With regard to the latter, if we already
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have a full store of friendships or have other time-consuming commitments (e.g., family, work, or
studies), we will be less available for new friendships.

Although the role of availability has not received much empirical examination, interview data
support the idea that people’s level of availability influences the formation of friendships. For exam-
ple, the middle-aged women interviewed by Gouldner and Strong (1987) reported that there were
practical limitations on the number of friendships they could form (see also Allan, 1989). An individ-
ual’s “friendship budget” depended on how many new friends were desired as well as how many new
friendships she thought could be maintained, given the demands of work and family. These kinds of
constraints on friendships prompted Brenton’s (1974) wry observation that “the graveyard of social
relationships is littered with the bones of friendships that might have been” (p. 61).

In short, a friendship will not develop unless a number of situational factors are favorably aligned.
However, the convergence of situational factors alone does not guarantee friendship formation. As
discussed next, the individuals involved must possess the kinds of characteristics that are considered
desirable in a friend.

INDIVIDUAL FACTORS

People obviously do not pursue friendships with everyone they meet. In determining which acquain-
tanceships will develop into friendships and which will remain acquaintanceships, another class
of variables must be considered, namely, individual-level factors. Interestingly, friendship selection
appears to be a two-stage process. The first is an exclusion process in which undesirable candidates
are eliminated from the pool of possibilities (Rodin, 1982). The second stage is an inclusion process
that entails deciding which candidates meet one’s friendship criteria. As shall be seen, people who
possess particular characteristics (e.g., attractiveness and social skills) are more likely to be selected
as friends than those who do not.

Exclusion Criteria: Deciding Who We Do Not Want as a Friend

According to Rodin (1982), exclusion judgments precede inclusion judgments; we decide who we do
not want as a friend before deciding who we do want. Rodin identified two kinds of exclusion crite-
ria: dislike and disregard. As she pointed out, “We never like people who meet our dislike criteria
regardless of what likable qualities they may also possess” (Rodin, p. 32). In fact, judgments about
liking and disliking are asymmetrical. People may attribute likable qualities to disliked people (e.g.,
we might admit that a disliked colleague has a good sense of humor), but they do not attribute dis-
liked qualities to people who are liked (e.g., we would not describe a liked colleague as obnoxious).
According to this view, if an acquaintance exhibits qualities that we dislike, he or she is immediately
stricken from the list of potential friends.

The other exclusion criterion is disregard. In this case, people are eliminated from the friendship
pool, not because they are disliked, but because they are judged to be unsuitable friendship candi-
dates. People may be disregarded because of their race, education level, age, physical attractiveness,
manner of dress, and so on. Rodin (1982) suggested that we use disregard criteria because they
“enable us to operate on actuarial or ‘best guess’ strategies so that our energy and attention are not
expended {ruitlessly on people we are unlikely to like” (p. 37).

Although it is difficult to test these ideas empirically, interview data are consistent with Rodin’s
(1982) model. For example, Gouldner and Strong (1987) found evidence of the use of dislike and
disregard criteria to narrow down the set of possible friends. More specifically, the women they
interviewed reported that they had disregarded potential friends on the basis of dissimilarity of race,
education, mode of dress, and, especially, age.

More recent theorizing and research provide insight into how the process of exclusion “works” in
thwarting the formation of relationships. According to Denrell’s (2005) experience sampling model,
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once a negative impression of a person has been formed, the probability of future contact (further
“experience sampling”) is reduced. Consequently, false initial impressions are unlikely to be cor-
rected. On the other hand, positive first impressions increase the probability of future contact, with
the result that first impressions are ultimately confirmed or disconfirmed. In an empirical test of
these predictions, Denrell (2005) provided participants with information about the friendliness of a
hypothetical fellow student, ranging from much unfriendlier than other students on campus to much
friendlier than other students. Next, they were asked whether they would want to initiate a conver-
sation with the student, invite the student out for coffee, and so on. Participants were less likely to
desire future interaction when their initial impression was negative rather than positive (see Shaw &
Steers, 1996, for a conceptually similar study).

Inclusion Criteria: Deciding Who We Want as a Friend

Once the candidates who are judged as unsuitable have been culled, the focus shifts to inclusion
criteria, namely, whether the person in question possesses qualities that we desire in a friend. Of
course, this is a two-way process—not only do we assess whether a potential friend has desirable
qualities, but the other person also assesses whether he or she perceives those same qualities in
us. There are a number of characteristics that are associated with friendship desirability, including
physical attractiveness, social skills, and responsiveness.

Physical Attractiveness Although physical attractiveness plays a greater role in the selection of
romantic partners than friends (e.g., Shaw & Steers, 1996), there is considerable evidence that attrac-
tiveness matters in the formation of same- and other-sex friendships (e.g., Friedman, Riggio, & Casella,
1988; Patzer, 1985). Interestingly, these effects have even been observed in children’s friendships. In
a classic study, Dion, Berscheid, and Walster (now Hatfield) (1972) found that among nursery school
children, the most physically attractive children also were the most popular. Similarly, Kleck, Richard-
son, and Ronald (1974) found that the friendship choices of children after 2 weeks of intensive social
interaction were strongly related to physical attractiveness. A recent meta-analysis confirms that among
both adults and children, facial attractiveness is correlated with popularity (Langlois et al., 2000).

Why do we want to form friendships with physically attractive people? There are a number of
reasons. According to the “what is beautiful is good” stereotype (Dion, Berscheid, & Walster, 1972),
people assume that those who are physically attractive also possess desirable traits (for meta-analytic
reviews, see Eagly, Ashmore, Makhijani, & Longo, 1991; Feingold, 1992; Langlois et al., 2000).
Recent research shows that this stereotype operates at an implicit, unconscious level (van Leeuwen
& Macrae, 2004). That is, people automatically tend to attribute positive qualities to good-looking
people and negative qualities to those who are not good-looking.

We also assume that physically attractive people are similar to us in terms of personality and
attitudes (e.g., Horton, 2003; Patzer, 1985). As will be discussed later, similarity is a major deter-
minant of friendship formation. Finally, it has been suggested that attractive people tend to experi-
ence positive reactions from others, which contributes to the development of self-confidence and
competent social skills. As a result, interactions with physically attractive people are more pleasant
and enjoyable than with those who are physically unattractive (e.g., Zakahi & Duran, 1984). Not all
research has supported this view (see Brehm, 1985). However, the conclusion reached in a recent
meta-analysis was that physically attractive adults are, in fact, more extroverted, popular, intelligent,
and self-confident, and have more dating experience, than their less attractive counterparts (Lan-
glois et al., 2000). Similarly, attractive children are more popular and intelligent, and score higher on
measures of adjustment, than less attractive children. Thus, when it comes to forming friendships,
physically attractive people are at an advantage for a number of reasons.

Social Skills According to Cook (1977), making friends is a skilled performance much like
learning to play a sport or drive a car. Indeed, studies conducted with children and adults have
consistently found that those with good social skills have more friends and interact more positively
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with others compared to those whose skills are deficient (e.g., Argyle, Lefebvre, & Cook, 1974;
Asher, Renshaw, & Geraci, 1980; Blieszner & Roberto, 2004; Gest, Graham-Bermann, & Hartup,
2001; Gifford-Smith & Brownell, 2003; Gottman, Gonso, & Rasmussen, 1975; Samter, 2003). For
example, Riggio (1986) found that socially skilled university students reported a greater number of
daily school acquaintances and close friends than did those who were less socially skilled. In a fol-
low-up laboratory study, students had a brief conversation with two confederates. Once again, the
better a participant’s social skills, the more the confederates liked him or her.

Interestingly, social skills may be most important in the early stages of friendship formation. Shaver,
Furman, and Buhrmester (1985) administered a social skills scale to university students shortly before
they entered university and several times throughout their first year. Social skills emerged as an impor-
tant determinant of relationship satisfaction upon arrival at university. Later in the year, as the students’
social networks stabilized, social skills did not predict satisfaction with relationships as strongly. Shaver
and colleagues (1985) also found that different kinds of social skills were important at different phases
of friendship development. Skills at initiating interactions (e.g., introducing yourself) were most impor-
tant in the early stages, when the students were unacquainted with their peers; self-disclosure skills
were most important once friendships had been established. Other researchers have reported similar
findings (e.g., Buhrmester, Furman, Wittenberg, & Reis, 1988; Cook, 1977; Spitzberg & Cupach, 1989).
In the words of Buhrmester et al. (1988), “[I]nitiation competence may be important in the beginning
of relationships, but may lessen in impact once a relationship is well-established; instead competence
in providing warmth and support becomes important” (p. 1006).

Responsiveness An individual characteristic that is closely related to social skill competence is
responsiveness. Research on responsiveness generally takes the form of having participants interact
with a confederate who behaves either responsively or nonresponsively. The dependent variable is
typically liking or ratings of the confederate’s desirability as a friend. For example, Davis and Perkow-
itz (1979) trained a confederate to either answer (responsive condition) or not answer (nonresponsive
condition) most of the questions asked by the participants, or, in a variation, provide a response that
was either related (responsive condition) or unrelated (nonresponsive condition) to the topic that the
participant had chosen for discussion. Participants reported greater liking for the confederate and
saw greater prospects for a friendship in the responsive than the nonresponsive conditions. Interest-
ingly, in the responsive conditions, participants also believed that the confederate liked them more
and was more interested in them.

In other studies, responsiveness has been operationalized as showing interest and concern dur-
ing an interaction. Again, these studies show that responsive interaction partners are liked more than
nonresponsive partners (e.g., Berg & Archer, 1983; Godfrey, Jones, & Lord, 1986; Miller, Berg, &
Archer, 1983). According to Berg (1987), responsiveness conveys liking and an interest and concern
in the other, which has the effect of eliciting self-disclosure from the other. (As will be discussed
later, self-disclosure is one of the critical factors in friendship formation.)

More than 70 years ago, Dale Carnegie (1936) observed that “you can make more friends in two
months by becoming interested in other people than you can in two years by trying to get other
people interested in you” (p. 58). The research suggests that those who are seeking friendships would
do well to heed Carnegie’s advice!

In conclusion, there are a number of characteristics that are associated with friendship desir-
ability. To the extent that another person is physically attractive, socially skilled, and responsive, we
will be motivated to seek out a friendship with him or her. Conversely, other people will be inclined
to seek us out as potential friends if we possess these qualities.

DYADIC FACTORS

Friendships are dyadic relationships. Thus, analyses of friendship formation must take into account
not only the individual characteristics of each person but also the interplay between them. As shall
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be seen, friendships are more likely to form when liking is reciprocal, when self-disclosure is mutual,
and when the two individuals are similar to one another. Recent research also suggests that friend-
ships are more likely to “get off the ground” if the two people share a humorous experience.

Reciprocity of Liking

“How I like to be liked, and what I do to be liked!” These words, penned by the 19th-century English
writer Charles Lamb, are as applicable today as they were 200 years ago. In a classic experiment,
Backman and Secord (1959) had groups of same-sex strangers engage in weekly discussions over a
6-week period. Before the first meeting, participants were told that based on personality informa-
tion gathered earlier, the researchers could predict which group members would like him or her.
(The names of the group members were actually randomly selected.) As expected, participants most
liked the group members who they believed liked them. However, this effect held only for the first
discussion. Presumably, subsequent discussions provided participants with more veridical informa-
tion about which group members actually did or did not like them. These findings were replicated in
subsequent research, and limiting conditions have been identified (see Berscheid & Walster, 1978).
For example, reciprocity of liking is most pronounced when one is making initial judgments about
another person.

Interestingly, the perception that another person likes us may cause us to behave in ways that
confirm that expectation. Curtis and Miller (1986) conducted a landmark study in which partici-
pants were led to believe that their interaction partner either liked or disliked them. Those who
believed they were liked engaged in more intimate self-disclosure, were more pleasant, and demon-
strated fewer distancing behaviors than those who believed they were disliked. Importantly, these
behaviors had the effect of eliciting liking from the interaction partner. Thus, when another person
likes us, we tend to like them in return. Even the belief that another person may like us produces
liking because it puts in motion a self-fulfilling prophecy whereby we behave in ways that produce
the liking that we initially expected.

Self-Disclosure

According to social penetration theory (Altman & Taylor, 1973; see also Derlega, Winstead, &
Greene, this volume), when we first meet another person, we typically disclose only superficial infor-
mation about ourselves. If an interaction is pleasant and rewarding, we will continue to increase the
breadth and depth of our disclosures until we eventually reveal virtually everything about ourselves
on virtually every topic. On the other hand, if exchanges become unpleasant or uncomfortable, we
will return to our earlier, more superficial level of disclosure.

One implication of this theory is that we should be attracted to people who engage in intimate
self-disclosure because revealing personal information indicates that they like us and desire intimacy
with us. Indeed, many studies have demonstrated that people who engage in intimate self-disclosure
are liked more than those who disclose nonintimately (see Collins & Miller, 1994, for a review). To
give a recent example, Clark and colleagues (Clark et al., 2004) had opposite-sex strangers engage in
an 8-minute conversation about life as an undergraduate. The greater the self-disclosure from the
interaction partner, the greater the attraction (e.g., liking, and belief that the other could become
a friend) reported by the participants (Clark et al., 2004). Interestingly, research by Aron, Melinat,
Aron, Vallone, and Bator (1997) has shown that even “forced” self-disclosure leads to feelings of
closeness. In this research, stranger dyads engaged in a structured self-disclosure process in which
each person was required to reveal increasingly more intimate information about him or herself.
Participants in the control group disclosed only neutral information. Those who engaged in intimate
self-disclosure subsequently reported feeling closer to their partner than those who engaged in non-
intimate disclosure (Aron et al., 1997).

Aron and colleagues’” (1997) findings imply that not only do we like those who self-disclose to
us, but we also like those to whom we have self-disclosed. The effect of engaging in self-disclosure
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(rather than being on the receiving end) was examined in a study by Vittengl and Holt (2000). They
had same-sex strangers participate in a 10-minute “get-acquainted” discussion. Self-disclosure on
the part of self was positively correlated with attraction to the other (e.g., “I think he or she could
be a friend of mine”). Thus, in general, the greater another person’s self-disclosure, the more we like
him or her. We also like those to whom we have self-disclosed.

At the early stages of relationships, it is also important for disclosures to be reciprocal. If Person
A reveals something intimate about herself, Person B needs to reciprocate with an equally intimate
disclosure. Indeed, there is evidence that reciprocity of disclosure is associated with greater liking
for an interaction partner (Berg & Archer, 1980). Rotenberg and Mann (1986) found that the relation
between disclosure reciprocity and liking was already evident among sixth graders, although not in
younger children (i.e., second and fourth graders).

Reciprocity is considered important in establishing trust in a relationship (Altman, 1973). Once
trust is established, it is not necessary for each self-disclosure to be reciprocated in kind, as demon-
strated in a classic study by Derlega, Wilson, and Chaikin (1976). In this study, participants received
notes varying in their degree of intimacy from either a friend or a stranger. The intimacy of disclosures
from a stranger tended to be reciprocated, but not the intimacy of disclosures from a friend (although
see Levesque, Steciuk, & Ledley, 2002, for somewhat different findings). Derlega and colleagues
(1976) suggested that when a friendship is established, there is an assumption of reciprocity over the
long haul. It therefore becomes less important that reciprocity occur in each specific interaction.

Finally, there is evidence that disclosures that are too intimate—revealing “too much too soon”—are
not likely to be reciprocated and can result in dislike for the discloser (e.g., Archer & Berg, 1978; Archer
& Burleson, 1980; Cozby, 1972; Rubin, 1975; Wortman, Adesman, Herman, & Greenberg, 1976).

Thus, the results of countless laboratory studies support the idea that self-disclosure that is recipro-
cal and gradually increases intimacy is associated with closeness and liking. Does real-life friendship
formation mirror the processes that have been identified as important in laboratory studies? To find
out, Miell and Duck (1986) conducted in-depth interviews with first-term university students, asking
them questions such as “How would you gather information about a new partner?” and “How would
you decide whether or not to develop a friendship?” Participants reported reciprocating self-disclo-
sures, increasing the breadth and depth of interactions if early signs look promising, being careful not
to reveal “too much too soon,” and so on. The findings from these accounts of friendship formation
were corroborated in a study of actual friendship formation (Duck & Miell, 1986). In this study, par-
ticipants kept daily records of their most significant interactions with friends or acquaintances for the
first two semesters of the academic year (an 18-week period). Early on, topics of conversation tended
to be superficial. Later in the year, the frequency of personal self-disclosures increased. Thus, the self-
disclosure processes that have been demonstrated as facilitative of friendship formation in the labora-
tory are confirmed in people’s reports of the strategies that they use to form friendships (Miell & Duck,
1986) as well as in their “real-world” experiences of friendship formation (Duck & Miell, 1986). Recent
evidence suggests that self-disclosure also follows a process of increasing in depth and breadth in the
formation of online relationships (see Derlega et al., this volume).

Shared Fun and Humor

In a review of the literature on friendship interaction skills across the life span, Samter (2003) noted
that among children, two of the communicative competencies that facilitate friendship formation
and maintenance are being fun and entertaining and having a good sense of humor. Having fun and
playing together also comprise a criterion used to identify friendships among toddlers and preschool-
ers (see Howes, 1996). The importance of humor and fun in adult friendships has received little
attention. There are a few exceptions, however. Planalp and Benson (1992) examined the dimensions
that people use to discriminate between the conversations of acquaintances versus those of friends.
Friends” conversations were more informal, relaxed, and friendly than acquaintances’ conversations.
Friends were also more likely to engage in joking and teasing. Jerrome (1984) observed the inter-
actions of a friendship group composed of middle-aged and older women, and was struck by the
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amount of joking and laughing. Other studies have shown that the amount of fun and enjoyment
experienced is a significant predictor of friendship satisfaction for women and men (Hays & Oxley,
1986; Jones, 1991).

Thus, there is some evidence that once friendships are established, shared laughter and fun
are important in maintaining the relationship. However, these studies do not speak to the issue
of whether humor and fun are important in establishing friendships. This issue was examined in a
recent study by Fraley and Aron (2004), who hypothesized that a shared humorous experience dur-
ing a first encounter between strangers would promote feelings of closeness. To test this idea, pairs of
same-sex strangers engaged in a variety of activities that were intended to either evoke humor or not.
For example, participants in the nonhumor condition played catch. Those in the humor condition
did so while one person of the pair was blindfolded. Consistent with predictions, those who shared
a humorous experience reported greater closeness to their partner than those who did not. The
authors also examined several mediators of this relation, including self-disclosure and acceptance,
self-expansion (e.g., sense of awareness, and feeling one has a new perspective because of the part-
ner), and the distraction from the initial awkwardness that typically occurs during first encounters.
Self-expansion and distraction were found to at least partly account for the relation between shared
humor and closeness.

Similarity

One of the most widely researched predictors of friendship formation is similarity. Indeed, the “rule
of homogamy” has been described as “one of the most basic principles that has come from the study
of interpersonal attraction” (Brehm, 1985, p. 70). As shown in Table 2.1, similarity effects have been
examined in a number of different domains. There is considerable evidence that people are likely
to become friends with those who are similar to them in terms of demographic characteristics (e.g.,
age, physical health, education, religion, and family background), residential proximity, social status,
physical attractiveness, and so on. Most of these effects have been obtained in studies with children
and adolescents as well (see, e.g., Bleiszner & Roberts, 2004; Kandel, 1978a, 1978b).

The classic domain in which similarity effects have been investigated is attitude similarity
(Byrne, 1971; Byrne & Clore, 1970). Strong similarity effects have been found in this area and for
the related construct of value similarity (see Table 2.1). Similarity effects also are pronounced for
activity preferences (e.g., Davis, 1981; Erwin, 1985; Werner & Parmelee, 1979). In fact, Werner and
Parmelee found that friends were more similar in terms of activity preferences than attitudes. In the
same vein, Davis found that the similarity—attraction relation was stronger for interests and hobbies
than political views. Davis” explanation was that similarity in these areas has greater implications for
interaction (i.e., interactions will be pleasant and enjoyable if friends have similar interests).

Interestingly, there is little evidence that people become friends on the basis of personality simi-
larity, although Haselager, Hartup, van Lieshout, and Riksen-Walraven (1998) found evidence of
similarity in terms of shyness and depressive symptoms among schoolchildren. However, similarity
effects have been found for more relationally oriented traits such as the application of personal con-
structs, cognitive complexity (e.g., emphasizing the affective and relational aspects of interactions,
and valuing affective expression skill), and social and communication skills (see Table 2.1).

There is one domain in which similarity is important for children’s and adolescents” friend-
ships, namely, similarity in terms of prosocial and antisocial behaviors, particularly the latter
(Haselager et al., 1998). In fact, one of the major differences between adults” and children’s
friendships is that children are more likely than adults to form friendships based on similarity
in terms of aggression and antisocial behavior (e.g., drug and alcohol use). For example, there is
evidence that aggressive children seek out other aggressive children as early as preschool and
that this tendency becomes stronger with age (see e.g., Gifford-Smith & Brownell, 2003; Hase-
lager et al., 1998). In adolescence, friends” similarity in terms of deviant or antisocial behavior
is a strong predictor of friendship (see Fehr, 1996; Gifford-Smith & Brownell, 2003; Haselager
et al., 1998; Kandel, 1978a, 1978b). These findings have been interpreted in terms of Hartup’s



TABLE 2.1

FRIENDSHIP FORMATION

Relation Between Similarity and Friendship

Type of Similarity Study Participants Results
Demographic Johnson (1989) Middle-class adults and two ~ Nonfriends were less similar than
Variables of their close friends, two acquaintances and friends in terms of
acquaintances, and two income, parental status, and age.
nonfriends

Lederberg, Hearing and deaf children ~ Acquaintances were less similar in age than

Rosenblatt, Vandell,  (ages 3-5) long-term friends. Acquaintances were less
and Chapin (1987) similar than temporary and long-term
friends in terms of ethnicity and gender.

Hill and Stull (1981)  Same-sex college roommates Roommates who chose one another were
more similar in terms of year in college
than those who were assigned to one
another.

Among male roommate pairs who chose one
another, similarity in year of college was
correlated with liking and staying together
as roommates.

No significant effects for similarity of major
area of study, religious background, age,
race, and father’s education.

Verbrugge (1977) 1966 Detroit Area Survey Of participants’ three closest friends,

study sample (adult men) greatest similarity was found in terms of
and 1971 Altneustadt age, marital status, sex, political preference
Survey (West Germany; (Altneustadt sample), religious preference,
adult women and men) education, and residential mobility for
first-named (best) friends, followed by
second- and then third-named friend.

Similarity in terms of occupation, employment
status, and occupational prestige relatively
equal across the three friends.

Hamm (2000) European American, African  Similarity in terms of academic orientation

American, and Asian (especially for African Americans). Some
American high school evidence of similarity in terms of ethnic
students identity.

Foster (2005) College students Students who were similar in terms of
academic ability were more likely to
become friends. Students who were
originally from the same geographic region
were more likely to become friends.

Haselager, Hartup, Children (grades 4-8) Friends were more similar than nonfriends

van Lieshout, and in terms of social status (acceptance and
Riksen-Walraven rejection).
(1998)
Physical Cash and Derlega College students Friends were more similar than nonfriends
Attractiveness (1978) in terms of physical attractiveness.

Attitude Similarity ~ Byrne (1971)

Werner and
Parmelee (1979)

Values Hill and Stull (1981)

Curry and Kenny
(1974)

College students

Same-sex pairs (college
students)

College roommate pairs

8-person groups of college
residents

Greater attraction was reported toa
hypothetical target whose attitudes were
portrayed as similar, rather than dissimilar,
to those of the participant.

Friends and strangers did not differ in terms
of attitude similarity.

Female roommates (chosen and assigned)
high in value similarity were more likely to
remain roommates (not significant for male
pairs).

Both actual and perceived value similarity
were correlated with attraction over time.

(continued)
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TABLE 2.1 (CONTINUED) Relation Between Similarity and Friendship

Type of Similarity

Study

Participants

Results

Leisure and Activity
Preferences

Personality

Personal Constructs

Cognitive
Complexity

Social Skills

Davis (1981)

Werner and
Parmelee (1979)

Johnson (1989)

Davis (1981)

Curry and Kenny
(1974)

Neimeyer and
Neimeyer (1981)

Neimeyer and
Neimeyer (1983)

Haselager et al.
(1998)

Burleson, Kunkel,
and Birch (1994,
Study 1)

Burleson, Kunkel,
and Szolwinski
(1997)

Burleson (1994)

Howes (1996)

College students

Same-sex pairs (college
students)
Middle-aged adults

College students

8-person groups of college
residents, initially
unacquainted

10-person groups of college
students, initially
unacquainted

10-person groups of adults
arrested for drunken
driving, initially
unacquainted

Children (grades 4-8)

College students

College students

Children (grades 1 and 3)

Children (preschoolers and
toddlers) in child care

Perceived value similarity had the greatest
effect on attraction early on; actual
similarity assumed a greater importance in
later interactions.

Participants were more attracted to a
hypothetical person portrayed as similar to
them in terms of interests and hobbies and
basic values (e.g., morals, religion) than
someone similar to them in terms of
political opinions and opinions about
matters of fact.

Friends were more similar than strangers in
terms of activity preferences.

Nonfriends were more similar than
acquaintances and friends in terms of
leisure activities.

Participants were more attracted to a
hypothetical person portrayed as similar to
them in terms of interests and hobbies and
basic values (e.g., morals, religion) than
someone similar to them in terms of
political opinions and opinions about
matters of fact.

No relationship between personality
similarity and attraction over time.

Dyads high in functional similarity (i.e., who
applied constructs in a similar way when
rating other group members) were more
attracted to one another than dyads low in
functional similarity.

Dyads high in structural similarity (i.e., who
showed similar differentiation and
organization of personal constructs when
rating group members) were more
attracted to one another than medium- or
low-similarity dyads (when tested after 18
weeks of interaction; these effects were not
evident after 4 weeks).

Friends used more similar systems of
interpersonal constructs than nonfriends.

Some evidence that participants were more
attracted to a hypothetical target person
who was similar versus dissimilar to them in
cognitive complexity.

Same results as Burleson et al. (1994),
reported above.

Some evidence that children were more
attracted to peers who were similar versus
dissimilar to them in terms of social skills
(especially skills reflecting emotional
sensitivity and responsiveness).

Toddler-age friends were more similar in
terms of social skills than preschool friends
or nonfriend dyads

Note: Portions of this table are based on Fehr (1996, Table 4.3 and Table 4.4).
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(1996) normative salience hypothesis, namely, the idea that similarities between friends are gov-
erned by the importance of an attribute in determining reference group membership or social
reputations. As Haselager et al. (1998) explained, “[A]ntisocial behavior probably has more to
do with determining who a child associates with and the nature of the child’s reputation than
any other attribute” (p. 1206). Also consistent with the normative salience hypothesis, Hamm
(2000) found that among ethnically diverse high school students, participants selected more
similar friends when they more strongly endorsed the dimension in question (e.g., high academic
orientation or low substance use). Overall, there is substantial evidence that in many domains,
similarity is associated with the development of friendships. The only area in which similarity
effects seem to be weak or nonexistent is personality similarity. It seems to matter less that
our friends share our traits than that they share our attitudes, values, social competencies, and
leisure preferences. Finally, the kind of similarity that matters most is at least somewhat depen-
dent on the friends’ life stages.

Why are we more likely to form friendships with similar, rather than dissimilar, others? The
most common explanation is that our views are validated by interacting with someone who shares
them (e.g., Berscheid & Walster, 1978; Byrne, 1971). Put another way, we feel more confident that
we are “right” in our thinking if we encounter someone else who thinks just like us. Another expla-
nation focuses on the rewards of interaction. As Berscheid and Walster explained, “If a person
feels as we do about things, we feel fairly confident that it would be rewarding to spend some time
with that person; if a person despises everything we cherish, we might well be apprehensive about
associating with the person” (p. 66). As already mentioned, the finding that we are likely to be
similar to friends in terms of activity preferences is consistent with this view. Similarly, Burleson
and colleagues (Burleson, 1994; Burleson, Kunkel, & Szolwinski, 1997; see Table 2.1) maintained
that interaction is more likely to be pleasurable when partners are similar in terms of social and
communication skills. It should be noted that the self-validation and the rewards-of-interaction
explanations are generally both accepted in the literature, although they have not been exempt
from criticism (see Aboud & Mendelson, 1996).

Recently, two other explanations have been proposed for similarity effects in friendship forma-
tion, namely, an existential and an evolutionary account. To begin with the former, Pinel, Long,
Landau, Alexander, and Pyszczynski (2006) recently introduced the concept of I-sharing, defined
as the “subjective experience of having one’s self-as-subject (i.e., one’s I) merge with that of at least
one other person” (p. 244). They posited that I-sharing contributes to feelings of attraction and con-
nectedness to others via the alleviation of existential isolation. These researchers conducted a series
of studies in which they manipulated I-sharing and similarity. To create I-sharing, participants were
led to believe that their interaction partner shared their opinion of a particular band. In the non-
I-sharing condition, the partner was presented as not sharing the participant’s opinion. To create
similarity, participants were told that their interaction partner came from their hometown; in the
dissimilarity condition, the partner was described as a student from another country. Consistent
with predictions, I-sharing promoted liking for the interaction partner. Moreover, this effect was
strong enough to override similarity effects, such that participants expressed greater liking for a dis-
similar I-sharer than for a similar non-I-sharer.

Rushton and Bons (2005) recently proposed an evolutionary explanation for similarity effects.
They administered demographic, attitudinal, and personality scales to twin pairs who completed the
scales for self, spouse, and same-sex best friend. As expected, twins showed evidence of similarity on
these measures. However, remarkably, it was found that spouses and friends were just as similar to
the target as his or her twin. The authors concluded that people are genetically inclined to choose as
social partners those who resemble themselves at a genetic level. In their words:

If you like, become friends with, come to the aid of, and mate with those people who are most
genetically similar to yourself, you are simply trying to ensure that your own segment of the gene
pool will be safely maintained and eventually transmitted to future generations. (Rushton & Bons,
p- 559)
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In conclusion, there are a number of dyadic factors that promote the formation of friendships.
Potential friends must like each other. Potential friends must engage in a process of mutual self-dis-
closure in which the intimacy information revealed gradually increases over time. Potential friends
also should have fun together. And, finally, potential friends should be similar in myriad ways.

CONVERGENCE OF ENVIRONMENTAL, SITUATIONAL,
INDIVIDUAL, AND DYADIC FACTORS

The central thesis of this chapter is that multiple factors converge in the formation of friendships. In
this last section, I present studies that have included some, if not all, of the categories of friendship
formation factors discussed thus far. The advantage of including multiple factors in a single study is
that it enables conclusions about which factors are most important in the friendship formation process.
In a large-scale study, Knapp and Harwood (1977) combed the friendship literature for predictors of
friendship formation and identified 39 variables. These included environmental factors (e.g., proxim-
ity), situational factors (i.e., willingness to spend time together [accessibility]), individual factors (e.g.,
being considerate and understanding), and dyadic factors (e.g., attitudinal similarity, demographic sim-
ilarity, reciprocal self-disclosure, and the expectation of being liked). Five hundred participants rated
the importance of these variables in the formation of an intimate, same-sex friendship. The variables
that were regarded as most critical were largely dyadic in nature, namely, attitudinal similarity, the
expectation of being liked, and reciprocal intimate disclosure. The situational factor of accessibility also
received high ratings. In a conceptually similar study, Sprecher (1998; see also Sprecher & Felmlee,
this volume) extracted a list of predictors of attraction from the literature and asked participants to
rate the extent to which these factors applied to the initial attraction that they experienced in either a
romantic relationship or a friendship. The predictors included environmental factors (e.g., proximity,
and support from significant others), situational factors (familiarity), individual characteristics (e.g., oth-
er’s warmth and kindness, desirable personality, and physical attractiveness), and dyadic factors (e.g.,
similarity of attitudes and values, similarity of interests and leisure activities, and reciprocal liking). All
four categories of variables were rated as important, with the highest weighting given to individual-
level factors (e.g., other’s warmth and kindness) and dyadic qualities (e.g., similarity and reciprocal
liking). Environmental factors were rated as least important. Sprecher (1998) noted that “these factors
(e.g., proximity, reactions of friends and family) may be more important for attraction than suggested
by ‘insider’ reports if their effects occur outside of people’s awareness” (p. 297).

Aron, Dutton, Aron, and Iverson (1989) also relied on retrospective accounts of friendship devel-
opment, but in their research, participants provided open-ended accounts of a “falling in friendship”
experience. These accounts were coded for the presence of 11 predictors of attraction, taken from
the literature (Aron et al., 1989). Dyadic factors (e.g., reciprocal liking, and similarity) were para-
mount. The individual-level factor “desirable characteristics” (e.g., physical attractiveness) also was
mentioned frequently, as was the environmental factor “proximity”.

Other researchers have tracked the formation of real-world friendships in order to examine which
factors are most predictive (e.g., Berg, 1984; Hays, 1984, 1985). Participants in these studies are typi-
cally university students whose friendship formation patterns are followed over the course of their
first year. A consistent finding in these studies is that dyadic factors (e.g., self-disclosure and similar-
ity) play a crucial role in friendship formation. However, environmental factors (e.g., proximity) and
situational factors (e.g., availability) are also important in facilitating the formation of friendships.
To give a recent example, Foster (2005) conducted a complex analysis of the role of environmental
factors (e.g., same residence or same class) and dyadic factors (e.g., similarity in terms of academic
ability, or race) in the formation of friendships among first-year university students. Based on her
findings, she concluded that “unobserved proclivities and luck (including initial campus location)
play a starring role in determining whether friendships form, but ... observable social similarities
and ability similarity are also significant factors” (Foster, 2005, p. 1462).
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Thus, multivariate studies support the importance of environmental, situational, individual, and,
especially, dyadic factors in the formation of friendships. When all of these factors converge, not only
is it likely that we will “catch” a new friend, but it is also likely that this new friend will be “one that’s
fit to make an old one out of.”

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

There is still much to be learned about the process of friendship formation. In terms of environ-
mental influences, perhaps the most pressing issue is to better understand the importance of physi-
cal proximity. The advent of computer-mediated communication calls into question what has been
regarded a major prerequisite of friendship formation, namely, face-to-face contact. Although there
is some research on the formation of online friendships, the most fundamental question has not been
addressed: Does the process of forming friendships online differ from the process of forming “real-
life” friendships? Several other questions merit investigation: Is it necessary for people to eventually
meet face-to-face, or can friendships be developed and maintained exclusively online? A related
question is whether the quality of friendships formed online differs from that of friendships that
have been formed through face-to-face contact. Research to address these questions seems crucial,
given the access to potential friends that is afforded by computer-mediated communication.

With regard to individual-level factors, it would be worthwhile to direct future research attention
to the issue of how friendship formation differs throughout the life course. Although this question
has received some attention (see, e.g., review by Blieszner & Roberto, 2004), there is much to be
learned about how a retired person, for example, goes about forming friendships and how that might
differ from how an entering university student goes about making friends. It also will be important
in future research to explore whether the characteristics that are considered desirable in a friend
(e.g., physical attractiveness, and social skills) are dependent on sociohistorical and cultural contexts.
Interestingly, recent reviews of the facial attractiveness literature have shown that there is greater
agreement across cultures on what constitutes beauty than had been previously thought (see, e.g.,
review by Dion, 2002, and meta-analysis by Langlois et al., 2000). However, this research does not
speak to the issue of whether attractiveness is valued equally in friends, across cultures. More gener-
ally, a goal for future research is to determine which, if any, desired qualities in a friend are universal
and which are more culturally specific.

There are also a number of dyadic issues that merit further investigation. The role of shared
humor and fun in facilitating friendship formation is a particularly promising avenue for future
research. For example, it would seem important to determine whether the closeness reported by par-
ticipants in Fraley and Aron’s (2004) study would actually translate into the development of a friend-
ship. On another note, in their daily diary study of friendship formation, Miell and Duck (1986)
observed a number of phenomena that have not been addressed in theories of friendship formation.
One of their findings was that friendship development was marked by periods of uncertainty and
doubt, rather than following a neat, linear progression. This is a topic that should be probed further,
including formally tracking friendship trajectories, gathering data on periods of uncertainty, noting
“turning points” in the development of the friendship, and so on. Recent research by Johnson, Wit-
tenberg, Villagran, Mazur, and Villagran (2003) on turning points in communication among casual,
close, and best friendships provides a promising starting point. Miell and Duck also found that
participants seemed to underestimate the extent to which they could control the course of a friend-
ship, perceiving that the fate of their relationship is in the hands of the other. Such findings beg for
further conceptual development on friendship formation, and, of course, further research to refine
and inform theoretical formulations.

Finally, although it is assumed that friendship formation is a dyadic processes, research in this
area has yet to adopt the kind of methodology (e.g., gathering data from both members of a friend-
ship pair) and statistical analyses that would allow more definitive conclusions to be drawn. The
application of Kenny, Kashy, and Cook’s (2006) actor-partner interdependence (applicable to dyads)
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and social relations models (applicable to dyadic interactions that occur in a group context) seems
particularly promising. These models allow researchers to determine which effects are attribut-
able to the actor (the self), to the partner, and to the actor-partner interaction (Kenny et al., 2006).
Levesque et al’s (2002) analysis of self-disclosure illustrates the fruitfulness of this approach.

Kenny and colleagues (2006) also have developed sophisticated analyses that can disentangle
sources of interdependence between friends—whether dyadic effects are due to compositional
effects (i.e., the two individuals may already have been similar prior to forming a friendship), part-
ner effects (the traits or behaviors of one friend affect the other’s outcomes), mutual influence (both
friends” outcomes directly influence each other), or common fate (the two friends are exposed to the
same causal factors, such as living in a crowded dormitory; see Kenny et al., 2006). The use of dyadic
data analytic techniques will allow this area of research to take significant strides forward.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, friendship formation is a complex, multifaceted process. The physical environment
determines whether or not people come into contact with one another. Situational factors, such as the
frequency of interactions and one’s availability for friendships, are also important determinants. In
addition, friendship formation is governed by the characteristics of each of the individuals involved.
Those who possess desirable qualities, particularly those pertaining to social competence, are more
likely to successfully develop friendships than those who do not. Finally, given that a friendship is, by
definition, a relationship, it is perhaps not surprising that the lion’s share of the variance in friendship
formation is accounted for by dyadic-level variables. People are more likely to become friends when
they like each other, when they engage in reciprocal self-disclosure that gradually increases in inti-
macy, when they have fun together, and when they are similar to one another in a number of ways.

A final question that might be asked is whether the research reviewed in this chapter points
the way to a “grand theory” of friendship formation. Although a grand theory is still premature, the
research that has been conducted offers some promising leads. Turning first to environmental fac-
tors, these might best be conceptualized as exogenous factors that “set the stage” for the formation of
friendships. The worlds of two individuals have to intersect in order for a friendship to develop. This
intersection occurs when people inhabit the same workplace or residence hall or have social network
members in common. It can also occur when two people navigate the same websites (cyberspace
proximity). Thus, coming into contact with another person—either in person or via computer-medi-
ated communication—is a necessary condition for friendship. However, it is not sufficient.

The same holds true for situational factors, which can be thought of as another class of exog-
enous variable. Friendships are likely to form when the situation affords frequent contact, when one
person’s outcomes are dependent on the other, and when each individual “happens” to have the time
and resources to invest in a new friendship. In other words, the circumstances in which potential
friends find themselves play a role in determining whether or not a friendship is formed. Thus, the
optimal alignment of situational factors also is a necessary—but, once again, not sufficient—condi-
tion for the development of friendship.

Individual-level factors can be construed as endogenous. The display of desirable personal char-
acteristics may not be absolutely necessary for the formation of friendships—some unattractive,
socially unskilled, unresponsive people seem to have friends. However, individual factors certainly
can facilitate the formation of friendships. The research is clear that friendships are much more likely
to be formed with those who are attractive and socially competent than with those who are not.

Finally, the most critical ingredient in friendship formation is another endogenous factor, namely,
the nature of the interaction between the two individuals. Indeed, dyadic factors emerge as most
important both in retrospective reports and in studies of actual friendship formation (cited earlier).
It takes two to have a friendship. One can imagine a situation in which environmental factors bring
two people into contact with one another, the circumstances in which they interact are salutary, and
they are both very nice. However, unless these people share important similarities, like each other,
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enjoy being together, and engage in the kind of self-disclosure that promotes intimacy, it seems
unlikely that a friendship will form. Thus, in order for a friendship to develop, exogenous factors are
necessary to set the stage, but it is the endogenous factors that determine whether or not there are
actors, engaged with one another, on it.
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An Evolutionary Perspective on Mate
Choice and Relationship Initiation
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large part on the natural mating system of a species. Mating systems can vary widely both

within and across species, and differences in mating systems fundamentally influence the
degree of sexual differentiation and population variability in mate choice and courtship-related
behavior (Shuster & Wade, 2003). In humans, there are several indications that we have a monoga-
mous mating system. For example, humans are highly altricial—we have prolonged childhoods and
rely heavily on extended families throughout our life spans (Alexander & Noonan, 1979). We also
appear designed to form romantic pairbonds, having a dedicated neurochemistry of attachment
associated with monogamy across mammalian species (Fisher, 1998; Young, 2003). This evidence
would suggest humans are designed to choose romantic partners who possess qualities advantageous
to a monogamous mating system (e.g., fidelity), and according to sexual selection theory (Darwin,
1871), men and women who displayed cues to qualities such as fidelity would be especially effective
at initiating and maintaining romantic relationships.

At the same time, however, humans appear to possess evolved design features associated with
multimale or multifemale, or “promiscuous,” mating. For example, humans may possess psychologi-
cal and physiological adaptations for sperm competition (Baker & Bellis, 1995; Shackelford & LeB-
lanc, 2001), such as women’s adaptive timing of extrapair copulations (i.e., infidelities; Gangestad &
Thornhill, 1998; Haselton & Miller, 2006), men’s specialized expressions of sexual jealousy (Buss,
2000; Schiitzwohl, 2006), and the physical structure of the human penis serving as a semen displace-
ment device (Gallup et al., 2003). Among men, casual sex with multiple partners is often viewed as
desirable (Oliver & Hyde, 1993; Symons & Ellis, 1989), with most men agreeing to have sex with
complete strangers when asked in field experiments (Clark & Hatfield, 1989). Patterns of premarital
sex, extramarital sex, and mate poaching by both men and women (i.e., adaptive patterns suggesting
these are evolved sexual strategies) have been documented across cultures (Broude & Greene, 1976;
Schmitt, Alcalay, Allik, et al., 2004).

There is also evidence that humans are designed, at least in part, for polygynous mating. For
example, men and women have sexually dimorphic life history traits such as men’s tendencies
to be more physically aggressive, to die much earlier, and to physically mature much later than
women across all known cultures (Archer & Lloyd, 2002; Kaplan & Gangestad, 2005). Such sex
differences are usually not seen among truly monogamous species, especially primates (Alexan-
der, Hoogland, Howard, Noonan, & Sherman, 1979). Moreover, across foraging cultures—the
predominantly polygynous cultures in which humans have spent most of our evolutionary history
(Brown, 1991; Frayser, 1985; Pasternak, Ember, & Ember, 1997)—there are ethnographically
pervasive links among men’s status, polygynous marriage, and reproductive success (Low, 2000;

E ’1 rom an evolutionary perspective, animal mate choice and relationship initiation depend in
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Turke & Betzig, 1985). In contrast, very few cultures (less than 1%) have polyandrous marriage
systems (Broude & Greene, 1976).

EVOLUTIONARY THEORIES OF MATE CHOICE
AND RELATIONSHIP INITIATION

Evolutionary psychologists tend to reconcile these seemingly contradictory findings by acknowledg-
ing that humans, like many other species, are probably designed and adapted for more than one
mating strategy (Barash & Lipton, 2001; Mealey, 2000). Specifically, most evolutionary psychologists
view humans as coming equipped with specialized mate choice adaptations for both long-term mat-
ing (i.e., marriage and extended pairbonding) and short-term mating (i.e., promiscuity and infidelity;
see Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Kenrick, Sadalla, Groth, & Trost, 1990). Not all people try to initiate both
types of mating relationships at all times. Instead, humans possess adaptive desires, preferences, and
behavioral tactics that are differentially activated depending on whether a long-term or short-term
mating strategy is actively being pursued at the time (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000; Schmitt, 2005a;
Schmitt et al., 2003; Simpson, Wilson, & Winterheld, 2004).

Most evolutionary theories of human mating argue that such a flexible mating design—com-
posed of both long-term monogamous adaptations and short-term promiscuous adaptations—would
have provided important reproductive benefits to humans in our ancestral past, allowing individuals
to functionally respond to a wide range of familial, cultural, and ecological contexts (Belsky, 1999;
Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Lancaster, 1994; Pedersen, 1991). Evolutionary theories further acknowledge
that humans can benefit from shifting between long-term and short-term mating strategies during
their life span, when in different stages of romantic relationships, and across the ovulatory cycle
(Gangestad, 2001; Klusmann, 2002; Schmitt et al., 2002). Thus, humans have evolved the capacity
to initiate a mix of mating relationship types—both long-term and short-term—depending on fit-
ness-related circumstances.

Most evolutionary psychology approaches further postulate that men and women possess design
features that cause sex differences within long-term and short-term mating contexts. For example,
when men seek short-term mates they appear motivated by adaptive desires for sexual variety—
desires that lead them to functionally pursue numerous mating partners and to consent to sex rela-
tively quickly compared to women (Clark & Hatfield, 1989; Okami & Shackelford, 2001; Schmitt et
al., 2003; Symons & Ellis, 1989). Women’s short-term mating motivations appear not to be rooted in
the desire for numerous sexual partners and seem focused, instead, on other factors such as obtain-
ing select men who display dominance, intelligence, or creativity (i.e., show high genetic quality;
see Gangestad & Thornhill, 1997; Penton-Voak et al., 2003; Regan, Levin, Sprecher, Christopher,
& Cate, 2000). As a consequence, evolutionary approaches predict that men’s and women’s mate
choices and relationship initiation tactics will differ in important ways, especially within the context
of short-term mating. Most evolutionary theories of human mate choice are based on the assump-
tion that the sexes will differ in some ways, an assumption that can be traced to the logic of parental
investment theory (Trivers, 1972).

Parental Investment Theory

According to parental investment theory (Trivers, 1972), the relative proportion of parental invest-
ment—the time and energy devoted to the care of individual offspring (at the expense of other
offspring)—varies across the males and females of different species. In some species, males provide
more parental investment than females (e.g., the Mormon cricket). In other species, females possess
the heavy-investing burdens (e.g., most mammals; Clutton-Brock, 1991). Sex differences in paren-
tal investment burdens are systematically linked to processes of sexual selection (Darwin, 1871) in
ways that influence mate choice and relationship initiation. The sex that invests less in offspring
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is intrasexually more competitive, especially over gaining reproductive access to members of the
opposite sex, in part because the opposite sex is reluctant to make bad decisions in committing its
typically heavier investment. This normally results in the lesser investing sex being reliably more
aggressive with his or her own sex, and tending to die earlier, to mature later, and generally to com-
pete for mates with more vigor, than does the heavier investing sex (Alcock, 2001). Furthermore, the
lesser investing sex of a species is intersexually less discriminating in mate choice than the heavier
investing sex. The lesser investing sex is willing to mate more quickly and at lower cost, and will
initiate relationships with more partners than the heavier investing parent (Bateson, 1983). Again,
this is largely because members of the heavier investing sex face higher reproductive costs associated
with poor mating decisions and also have fewer mating decisions with which to gamble over their
reproductive life spans.

Much of the evidence in favor of parental investment theory (Trivers, 1972) has come from spe-
cies where females happen to be the heavy-investing sex (see Clutton-Brock, 1991). In such species,
parental investment theory leads to the prediction that sexual selection has been more potent among
males. Upon empirical examination, males of these species tend to display more competitiveness
with each other over sexual access to heavier investing females, and to exhibit more intrasexual com-
petition through greater aggressiveness, riskier life history strategies, and earlier death than females
(Archer & Lloyd, 2002; Trivers, 1985). Lesser investing males are also less discriminate through
intersexual mate choice, often seeking multiple partners and requiring less time before initiating sex
than females do (see Geary, 1998).

Perhaps the most compelling support for parental investment theory (Trivers, 1972), however,
has come from “sex-role-reversed” species. In species where males are the heavy-investing parent,
the processes of sexual selection are thought to have been more potent among females. Females of
these species vie more ferociously for sexual access to heavy-investing males and require little from
males before consenting to sex. Evidence of this form of sexual differentiation has been documented
among such “sex-role-reversed” species as the red-necked phalarope, the Mormon cricket, katydids,
dance flies, water bugs, seahorses, and a variety of fish species (Alcock, 2001). Parental investment
theory, therefore, is not a theory about males always having more interest in indiscriminate sex than
females. Instead, it is a theory about differences in parental investment obligations systematically
relating to sex differences in mate choice and relationship initiation.

Among humans, many men invest heavily in their children, teaching them social skills, emotion-
ally nurturing them, and investing both resources and prestige in them. Nevertheless, men incur
much lower levels of obligatory or “minimum” parental investment in offspring than women do
(Symons, 1979). Women are obligated, for example, to incur the costs of internal fertilization, pla-
centation, and gestation in order to reproduce. The minimum physiological obligations of men are
considerably less—requiring only the contribution of sperm. Furthermore, all female mammals,
including ancestral women, carried the obligatory investments associated with lactation. Lactation
can last several years in human foraging environments (Kelly, 1995), years during which it is harder
for women than men to reproduce and invest in additional offspring (Blurton Jones, 1986). Finally,
across all known cultures human males typically invest less in active parenting efforts than females
(Low, 1989; Munroe & Munroe, 1997).

This human asymmetry in parental investment should affect mate choice and relationship initia-
tion, with the lesser investing sex (i.e., men) displaying greater intrasexual competitiveness and lower
intersexual “choosiness” in mate preferences. Numerous studies have shown that men exhibit greater
physical size and competitive aggression (Archer & Lloyd, 2002), riskier life history strategies (Daly
& Wilson, 1988), relatively delayed maturation (Geary, 1998), and earlier death than women do
across cultures (Alexander & Noonan, 1979). In addition, men’s mate preferences are, as predicted,
almost always less “choosy” or discriminating than women’s, especially in the context of short-term
mating (Kenrick et al., 1990; Regan et al., 2000).

Because men are the lesser investing sex of our species, they also should be more inclined
toward initiating low-cost, short-term mating than women. Human sex differences in the desire for
short-term sex have been observed in studies of sociosexuality (Jones, 1998; Schmitt, 2005a; Simpson
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& Gangestad, 1991), motivations for and prevalence of extramarital mating (Seal, Agostinelli, &
Hannett, 1994; Wiederman, 1997), quality and quantity of sexual fantasies (Ellis & Symons, 1990),
quality and quantity of pornography consumption (Malamuth, 1996), motivations for and use of
prostitution (McGuire & Gruter, 2003), willingness to have sex without commitment (Townsend,
1995), willingness to have sex with strangers (Clark, 1990; Clark & Hatfield, 1989), and the funda-
mental differences between the short-term mating psychology of gay males and lesbians (Bailey,
Gaulin, Agyei, & Gladue, 1994). Clearly, sex differences in parental investment obligations have an
influence on men’s and women’s fundamental mate choices and relationship initiation strategies.

Sexual Strategies Theory

Buss and Schmitt (1993) expanded on parental investment theory (Trivers, 1972) by proposing sexual
strategies theory (SST). According to SST, men and women have evolved a pluralistic repertoire of
mating strategies. One strategy within this repertoire is “long—term” mating. Long-term mating is
usually marked by extended courtship, heavy investment, pairbonding, the emotion of love, and
the dedication of resources over a long temporal span to the mating relationship and any offspring
that ensue. Another strategy within the human mating repertoire is “short-term” mating, defined as
a relatively fleeting sexual encounter such as a brief affair, a hookup, or a one-night stand. Which
sexual strategy or mix of strategies an individual pursues is predicted to be contingent on factors
such as opportunity, personal mate value, sex ratio in the relevant mating pool, parental influences,
regnant cultural norms, and other features of social and personal contexts (see also Gangestad &
Simpson, 2000; Schmitt, 2005a, 2005b).

EVOLUTION OF SEX DIFFERENCES IN MATE
CHOICE AND RELATIONSHIP INITIATION

Sex Differences in Long-Term Mating

Although SST views both sexes as having long-term and short-term mating strategies within their
repertoire, men and women are predicted to differ psychologically in what they desire (i.e., mate
choice) and in how they tactically pursue (i.e., initiate) romantic relationships. In long-term mate
choice, the sexes are predicted to differ in several respects. Men are hypothesized to possess adap-
tations that lead them to place a greater mate choice premium during long-term mating on signals
of fertility and reproductive value, such as a woman’s youth and physical appearance (Buss, 1989;
Jones, 1995; Kenrick & Keefe, 1992; Singh, 1993; Symons, 1979). Men also prefer long-term mates
who are sexually faithful and are capable of good parenting (see Table 3.1). Women, in contrast,
are hypothesized to place a greater premium during long-term mating on a man’s status, resources,
ambition, and maturity (cues relevant to his ability for long-term provisioning), as well as his kind-
ness, generosity, and emotional openness (cues to his willingness to provide for women and their
children) (Buunk, Dijkstra, Kenrick, & Warntjes, 2001; Cashdan, 1993; Ellis, 1992; Feingold, 1992;
Townsend & Wasserman, 1998).

Conversely, men who display cues to long-term provisioning, and women who display youthful-
ness, tend to be the ones who are most effective at initiating, enhancing, and preserving monoga-
mous mating relationships (Buss, 1988; Hirsch & Paul, 1996; Landolt, Lalumiere, & Quinsey, 1995;
Schmitt, 2002; Tooke & Camire, 1991; Walters & Crawford, 1994). From an evolutionary perspec-
tive, the differing qualities that men and women preferentially respond to are thought to help solve
the adaptive problems that men and women had to overcome throughout human evolutionary history
(Schmitt & Buss, 1996). Of course, in our ancestral past men and women also faced similar problems
of mate choice, leading to little or no sex differences in some domains (see Buss & Schmitt, 1993).

Numerous survey and meta-analytic studies have confirmed many of the major tenets of SST,
including the fact that men and women seeking long-term mates desire different attributes in potential
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partners (e.g., Cunningham, Roberts, Barbee, Druen, & Wu, 1995; Graziano, Jensen-Campbell,
Todd, & Finch, 1997; Jensen-Campbell, Graziano, & West, 1995; Kruger, Fisher, & Jobling, 2003;
Li, Bailey, Kenrick, & Linsenmeier, 2002; Regan, 1998a, 1998b; Regan & Berscheid, 1997; Urbaniak
& Kilmann, 2003). Several investigators have replicated or confirmed SST-related findings using
nationally representative, cross-cultural, or multicultural samples (Feingold, 1992; Knodel, Low,
Saengtienchai, & Lucas, 1997; Schmitt et al., 2003; Sprecher, Sullivan, & Hatfield, 1994; Walter,
1997). For example, in a recent Internet study of 119,733 men and 98,462 women across 53 nations,
Lippa (2007) replicated the classic evolutionary finding of men’s greater desires, relative to women,
for long-term mates who are physically attractive. Women, in contrast to men, tended to report
greater preferences for long-term mates who display cues to the ability and willingness to provide
resources (e.g., intelligence, kindness, and dependability; see Lippa, 2007). Other investigators have
validated key SST hypotheses concerning sex differences in long-term mate choice using nonsurvey
techniques such as studying actual mate attraction, marital choice, spousal conflict, and divorce
(Betzig, 1989; Dawson & Mclntosh, 2006; Kenrick, Neuberg, Zierk, & Krones, 1994; Salmon &
Symons, 2001; Schmitt, Couden, & Baker, 2001; Townsend & Wasserman, 1998; Wiederman, 1993).
These experimental, behavioral, and naturalistic methodologies suggest that evolutionary-support-
ive findings are not merely stereotype artifacts or social desirability biases limited to self-reported
mate choice.

Kenrick and his colleagues (1994), for example, demonstrated using the “contrast effect” that
experimental exposure to physically attractive women tended to lessen a man’s commitment to his
current relationship partner. However, exposure to physically attractive men had no effect on women’s
commitment to their current partners. Conversely, when women were exposed to targets who had high
status- and resource-related attributes, this lessened women’s (but not men’s) commitment to their
current romantic partners. Kenrick and others argued that this indirect research method not only con-
firms self-reported mate preference findings but also further shows that men’s and women’s evolved
mate preferences unconsciously influence men’s and women’s satisfaction and commitment over the
long-term course of relationships (see also Buss & Shackelford, 1997; Little & Mannion, 2006).

Another indirect effect of sex-differentiated mating desires can be found in the context of rela-
tionship initiation and romantic attraction. According to sexual selection theory (Darwin, 1871),
the evolved mate preferences of one sex should have a substantive impact on the effectiveness of
attraction tactics used by the opposite sex. If men possess an evolved preference for physical attrac-
tiveness, the argument goes, women should be more effective than men at using mate initiation and
attraction tactics that manipulate physical attractiveness (e.g., by appearing youthful). Conversely,
if women prefer resource-related attributes more than men do, men should be seen as more effec-
tive than women at using resource-related tactics of initiation and attraction (e.g., by demonstrating
intelligence, kindness, and dependability). Empirical evaluations of this aspect of sexual selection
in humans have been supportive. For example, Buss (1988), Tooke and Camire (1991), and Walters
and Crawford (1994) all demonstrated that women are judged more effective than men when using
appearance-related tactics of initiation and attraction, whereas men are judged more effective than
women when using resource-related tactics of romantic initiation and attraction (for a meta-analysis
of attraction results, see Schmitt, 2002).

Perceived sex differences in physical appearance and resource-related tactic effectiveness have
also been documented within more specialized rating contexts of romantic attraction. Buss (1988)
found sex differences in effectiveness ratings of appearance and resource-related tactics when used
by men and women to both attract and retain a long-term marital partner (see also Bleske-Rechek
& Buss, 2001; Flinn, 1985). Schmitt and Buss (1996) documented sex differences in perceived tactic
effectiveness across both self-promotion and competitor derogation forms of mate attraction (i.e.,
when people highlight their own positive qualities and tear down their rivals’ perceived qualities;
see also Greer & Buss, 1994; Walters & Crawford, 1994). Schmitt and Buss (2001) found sex differ-
ences in perceived appearance and resource-related mate attraction within the specialized context
of obtaining a long-term mating partner who is already in a relationship, what they called the context
of mate poaching (see also Bleske & Shackelford, 2001; Schmitt & Shackelford, 2003). Whether
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researchers ask people directly, observe their real-life behavior, or subtly look for indirect effects,
the pervasive range of sex differences in long-term mating psychology supports the evolutionary
perspective on mate choice and relationship initiation.

Sex Differences in Short-Term Mating

According to SST, both sexes are hypothesized to pursue short-term mateships in certain contexts,
but for different reproductive reasons that reflect sex-specific adaptive problems (Buss & Schmitt,
1993). For women, the asymmetry in obligatory parental investment (Symons, 1979; Trivers, 1972)
leaves them little to gain in reproductive output by engaging in indiscriminate, short-term sex with
high numbers of partners. Women can reap evolutionary benefits from short-term mating (Greil-
ing & Buss, 2000; Hrdy, 1981). However, women’s psychology of short-term mate choice appears to
center on obtaining men of high genetic quality rather than numerous men in high-volume quantity
(Banfield & McCabe, 2001; Gangestad & Thornhill, 1998; Li & Kenrick, 2006; Smith, 1984).

For men, the potential reproductive benefits from short-term mating with numerous partners
can be profound. A man can produce as many as 100 offspring by mating with 100 women over
the course of a year, whereas a man who is monogamous will tend to have only one child with his
partner during that same time period. In evolutionary currencies, this represents a strong selec-
tive pressure—and a potent adaptive problem—for men’s short-term mating strategy to center on
obtaining large numbers of partners (Schmitt et al., 2003). Obviously, 100 instances of only onetime
mating would rarely produce precisely 100 offspring. However, a man mating with 100 women over
the course of a year—particularly repeated matings when the women are nearing ovulation and are
especially interested in short-term mating (Gangestad, 2001)—would likely have significantly more
offspring than a woman mating repeatedly with 100 interested men over the course of a year.

According to SST, three of the specific design features of men’s short-term mating psychology are
that (a) men possess a greater desire than women do for a variety of sexual partners, (b) men require
less time to elapse than women do before consenting to sexual intercourse, and (c) men tend to more
actively seek short-term mateships than women do (Buss & Schmitt, 1993). This suite of hypoth-
esized sex differences has been well supported empirically. For example, Schmitt and his colleagues
(2003) documented these fundamental sex differences across 10 major regions of the world. When
people from North America were asked, “Ideally, how many different sexual partners would you like
to have in the next month?” over 23% of men, but only 3% of women, indicated that they would like
more than one sexual partner in the next month. This finding confirmed that many men, and few
women, desire sexual variety in the form of multiple sexual partners over short time intervals. Similar
degrees of sexual differentiation were found in South America (35.0% versus 6.1%), Western Europe
(22.6% versus 5.5%), Eastern Europe (31.7% versus 7.1%), Southern Europe (31.0% versus 6.0%), the
Middle East (33.1% versus 5.9%), Africa (18.2% versus 4.2%), Oceania (25.3% versus 5.8%), South
and Southeast Asia (32.4% versus 6.4%), and East Asia (17.9% versus 2.6%). These sex differences
also persisted across a variety of demographic statuses, including age, socioeconomic status, and
sexual orientation. Moreover, when men and women who reported actively pursuing a short-term
mating strategy were asked whether they wanted more than one partner in the next month, over
50% of men, but less than 20% of women, expressed desires for multiple sexual partners (Schmitt et
al., 2003). This finding supports the key SST hypothesis that men’s short-term mating strategy is very
different from women’s and is based, in part, on obtaining large numbers of sexual partners.

Other findings from the cross-cultural study by Schmitt and his colleagues (2003) documented
that men universally agree to have sex after less time has elapsed than women do, and that men
from all world regions expend more effort on seeking brief sexual relationships than women do. For
example, across all cultures nearly 25% of married men, but only 10% of married women, reported
that they are actively seeking short-term, extramarital relationships (see also Wiederman, 1997).
These culturally universal findings support the view that men evolved to seek large numbers of sex
partners when they pursue a short-term mating strategy. Some women also pursue short-term mates.
However, when women seek short-term mates they are more selective and tend to seek out men who
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are physically attractive, are intelligent, and otherwise possess high-quality genes (Buss & Schmitt,
1993; Gangestad & Thornhill, 1997, 2003).

EVOLUJTION OF INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES IN MATE
CHOICE AND RELATIONSHIP INITIATION

The previous section addressed the evolutionary psychology of how men and women choose and
initiate short-term and long-term mating relationships. Another important question is when and
why an individual man or woman would choose to pursue a long-term mateship versus a short-
term mateship. Several theories have suggested that personal circumstances—including stage of
life, personal characteristics, and physical attributes—play an adaptive role in shaping or evoking
people’s strategic mating choices (Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Gangestad & Simpson, 2000). Among the
more important sex-specific features that affect mating strategies are men’s overall mate value and
women’s ovulatory status.

Mating Differences within Men

According to SST (Buss & Schmitt, 1993), men possess a menu of alternative mating strategies that
they can follow. Whether a man chooses to pursue a short-term or long-term mating strategy (or
both) may depend, in part, on his status and prestige. In foraging cultures, men with higher status
and prestige tend to possess multiple wives (Betzig, 1986; Borgerhoff Mulder, 1987, 1990; Cronk,
1991; Heath & Hadley, 1998), and in so doing polygynous men are able to satisfy aspects of both their
long-term pairbonding desires and short-term “numerous partner” desires. In most modern cultures,
men with high status are unable to legally marry more than one woman. However, high-status men
are more likely to successfully pursue extramarital affairs and to practice de facto or “effective”
polygyny in the form of serial divorce and remarriage compared to others (Brown & Hotra, 1988;
Buss, 2000; Fisher, 1992). Given an equal sex ratio of men and women in a given culture, this results
in other men—namely, those with low status and prestige—Dbeing limited to monogamy in the form
of one wife. Some low-status men are left with no wives at all, and may choose to resort to coercive,
low-investment mating strategies (Thornhill & Palmer, 2000). Consequently, important sources of
individual variation in men’s mate choice and relationship initiation tactics are status and prestige.

Whether a man follows a more short-term- or long-term-oriented mating strategy depends on
other factors as well, many of which relate to the man’s overall value in the mating marketplace (Gan-
gestad & Simpson, 2000). A man’s “mate value” is determined, in part, by his status and prestige.
It is also affected by his current resource holdings, long-term ambition, intelligence, interpersonal
dominance, social popularity, sense of humor, reputation for kindness, maturity, height, strength,
and athleticism (Chagnon, 1988; Ellis, 1992; Miller, 2000; Nettle, 2002; Pierce, 1996).

Most studies of men in modern cultures find that, when they are able to do so as a result of high
mate value, men choose to engage in multiple mating relationships. For example, Lalumiere, Seto,
and Quinsey (1995) designed a scale to measure overall mating opportunities. The scale, similar to
overall mate value, included items such as “Relative to my peer group, I can get dates with ease.”
They found that men with higher mate value tended to have sex at an earlier age, to have a larger
number of sexual partners, and to follow a more promiscuous mating strategy overall (see also James,
2003; Landolt et al., 1995).

Another potential indicator of mate value is the social barometer of self-esteem (Kirkpatrick,
Waugh, Valencia, & Webster, 2002). Similar to the results with mating opportunities, men who score
higher on self-esteem scales tend to choose and to successfully engage in more short-term mating
relationships (Baumeister & Tice, 2001; Walsh, 1991). Indeed, in a recent cross-cultural study by
Schmitt (2005b), this revealing trend was evident across several world regions. The same relationship
was usually not evident, and was often reversed, among women in modern nations (see also Mikach
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& Bailey, 1999). That is, women with high self-esteem were more likely to pursue monogamous, long-
term mating strategies. These findings would seem to support parental investment theory (Trivers,
1972), in that when mate value is high and people are given a choice, men prefer short-term mating
(sometimes in addition to long-term mating), whereas women strategically prefer a single monoga-
mous mateship. An important determinant of individual mate choice, therefore, is overall mate value
in the mating marketplace, with men of high mate value and women of low mate value more likely
to pursue short-term mating strategies (see Table 3.1).

According to strategic pluralism theory (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000), men should also be more
likely to engage in short-term mating when they exhibit the physical characteristics most preferred by
women who desire a short-term mate, especially those traits indicative of high genetic quality. Higher
facial symmetry, for example, is indicative of low genetic mutation load in men, and women adap-
tively prefer facial symmetry when pursing short-term mates (Gangestad & Thornhill, 1997). This is
because one of the key benefits women can reap from short-term mating is to gain access to high-
quality genes that they might not be able to secure from a long-term partner (Gangestad, 2001).

TABLE 3.1 Fundamental Features of Long-Term and Short-Term Mating Strategies
in Men and Women

Men’s Long-Term Mating Strategy

Key mate choice adaptations Prefer cues to youth and fertility, prefer sexual fidelity, and
prefer good parenting skills

Effective relationship initiation tactics Demonstrate ability and willingness to invest, and
demonstrate emotional commitment

Associated personal characteristics Low mate value, feminine and asymmetrical facial
features, and low testosterone

Eliciting cultural and familial factors High sex ratio (more men than women), and secure
parent—child attachment
Women’s Long-Term Mating Strategy

Key mate choice adaptations Prefer attributes that indicate ability and willingness to
invest in self and offspring

Effective relationship initiation tactics Provide cues to youth and fertility, suggest sexual fidelity,
and suggest good parenting skills

Associated personal characteristics High mate value, high self-esteem, and luteal phase of
ovulatory cycle

Eliciting cultural and familial factors High sex ratio, and secure parent—child attachment

Men’s Short-Term Mating Strategy

Key mate choice adaptations Prefer large number of partners, prefer easy sexual access,
and minimize commitment

Effective relationship initiation tactics Provide immediate resources, demonstrate intelligence,
and feign long-term interests

Associated personal characteristics High mate value, masculine and symmetrical facial features,
and high testosterone

Eliciting cultural and familial factors Low sex ratio (more women than men), and insecure-

dismissing parent—child attachment

Women’s Short-Term Mating Strategy

Key mate choice adaptations Prefer immediate resources, and prefer genetic quality
(intelligence, masculinity, and symmetry)

Effective relationship initiation tactics Provide easy sexual access, and limit future commitment

Associated personal characteristics Low mate value, low self-esteem, and late follicular phase

of ovulatory cycle

Eliciting cultural and familial factors Low sex ratio, and insecure-fearful and insecure-
preoccupied parent—child attachment
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Evidence that physically attractive men adaptively respond to women’s desires and become more
promiscuous comes from other sources, as well. For example, men who possess broad and muscu-
lar shoulders, a physical attribute preferred by short-term-oriented women (Frederick, Haselton,
Buchanan, & Gallup, 2003), tend toward short-term mating as reflected in an earlier age of first
intercourse, more sexual partners, and more extrapair copulations (Hughes & Gallup, 2003). In
numerous studies, Gangestad and his colleagues have shown that women who seek short-term mates
place special importance on the physical attractiveness of their partners, and that physically attrac-
tive men are more likely to pursue short-term mating strategies (Gangestad & Cousins, 2001; Gang-
estad & Thornhill, 1997; Thornhill & Gangestad, 1994, 1999).

Some research suggests that genetic and hormonal predispositions may affect men’s mate choice
and relationship initiation strategies (Bailey, Kirk, Zhu, Dunne, & Martin, 2000). Much of this
research focuses on the moderating effects of testosterone (Dabbs & Dabbs, 2000). For example,
married men, compared to their same-age single peers, tend to have lower levels of testosterone
(Burnham et al., 2003), though this is not true among married men who are also interested in con-
current extrapair copulations or short-term mateships (McIntyre et al., 2006). Men who are expect-
ant fathers and hope to have children only with their current partner have relatively low testosterone
(Gray, Kahlenberg, Barrett, Lipson, & Ellison, 2002), whereas men possessing high testosterone
tend to have more sexual partners, to start having sex earlier, to have higher sperm counts, to be
more interested in sex, and to divorce more frequently, and are more likely to have affairs (Alexander
& Sherwin, 1991; Manning, 2002; Mazur & Booth, 1998; Udry & Campbell, 1994). The root cause
of this mate choice variability may lie in early testosterone exposure and its effects on the activa-
tion of men’s short-term mating psychology. Exposure to high testosterone levels in utero causes
increased masculinization of the human brain and increased testosterone in adulthood (Manning;
Ridley, 2003). If men’s brains are programmed for greater short-term mating in general (Symons,
1979; Trivers, 1972), this would lead to the hypothesis that those who are exposed to higher testos-
terone levels in utero would be more likely to develop short-term mating strategies in adulthood. In
women, though, other factors appear to adaptively influence mating strategy choice.

Mating Differences within Women

Women’s desires for engaging in sexual intercourse tend to vary across their ovulatory cycles. On
average, women’s desires for sex peak during the late follicular phase, just before ovulation, when
the odds of becoming pregnant would be maximized (Regan, 1996). It was once thought that this
shift in sexual desire evolved because it increased the probability of having conceptive intercourse
in our monogamous female ancestors. However, several studies have now documented that women'’s
short-term desires for men with high-quality genes actually peak in the highly fertile days just before
ovulation (Gangestad, 2001; Gangestad, Garver-Apgar, & Simpson, 2007; Gangestad & Thornhill,
1997; Haselton & Miller, 2006).

For example, women who are interested in short-term mating tend to prefer men who are high in
dominance and masculinity (Buss & Schmitt, 1993), as indicated by testosterone-related attributes
such as prominent brows, large chins, and other features of facial masculinity (Mueller & Mazur,
1997; Penton-Voak & Chen, 2004; Perrett et al., 1998). Short-term-oriented women may prefer these
attributes because facial markers of testosterone are honest indicators of immunocompetence qual-
ity in men (Gangestad & Thornhill, 2003). During the late follicular phase, women’s preferences for
men with masculine faces conspicuously increase (Johnston, Hagel, Franklin, Fink, & Grammer,
2001; Penton-Voak et al., 2003), as do their preferences for masculine voices (Puts, 2006), precisely
as though women are shifting their mating psychology to follow a more short-term-oriented strategy
around ovulation.

A similar ovulatory shift can be seen in women’s preference for symmetrical faces. Women who
generally pursue a short-term mating strategy express strong preferences for male faces that are sym-
metrical, perhaps because facial symmetry is indicative of low mutation load (Gangestad & Thorn-
hill, 1997). During the late follicular phase, women’s preference for symmetrical faces increases
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even further (Gangestad & Cousins, 2001), again as though they have shifted their psychology to
that of a short-term mating strategist. It has also been shown that women who are nearing ovulation
find the pheromonal smell of symmetrical men more appealing than when women are less fertile
(Gangestad & Thornhill, 1998; Rikowski & Grammer, 1999), that women who mate with more sym-
metrical men have more frequent and intense orgasms (Thornhill, Gangestad, & Comer, 1995),
and that men with attractive faces have qualitatively better health (Shackelford & Larsen, 1999)
and semen characteristics (Soler et al., 2003). Finally, women appear to dress more provocatively
when nearing ovulation (Grammer, Renninger, & Fischer, 2004), though women near ovulation also
reduce risky behaviors associated with being raped, especially if they are not taking contraception
(Bréder & Hohmann, 2003).

Overall, there is compelling evidence that women’s mating strategies shift at the within-per-
son level from a long-term mating psychology to a more short-term-oriented mating psychology,
precisely when they are the most fertile. It is possible that these shifts reflect women seeking high-
quality genes from extrapair copulations while maintaining a long-term relationship with a heavily
investing partner (Gangestad, 2001; Haselton & Miller, 2006).

Additional individual differences and personal situations may be linked to adaptive variability in
women’s mate choices and relationship initiation strategies. For example, short-term mating strate-
gies are more likely to occur during adolescence, when one’s partner is of low mate value, when one
desires to get rid of a mate, and after divorce—all situations where short-term mating may serve
adaptive functions (Cashdan, 1996; Greiling & Buss, 2000). In some cases, short-term mating seems
to emerge as an adaptive reaction to early developmental experiences within the family (Michalski
& Shackelford, 2002). For example, short-term mating strategies are more likely to occur among
women growing up in father-absent homes (Moffit, Caspi, Belsky, & Silva, 1992; Quinlan, 2003),
especially in homes where a stepfather is present (Ellis & Garber, 2000). In these cases, the absence
of a father and presence of a stepfather may indicate to young women that mating-age men are unre-
liable. In such environments, short-term mating may serve as the more viable mating strategy choice
once in adulthood (see also Belsky, 1999).

Finally, some have argued that frequency-dependent or other forms of selection have resulted
in different heritable tendencies toward long-term versus short-term mating (Gangestad & Simpson,
1990). There is behavioral genetic evidence that age at first intercourse, lifetime number of sex part-
ners, and sociosexuality—a general trait that varies from restricted long-term mating to unrestricted
short-term mating—are somewhat heritable (Bailey et al., 2000; Rowe, 2002). However, most find-
ings suggest that heritability in mate choice and mating strategy is stronger in men than in women
(Dunne et al., 1997).

EVOLUTION OF CULTURAL DIFFERENCES IN MATE
CHOICE AND RELATIONSHIP INITIATION

Sex Ratios and Human Mating

In addition to sex and individual differences in mating strategies, mate choices and relationship ini-
tiation behaviors appear to vary in evolutionary-relevant ways across cultures (Frayser, 1985; Kelly,
1995; Pasternak et al., 1997). Pedersen (1991) has speculated that the relative number of men versus
women in a given culture should influence mating behavior. Operational sex ratio can be defined
as the relative balance of marriage-age men versus marriage-age women in the local mating pool
(Secord, 1983). Sex ratios are considered “high” when the number of men significantly outsizes the
number of women in a local culture. Sex ratios are considered “low” when there are relatively more
women than men in the mating market. In most cultures women tend to slightly outnumber men,
largely because of men’s polygynous tendency to have a higher mortality rate (Daly & Wilson, 1988).
Nevertheless, significant variation often exists in sex ratios across cultures, and within cultures when
viewed over historical time (Grant, 1998; Guttentag & Secord, 1983).



AN EVOLUTIONARY PERSPECTIVE ON MATE CHOICE AND RELATIONSHIP INITIATION

Pedersen (1991) argued that a combination of sexual selection theory (Darwin, 1871) and parental
investment theory (Trivers, 1972) leads to a series of predictions concerning the effects of sex ratios
on human mating strategies. According to sexual selection theory, when males desire a particular
attribute in potential mating partners, females of that species tend to respond by competing in the
expression and provision of that desired attribute. Among humans, when sex ratios are especially low
and there are many more women than men, men should become an especially scarce resource that
women compete for with even more intensity than normal (see also Guttentag & Secord, 1983).

When combined with the parental investment notion described earlier in which men tend to
desire short-term mating (Trivers, 1972), this leads to the hypothesis that humans in cultures with
lower sex ratios (i.e., more women than men) should possess more short-term-oriented mating strate-
gies. Conversely, when sex ratios are high and men greatly outnumber women, men must enter into
more intense competition for the limited number of potential female partners. Women’s preferences
for long-term monogamous relationships become the key desires that must be responded to if men
are to remain competitive in the courtship marketplace.

Using data from sex ratio fluctuations over time within the United States, Pedersen (1991) mar-
shaled a compelling case for a causal link between sex ratios and human mating strategies (see also
Guttentag & Secord, 1983). For example, high sex ratio fluctuations have been historically associated
with increases in monogamy, as evidenced by lower divorce rates and men’s greater willingness to
invest in their children. Low sex ratios have been historically associated with indexes of short-term
mating, such as an increase in divorce rates and a reduction in what he termed female “sexual coy-
ness.” In a recent cross-cultural study (Schmitt, 2005a), national sex ratios were correlated with
direct measures of basic human mating strategies across 48 nations in an attempt to test Pedersen’s
theory. As expected, cultures with more men than women tended toward long-term mating, whereas
cultures with more women than men tended toward short-term mating (see also Barber, 2000).

Attachment and Human Mating

Several combinations of life history theory (Low, 1998) and attachment theory (Bowlby, 1982) have
suggested that certain critical experiences during childhood play a role in the development of human
mating strategies (Belsky, 1999). Perhaps the most prominent of these theories is a life span model
developed by Belsky, Steinberg, and Draper (1991). According to this model, early social experiences
adaptively channel children down one of two reproductive pathways. Children who are socially
exposed to high levels of stress—especially insensitive or inconsistent parenting, harsh physical
environments, and economic hardship—tend to develop insecure attachment styles. These children
also tend to physically mature earlier than those children who are exposed to less stress. According
to Belsky and his colleagues (1991), attachment insecurity and early physical maturity subsequently
lead to the evolutionary-adaptive development of what is called an “opportunistic” reproductive
strategy in adulthood (i.e., short-term mating). In cultures with unpredictable social environments,
it is therefore argued, children adaptively respond to stressful cues by developing the more viable
strategy of short-term mating.

Conversely, those children exposed to lower levels of stress and less environmental hardship tend
to be more emotionally secure and to physically mature later. These children are thought to develop
a more “investing” reproductive strategy in adulthood (i.e., long-term mating) that pays evolutionary
dividends in low-stress environments. Although the causal mechanisms that influence strategic mat-
ing are most prominently located within the family, this model also suggests that certain aspects of
culture may be related to mating strategy variation (see also Belsky, 1999).

A closely related theory has been proposed by Chisholm (1996). Chisholm argued that local
mortality rates—presumably related to high stress and inadequate resources—act as cues that facul-
tatively shift human mating strategies in evolutionary-adaptive ways. In cultures with high mortality
rates and unpredictable resources, the optimal mating strategy is to reproduce early and often, a
strategy related to insecure attachment, short-term temporal orientations, and promiscuous mating
strategies. In cultures that are physically safe and have abundant resources, mortality rates are lower
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and the optimal strategy is to invest heavily in fewer numbers of offspring. In safer environments,
therefore, one should pursue a long-term strategy associated with more monogamous mating. Col-
lectively, the Belsky et al. (1991) and Chisholm (1996) theories can be referred to as a “developmen-
tal-attachment theory” of human mating strategies.

Numerous studies have provided support for developmental-attachment theory (Barber, 2003;
Belsky, 1999; Ellis & Garber, 2000; Moffit et al., 1992; Quinlan, 2003). In a recent attempt to test
developmental-attachment theory, Schmitt and his colleagues (Schmitt, Alcalay, Allensworth, et al.,
2004) measured the romantic attachment styles of over 17,000 people from 56 nations. They related
insecure attachment styles to various indexes of familial stress, economic resources, mortality, and
fertility. They found overwhelming support for developmental-attachment theory. For example,
nations with higher fertility rates, higher mortality rates, higher levels of stress (e.g., poor health and
education), and lower levels of resources tended to have higher levels of insecure romantic attach-
ment. Schmitt (2005a) also found that short-term mating was related to insecure attachment across
cultures. As expected, the dismissing form of insecure attachment was linked to short-term mating
in men, and fearful or preoccupied forms of insecure attachment were linked to short-term mating
in women. These findings support the view that stressful environments cause increases in insecure
romantic attachment, increases presumably linked to short-term mating strategies (see also Kirkpat-
rick, 1998).

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Evolutionary psychology is but one perspective from which to view the special psychology of human
romance, and relying solely on the perspective presented here would be a mistake. For example, reli-
gion has been shown to have a strong influence on mate choice and relationship initiation (Pasternak
et al., 1997; Reynolds & Tanner, 1983), particularly among women (Baumeister & Twenge, 2002).
The same appears true for political ideology, education level, and other sociopolitical facets of the
modern human condition (Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, & Michaels, 1994; Pratto, 1996). None of
these factors have been fully integrated into the current review.

Future research on human mate choice and relationship initiation should attempt to integrate
evolutionary perspectives with other theories and viewpoints on human sexuality, particularly social
role theories (e.g., see Kenrick, 2006; Kenrick, Trost, & Sundie, 2004; Schmitt, 2005a). It can be
tempting to contrast evolutionary and social role theories as either-or explanations of human mate
choice and relationship initiation. However, an increasing number of investigators have focused on
integrating these perspectives into coherent accounts of how biology and culture interact to produce
the patterns of human sexuality we see across sexes, individuals, and cultures (Gangestad, Haselton,
& Buss, 2006; Lippa, 2007).

The current chapter, in which mate choice and relationship initiation were viewed as resulting
from a collection of evolved psychological adaptations, focused primarily on the evolutionary per-
spective and, as a result, may appear quite limited. Still, any comprehensive theory of mate choice
and relationship initiation must first take into account the most fundamental evolutionary questions:
As a species, what is our natural mating system, and how does our resulting evolved psychology
influence modern human sexuality? Based on the evidence reviewed here, humans appear to pos-
sess psychological adaptations related to several mating systems, including monogamy, polygyny,
and promiscuity. Our pluralistic human mating repertoire may be fundamentally organized in terms
of basic long-term and short-term mating psychologies. The activation and pursuit of these mating
psychologies—including concomitant patterns of mate choice and relationship initiation—differ in
adaptive ways across sex, individual circumstance, and cultural context.

The sexes differ significantly in their adaptations for short-term mate choice. Men’s short-term
mating strategy is based primarily on obtaining large numbers of partners, being quick to consent
to sex, and more actively seeking brief sexual encounters. Women’s short-term strategy seems more
heavily rooted in obtaining partners of high genetic quality, including men who possess masculine
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and symmetrical faces. Both sexes desire long-term monogamous partners who are kind and under-
standing, but men place more emphasis on youth, and women on social status and resource ability,
when considering a long-term mate (see Table 3.1).

According to sexual selection theory (Darwin, 1871), evolved mate choice adaptations in one sex
should impact on the effectiveness of relationship initiation tactics used by the opposite sex. If men
possess an evolved preference for long-term mates who are relatively youthful, for example, women
should be effective at using relationship initiation and mate attraction tactics that manipulate the
appearance of youthfulness. Evidence suggests this is, indeed, the case (Schmitt, 2002). Conversely,
if women prefer long-term mates who are able and willing to provide resources and emotional invest-
ment in offspring, men should be effective at using these tactics of initiation and attraction when
seeking long-term mates (see Table 3.1).

Individual differences in mate choice and relationship initiation are also important from an evo-
lutionary perspective, and within-sex differences in human mating appear to sometimes emerge as
adaptive responses to key personal circumstances (e.g., one’s physical characteristics). Men high in
social status and mate value, for example, tend to pursue more short-term-oriented mating strategies
than other men, and where possible highly valued men strive for polygynous marriages (or serial
marriages). Women nearing ovulation tend to manifest desires indicative of their short-term mating
psychology, expressing more potent mate choice for masculine and dominant men and being more
sensitive to the pheromones of symmetrical men (Gangestad et al., 2007).

Features of culture and local ecology may influence the differential pursuit of long-term versus
short-term mating strategies. In cultures with high stress levels and high fertility rates, insecure
attachment and resulting short-term mating psychologies in men and women may be more com-
mon. As a result, in these cultures evolutionary psychologists expect men to emphasize obtaining
large numbers of partners and women to emphasize physical features associated with masculinity
and symmetry in potential mates (see Schmitt, 2005a). Finally, the relative sex ratio of men versus
women in the local mating pool may play a causal role in generating differences in mate choice
and relationship initiation behavior both over historical time and across the many diverse forms of
human culture. Ultimately, any complete theory of human mate choice and relationship initiation
will need to take account of the pluralistic mating system of humans and the accompanying psycho-
logical adaptations that lead to the sex, individual, and cultural differences reviewed here.
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Attachment Theory and Research
A Special Focus on Relationship Initiation

GARY CREASEY and PATRICIA JARVIS

he importance of very close relationships to adult functioning is underscored by the finding

that many adults seeking mental health services cannot form or effectively maintain close

affiliations in general (Creasey & Hesson-MclInnis, 2001). Given this aforementioned finding,
and that our network of close relationships has been shrinking over time (McPherson, Smith-Lovin,
& Brashears, 2006), predicting the successful initiation of these affiliations holds important theo-
retical and practical value. However, the quest to identify a unifying theory to forecast relationship
initiation across different types of affiliations is difficult because the motives to establish new rela-
tionships are often dependent on personal needs and relationship provisions. For example, a young
adult may initiate a dating relationship based on physical attributes, but instigate a close relationship
with a coworker because the affiliation may enhance career development. However, we suggest
herein that attachment theory provides a useful perspective for explaining the successful initiation
of relationships that have the potential to become very close and intimate.

This chapter opens with a description of attachment theory, a conceptualization of an attachment
relationship, as well as information on recent advances in attachment theory and research. Next,
research that has associated attachment functioning with relationship initiation across a number of
important affiliations will be described. Studies that have examined the role of attachment function-
ing in dating and newlywed relationships will be delineated, followed by a discussion on how emerg-
ing attachment processes may influence the behavior of new parents, the development of attachment
stances in their infants, and the ability of caregivers to work together as a team to care for the new-
born. This latter phenomenon is known as co-parenting and marks a reorganization of the marital
relationship. Next, we examine the association between attachment and grandparent—grandchildren
relationships, and how attachment processes predict the initiation of family caregiving.

Because attachment functioning predicts the quality of affiliations outside the family, we next
specify the role of attachment in friendship initiation and worker—mentor relationships. Further,
much has been written regarding the clinical implications of attachment theory (e.g., Slade, 1999);
thus, we turn to work that has examined the role of attachment processes in the initiation of cli-
ent-therapist relationships. Finally, theorists have provided accounts for the role of attachment
functioning in forecasting relationship initiation after a loss (Bowlby, 1980); therefore, this issue is
discussed as well. The chapter concludes with a summary regarding future research directions.

Although there has been some excellent research connecting attachment processes to relationship
initiation, there are some thorny issues that we will reflect on throughout this chapter. First, a consid-
erable amount of research on the topic of relationship initiation, in general, includes traditional-aged
college student samples. It is highly debated in the social sciences whether data gleaned from such
samples can be generalized because college students are generally viewed as higher functioning (in
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terms of most abilities) than the broader population. The second issue is related to the first and con-
cerns the paucity of research involving attachment and relationship initiation at different phases of
life. For example, the role of attachment functioning in motivating relationship initiation may shift as
adults change the manner in which they think about social and emotional relationships (Carstensen,
1991). Third, much of the current research concerning attachment and relationship functioning has
been conducted on dyads that have been in a relationship for some time, and there is much less work
involving affiliations that are newly evolving (i.e., in the initiation phase). Thus, we acknowledge that
some of the relationships discussed in this chapter are not necessarily “new” affiliations but, rather,
are newly transformed relationships that are influenced by attachment issues. For example, whereas
parenthood involves the initiation of an attachment relationship with the infant, the marital relation-
ship also undergoes important transformations with the initiation of co-parenting that are touched
by attachment processes. In such cases, both types of relationships (new and transformed) will be
discussed because of their reciprocal influences.

CONTEMPORARY ATTACHMENT THEORY

The catalyst for modern attachment research is based primarily on Bowlby’s (1969/1982) ethological
attachment theory; thus, his work should be broached first. Bowlby (1969/1982) asserted that attach-
ment affiliations between infants and caregivers were necessary from a survival standpoint. The
development of emotional bonds between infants and caregivers was theorized as a major reason
our species has become successful (Bowlby, 1988). However, although all infants become attached
to caregivers, the caregiving environment produces differences in the quality of this attachment,
and to capture such diversity, Ainsworth developed the strange situation procedure (Ainsworth,
Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978). In this method, infants are separated from, and reunited with, their
caregiver as well as a “stranger” over brief observational segments. To assess attachment quality,
Ainsworth developed a classification system that identified three organized patterns of attachment.
Secure infants can receive comfort from caregivers when distressed, yet are prone to exploration
when content. Avoidant infants distance themselves from caregivers and rely on themselves (or focus
on the environment) for comfort. When distressed, infants may focus on toys instead of the care-
giver. Ambivalent or resistant infants have difficulties with receiving comfort from caregivers and
display limited exploration when content (Ainsworth et al., 1978). The latter two classifications are
signs of attachment insecurity.

Attachment security is considered the modal attachment classification and is closely linked with
healthy development across cultures. Further, in Ainsworth’s (Ainsworth et al., 1978) original classi-
fication scheme, some infants could not be classified. Main and Solomon (1990) concluded that these
infants did not have an organized attachment system and rated them as disorganized-disoriented.
Such infants often display contradictory, bizarre behavior. For example, these infants, upon seeing
the parent return to the room, may approach the caregiver and then suddenly back away.

The validity of infant attachment is accentuated by the finding that attachment classifications
modestly predict later social competence, psychological health, and academic adjustment (Thomp-
son, 1999). Further, attachment experiences with principal caregivers become internalized as work-
ing models of attachment or generalized attachment representations (Bowlby, 1988). Generalized
representations are conceptualized as “operable” models of self and attachment partners, and serve
to “regulate, interpret, and predict both the attachment figure’s and the self’s attachment-related
behaviors, thoughts, and feelings” (Bretherton & Munholland, 1999, p. 89). Thus, generalized attach-
ment representations are stable, deeply ingrained mental schemes regarding relationships that we
import to emerging affiliations. In this vein, these representations may have important implications
for relationship initiation.

However, Bowlby never projected that generalized attachment representations predict function-
ing in every adult “close” or personal relationship. Rather, attachment theory forecasts interpersonal
functioning in our closest relationships or, as proposed by Waters, Corcoran, and Anafarta (2005),
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“affairs of the heart” (p. 81). Thus, because not all close or personal relationships necessarily qualify
as attachment relationships, certain standards for these latter affiliations have been set forth. For
example, attachment relationships tend to be enduring and emotionally salient, and attachment fig-
ures are not easily interchangeable with other people when an individual is distressed (Ainsworth,
1989; Cassidy, 1999). Thus, whereas these tenets were first applied as a way to conceptualize attach-
ment relationships between parents and their offspring (and eventually marital partners), such cri-
teria also pertain to other relationships (Creasey & Jarvis, 2008). Nonfamilial affiliations, such as
close friendships, workplace relationships, and relationships with mental health professionals, could
be considered attachment-like. Thus, in adhering to the aforementioned conceptualization of an
attachment relationship, we herein focus on the role of attachment in predicting relationship initia-
tion within potentially close affiliations.

Advances in Attachment Theory and Research

Bowlby’s (1988) conceptualization of generalized attachment representations was supported by the
development of the Adult Attachment Interview (AAIL; George, Kaplan, & Main, 1996). This inter-
view assesses one’s state of mind regarding attachment to principal caregivers, and measures “the
security of attachment in its generality rather than in relation to any particular present or past rela-
tionship” (Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985, p. 78). Although the AAT inquires about past relationships,
the interview discourse is thought to reflect a stable “state of mind” that is reflective of broad, gen-
eralized representations of very close relationships rather than a relationship to any one person. Like
the infant strange situation, the AAT coding system yields three organized attachment classifications,
but these evaluations are based primarily on the person’s state of mind regarding attachment. Thus,
it is possible for adults who report childhood negative experiences to be rated as secure, given that
they are objective and collaborative regarding these experiences.

Individuals classified as secure are coherent throughout the interview and objectively discuss
positive and negative experiences. Dismissing adults provide highly idealized representations of
attachment experiences, which are unsupported throughout the interview. They are often dismissive
of unfavorable attachment experiences and display a highly defensive stance during the interview.
Finally, preoccupied adults provide excessive discourse when describing attachment experiences
and show strong negative (e.g., anger) responses when discussing these memories (Main, Goldwyn,
& Hesse, 2002).

After these classifications are derived, interviews can be classified as unresolved-disorganized
with respect to trauma. During discussion of loss or maltreatment, the adult may display sudden
lapses in monitoring of discourse, such as unusual attention to a traumatic event, sudden changes of
topic, or invasions of other topics of information (Main et al., 2002). Although secure people have
experienced such events, they can speak about them in a lucid manner. In contrast, unresolved
adults remain traumatized, as evidenced by their peculiar patterns of linguistic discourse as they
discuss these experiences.

Although generalized attachment representations captured via the AAI forecast the develop-
ment of marital relationships, parenting behavior, and adult child-parent caregiving relationships
(Waters et al., 2005), the dynamics and needs in the relationships also differ. For example, although
infants are dependent on parents, the support or encouragement of such one-sided dependence
would be unhealthy in adult relationships. Thus, parent-infant and adult romantic partners qualify
as attachment figures; however, the perceptions of closeness, dependability, anxiety, and trust in
these affiliations depend on the nature and maturity of the relationship (Collins & Read, 1994;
Hazan & Shaver, 1987). As a result, adults not only possess generalized representations but acquire
relationship-specific representations as well (Creasey & Ladd, 2005; Furman & Simon, 2006; Rois-
man, Collins, Sroufe, & Egeland, 2005; Treboux, Crowell, & Waters, 2004).

As an example, romantic love has been conceptualized as an attachment process, and various
attachment styles of romantic couples have been proposed that mirror Ainsworth’s (Ainsworth et
al., 1978) depiction of infant attachment (Bartholomew, 1990; Hazan & Shaver, 1987). A secure
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adult feels emotionally close to partners, is trusting, and is comfortable depending on partners (and
vice versa). Avoidant adults are uncomfortable with closeness and dislike depending on partners,
and anxious or ambivalent adults express concerns over partner availability and are distrusting of
romantic partners. Further, fearful adults view themselves as nonviable partners and are generally
fearful of close relationships (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991).

Two key points should be made at this juncture. First, a generalized attachment representa-
tion signifies a broad way of thinking about close relationships that is based on years of attachment
experiences. Thus, it is straightforward to posit that these representations play an important role in
the relationship initiation process and relationship development. Secondly, a relationship-specific
schema is more targeted; this representation may be about a particular relationship (e.g., a romantic
relationship), or even a particular person (e.g., a marital partner). Because more targeted attachment
representations take time to develop, it could be argued that research pertaining to this construct
may have little relevance for relationship initiation.

Indeed, much of the work that is cited in this chapter concerns associations between general-
ized attachment representations and relationship initiation success. However, there is some debate
regarding the conceptualization of specific attachment representations. Some researchers instruct
their participants to think about their relationship with one person when conducting assessments
(e.g., a marital partner; Treboux et al., 2004), whereas others ask adults to consider their broad think-
ing regarding one type of relationship across different attachment partners (e.g., history of romantic
relationships). When construed in the latter fashion, more specific representations might have some
bearing in relationship initiation. For example, an adult who has had harmonious relationships with
previous romantic partners may feel very comfortable initiating new dating relationships (Carnelley
& Janoff-Bulman, 1992).

In sum, attachment theory represents a viable perspective to consider in predicting relation-
ship initiation. Indeed, there are fundamental correlates of general attachment security that have
important implications for such relationship initiation. Secure people of all ages are curious, socially
competent, persistent, open to experience, and autonomous, and possess good social information—
processing skills (e.g., Allen & Land, 1999; Sroufe, Egeland, Carlson, & Collins, 2005). These are
qualities that theoretically could spur relationship initiation and, as importantly, might mark just the
type of individuals with whom one would like to initiate a close relationship.

Further, there are correlates of insecure attachment stances that are socially ineffective. For
example, more dismissing adults are viewed as hostile, aloof, and domineering (Kobak & Sceery,
1988). Similarly, there are qualities of attachment anxiety that might be viewed as undesirable; for
example, these adults have high emotional needs, are moody, lack general self-confidence (Sroufe et
al., 2005), and are impulsive in their “emotional decisions.” To illustrate, preoccupied adults make
errors in judging the emotions of others (e.g., attributing anger to a neutral facial expression) as
well as the motives behind the emotion (Fraley, Niedenthal, Marks, Brumbaugh, & Vicary, 2006).
Thus, the tendency for dismissing adults to express discomfort with relationships and the proneness
of preoccupied people to have poor “people-reading” skills could conceivably dampen their ability
to competently initiate relationships and could make them undesirable relationship targets. These
are themes that will be revisited throughout this chapter. We now turn to a discussion of the role of
attachment processes in relationship initiation across different affiliations.

Dating and Newlywed Relationships

There are many studies that have linked attachment functioning to success in romantic relationships;
however, most of this research involves college students who have been involved in dating relationships for
some time. In adherence to the central theme of this volume, we concentrate our efforts on two important
relationship events—the initiation of dating relationships and the transition to marriage. Although the
former relationship is clearly one that has an “initiation” phase, it is also true that newlywed relationships
mark a transition in a romantic relationship. That is, the adult is no longer dating; rather, the adult is now
initiating or negotiating a new, potentially long-term, legal, committed relationship.
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Dating Relationships Researchers have examined demographic, psychosocial, emotional, and
physical characteristics that facilitate or dampen the pursuit of such affiliations. For example, young
adults who consider themselves physically attractive are more likely to initiate dating relationships
than their counterparts who consider themselves less attractive, whereas adults who are shy or inhib-
ited display more hesitancy in initiating such relationships than their less inhibited counterparts
(Clark, Shaver, & Abrahams, 1999; Simpson, Rholes, & Phillips, 1996; Snyder, Berscheid, & Glick,
1985). Further, adults tend to value physical attractiveness in a potential partner as a motivator to
initiate dating relationships (Hazan & Diamond, 2000). There are also variables that moderate or
mediate these aforementioned findings; for example, inhibited adults are more comfortable initiat-
ing these relationships via online dating services than in person (Scharlott & Christ, 1995).

What role may attachment processes play in the initiation of dating relationships? Secure and
insecure adults demonstrate first impressions that could have an influence on their relative suc-
cess as potential viable dating partners. For example, in first-time meetings with unfamiliar people,
secure adults are rated as more emotionally engaging than their insecure counterparts. Further,
dismissing adults display more indifference or aloofness, and preoccupied people exhibit more con-
versation dominance (Roisman, 2006). These compelling data raise two important issues. First, the
fact that attachment stances predict interactions with unfamiliar adults contradicts the notion that
attachment functioning is relevant for only very close relationships. Second, the initial, somewhat
pushy behavior of preoccupied adults toward unfamiliar adults seems at odds with the notion that
they have little confidence in their relationship adeptness. However, this initial aggressive posture
of preoccupied adults reminds us of a familiar theme in the child development literature. Children
who are disliked in their peer group are prone to very high approach behavior when they are intro-
duced to new peers (Dodge, Pettit, McClasky, & Brown, 1986). However, this approach behavior is
not competent and typically results in eventual rejection in the new peer group. Thus, such research
findings suggest that we need to better examine “the way” people initiate relationships in conjunc-
tion with whether they do so or not. Indeed, given that secure people have more lasting relationships
than their insecure counterparts (Hazan & Shaver, 1987), it is possible that more insecure adults
attempt more relationship initiation over their life span. This premise supports our contention that
“how” adults initiate relationships may be a more important consideration than “how much” or “how
little” adults conduct such social business.

However, do the general positive social and emotional qualities of secure people translate to the
successful initiation of dating relationships? It appears so, because adults highly value characteris-
tics of potential dating partners that are consistent with a secure attachment style. Most adults view
potential dating partners as more attractive if they are portrayed as trustworthy, dependable, and
emotionally open, and are less inclined to date someone if he or she is portrayed as emotionally vul-
nerable (or emotionally unavailable), undependable, or dishonest (Chappell & Davis, 1998; Frazier,
Byer, Fischer, Wright, & DeBord, 1996; Pietromonaco & Carnelley, 1994). Thus, when consider-
ing the viability of potential dating partners, most adults desire the attributes that define a secure
attachment stance.

Furthermore, adults who are portrayed as more anxious or preoccupied are viewed as more
viable dating partners than individuals viewed as more dismissing-avoidant or unresolved-fearful
(Klohnen & Luo, 2003). Thus, adults are more likely to accept emotional vulnerability in their poten-
tial dating partners than a partner who is undependable, uncomfortable with close relationships, or
fearful regarding romantic attachments. Whereas adults are more attracted to potential dating part-
ners who are more secure, the viability of potential dating partners with insecure attachment stances
is dependent on the individual’s attachment representation as well. For example, adults who are
more preoccupied or anxious about romantic relationships voice strong displeasure when confronted
with potential dating partners who are portrayed as more avoidant or dismissing (Klohnen & Luo,
2003). Such a reaction is understandable, given that more anxious or preoccupied people express
very strong emotional needs that are unlikely to be met by this potential partner.

Although secure people are viewed as desirable dating partners, does one’s own attachment
stance influence dating initiation? Because secure adults exhibit the types of thinking (e.g., good
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social information—processing skills) and behaviors that maintain close relationships (Allen & Land,
1999; Creasey & Jarvis, 2008), they may be adept at pursuing and initiating potential romantic rela-
tionships they judge to be potentially viable. Also, because more secure people are curious as well
as confident in their social abilities (Sroufe et al., 2005), such competency should forecast successful
relationship initiation. For example, the curiosity of more secure adults may translate to competent,
well-reasoned, dating initiation behavior, in that these individuals, when confronted with hypotheti-
cal dating partners, request a lot of information about these potential partners before selecting one
for a “date” (Aspelmeier & Kerns, 2003).

Whereas even insecure adults may initiate romantic relationships, the very nature of certain
insecure attachment stances may also inhibit relationship initiation. Fearful adults, who may be
traumatized over some form of abuse or loss, may be very inhibited regarding close relationships
and less likely to initiate such relationships (Scharlott & Christ, 1995). Further, more avoidant or
dismissing adults tend to eschew close relationships (Allen & Land, 1999), whereas more anxious
or preoccupied individuals have received the lifelong message that they are not worthy of love or
attachment. Thus, more insecure adults may be more inhibited than their secure counterparts in
initiating dating relationships, or not be as choosy about whom to go out with on an initial date. For
example, more dismissing adults, when confronted with an array of potential dating partners, ask for
less social information about these individuals than secure individuals in deciding which one to ask
out for a date (Aspelmeier & Kerns, 2003). Further, when presented hypothetical dating partners,
more anxious adults are more likely to anticipate rejection than more secure adults; that is, they
anticipate initial interactions that map onto their working model of relationships (Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2006).

In sum, research has examined the role of attachment processes in predicting the potential viabil-
ity or attractiveness of dating partners. It appears that most adults prefer their potential dating part-
ner to be secure; yet they anticipate that new dating partners will display the types of behavior and
thinking that mirror their own working model of attachment (Hazan & Zeifman, 1994; Mikulincer
& Shaver, 2006). However, it should be pointed out that most studies in this area are contrived in a
hypothetical manner. That is, in most studies, young adults are asked to think about who they would
like to date, as opposed to whether or not they actually initiate relationships with people they view as
secure or insecure. Furthermore, although it seems prudent to theorize that secure adults are more
likely to successfully initiate potential romantic relationships, this idea has not been tested well.

Newlywed Relationships  Although more work is needed to better understand how attachment
processes are linked to romantic relationship initiation, there exist a number of studies that have
specified how attachment relates to newlywed relationships. One of the more interesting findings
concerns associative mating, or the tendency for individuals to select marital partners based on a
“match” between the attachment stances of both partners. Initial research on this topic appeared
to suggest a high degree of compatibility, for instance, adults who consider themselves secure often
marry partners who perceive themselves to be secure (e.g., Senchak & Leonard, 1992). However,
when attachment functioning is assessed via trained experts using intensive interview methods, there
is a strong suggestion that adults do not necessarily marry partners with compatible levels of attach-
ment security (Dickstein, Seifer, St. Andre, & Schiller, 2001; Paley, Cox, Burchinal, & Payne, 1999).

These discrepant findings are debatable; however, they may also explain why negotiating a long-
term committed relationship is not a simple task. There is growing evidence that an adult’s self-diag-
nosis of attachment functioning is not always congruent with how he or she is evaluated by others
(Treboux et al., 2004); for instance, dismissing adults identified via interview methods almost always
rate themselves “secure” on attachment questionnaires (Creasey & Ladd, 2005). If it is difficult to
self-diagnosis our own attachment stance, then it is probably equally difficult for an adult to “diag-
nose” the attachment functioning of a prospective marital partner because attachment processes are
deeply internalized and difficult to activate (Simpson et al., 1996). The contextual and interpersonal
variables that are thought to activate the attachment system may not occur frequently enough in
some couples contemplating marriage (or at least in couples who have not dated over a lengthy time
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period), and thus attachment problems (and the emotions and behaviors that accompany them) of
one or both partners may not manifest themselves until the relationship becomes more evolved.
Thus, although many adults desire to date and eventually marry partners who are trustworthy,
dependable, and emotionally close, it may take some time to unite these ideas into a consolidated
working model of the romantic partner (Crowell, Treboux, & Waters, 2002). To sum up, many adults
may think they are marrying a partner with a desirable or compatible attachment style, but in reality,
it may take some time to develop an accurate attachment representation of the partner. Further, it
is also possible that some adults do have a high degree of insight regarding the attachment function-
ing of their partner, but weigh this variable along with other factors that they deem important to a
relationship (e.g., attractiveness, socioeconomic status, and similar values and goals; Luo & Klohnen,
2005) when contemplating marriage.

Whereas a secure person may not necessarily marry another secure adult, the attachment secu-
rity of both partners does seem to forecast the successful beginnings of a marital relationship. How-
ever, although it is tempting to suggest that adults with more secure attachment stances have better
“early-stage” marriages than their insecure counterparts (Cohn, Silver, Cowan, Cowan, & Pearson,
1992; Senchak & Leonard, 1992), such explanations are too simplistic to explain the complexities of
marital functioning over time. Indeed, some secure adults have extremely poor marriages (even in
the early phases) and are at a high risk for later divorce (Treboux et al., 2004).

At this juncture, it is prudent to emphasize again that adults possess multiple working models of
attachment. Adults bring into new marriages a deeply internalized generalized attachment repre-
sentation of very close relationships, yet they develop specific representations of their new marital
partner. Among other things, we can examine how the compatibility of these models affects the
well-being of newly married couples and examine variables within the marital context that might
alter the development of attachment representations. That is, in terms of the latter concern, attach-
ment representations of marital partners might not remain highly stable and can be influenced by
the behavior of one’s partner over time (Davila, Karney, & Bradbury, 1999).

Let us turn to research that has examined the compatibility of attachment representations in
newly married couples. Crowell and colleagues (Crowell et al., 2002; Treboux et al., 2004) examined
the relative impact of generalized and partner-specific representations over a 6-year period from
the engagement period through the early years of marriage. Quite predictably, couples consisting of
an adult who possessed secure generalized and secure partner-specific representations (or secure-
secure) possessed better marital functioning than their counterparts who had alternative models of
relationships. Thus, such thinking represents an adult who values attachment, has a history of posi-
tive attachment experiences, trusts others, and possesses a partner who confirms this representation.
Individuals who possess such secure-secure representations report positive appraisals regarding
their marriage and low levels of relationship conflict, and they function as effective support figures
to their partner during stressful time periods.

Further, the suggestion that an insecure generalized attachment representation and an insecure
partner-specific representation (or insecure-insecure) spells doom to marital health would be chal-
lenged by the results of this work. Insecure-insecure adults display low rates of socially supportive
behavior and evidence more relationship conflict; however, they do not report unusually high
amounts of marital dissatisfaction. Perhaps these adults are comfortable with having their attach-
ment representations confirmed and have learned to somehow live with interpersonal problems
(Treboux et al., 2004). Further, these results confirm what has been demonstrated in the dating lit-
erature. For example, dating couples in which both partners are insecure show high rates of relation-
ship problems, but are more likely to remain together than couples containing a secure and insecure
partner (Creasey, Ladd, Dransfield, Giaudrone, & Johnson, 2005).

In support of this latter finding, newly married couples are more likely to divorce if one member
of the couple displays a secure representation, but has an insecure representation of his or her mari-
tal partner (or secure-insecure; Crowell et al., 2002). Further, secure-insecure individuals report
the most relationship distress and exhibit some of the worst relationship behavior when they report
major stress in their lives (Treboux et al., 2004). This incompatibility in attachment representations
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is problematic because the partner’s behavior, which is viewed as the chief force behind the develop-
ment of partner-specific representations (e.g., Davila et al., 1999), is inconsistent with the way the
adult generally has come to think about attachment relationships. Although this is not something the
secure-insecure adults may routinely think about, perhaps this idea becomes more apparent when an
adult needs the support of a partner during times of stress and does not receive it.

Another intriguing finding concerns adults who possess an insecure generalized attachment rep-
resentation, yet have developed a secure representation of their marital partner (insecure-secure).
Treboux and colleagues (2004) noted that insecure-secure individuals reported more relationship
problems than adults with secure-secure attachment representations, yet hold positive feelings of
their spouses and report relatively low levels of conflict. This particular finding suggests that a secure
attachment representation of one’s marital partner may mitigate the effects of an insecure general-
ized attachment representation (cf. Alexandrov, Cowan, & Cowan, 2005).

Thus, adults develop multiple mental models of relationships. A generalized representation is based
on years of experience with principal attachment figures, whereas a relationship-specific representation is
based on lengthy experiences with one person. Although these models can be compatible, incompatibility
is not necessarily negative, at least in cases when the adult possesses an insecure generalized attachment
representation yet possesses a secure representation of his or her partner. What is very intriguing about
this finding is that this generally insecure adult may have developed a secure representation of his or
her partner, even in cases when that partner is not necessarily secure (Crowell et al., 2002). Perhaps the
attachment-related behavior of that partner is “good enough” and may represent some type of improve-
ment over the way the adult has been treated in the past by other attachment figures.

Parenthood, Infant-Parent Attachment Relationships, and Co-parenting

Theoretically, generalized attachment representations should influence early parenting behavior
and the development of the infant—parent attachment relationship. Quite naturally, because the
caregiver’s responsiveness and trustworthiness play major roles in the initial development of the
infant’s attachment formation (Ainsworth et al., 1978), the caregiver’s internal working model of
relationships should forecast the treatment of the infant (Main et al., 1985). As suggested by Fonagy,
Steele, Steele, Moran, and Higgitt (1991), a caregiver who is able to coherently reflect on his or her
own experiences with parents should be able to understand the motives and intentions of his or her
own infant’s thinking, emotions, and behavior.

In support of the contention that caregiver attachment representations are linked to infant
attachment, a number of studies have linked parent attachment stances, as assessed via the Adult
Attachment Interview, with infant attachment security. In a classic meta-analysis of existing studies
across several cultures, van IJzendoorn (1995) documented significant associations between AAI
and strange situation classifications. In addition to secure infants having secure parents, avoidant and
anxious-resistant infants had dismissing and preoccupied parents, respectively. Further, caregivers
who were unresolved due to trauma were likely to have an infant with a disorganized attachment
stance (Main & Solomon, 1990). The fact that many of the caregivers in these studies were adminis-
tered AATs before the birth of these babies makes these results even more compelling.

Associations between AAI classifications and subsequent infant-parent attachment are thought
to be due to the impact of generalized attachment representations on emerging parenting behavior
during the newborn period. However, in such studies, associations between AAI classification, par-
ent sensitivity, and infant classifications are only “modest” (Pederson, Gleason, Moran, & Bento,
1998). These modest associations could be due to difficulties with assessing complex constructs such
as caregiver sensitivity, or van IJzendoorn’s (1995) transmission gap hypothesis. This latter sugges-
tion means that there may be other variables, such as parental mental health or infant characteristics
(e.g., temperament), that help solidify associations between adult and infant attachment.

Beyond the infant—parent relationship, marital relationships must be renegotiated during the tran-
sition to parenthood. Predictably, adults with secure attachment representations report more marital
satisfaction during this transition than insecure adults (Simpson & Rholes, 2002; Simpson, Rholes,
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Campbell, Tran, & Wilson, 2003). In particular, more insecure adults who report low levels of marital
satisfaction or high levels of conflict in their relationships during the prenatal period report the most
problems following the birth of the infant (Paley et al., 2005). Also, the interpersonal mechanisms that
account for changes in marital satisfaction are clearer. More anxious or preoccupied women report the
most marital difficulties when they perceive a lack of support from their spouses (Simpson et al., 2003),
and more dismissing partners report less “marital maintenance” (i.e., attempts to make a marriage
more satisfying) during this transition (Curran, Hazen, Jacobvitz, & Feldman, 2005).

Thus, the transition to parenthood may activate thoughts and behaviors in couples that map
onto, or reaffirm, their working models of attachment. That is, because more anxious or preoccupied
adults are thought to be hypervigilant regarding relationships, it is not surprising that they report
more serious declines in marital satisfaction when they perceive their partners to be nonsupportive.
Further, more avoidant or dismissing adults appear to neglect important aspects of one relationship
(their marriage) as they make the transition to a new one (becoming a parent).

Another promising direction concerns the beginnings of co-parenting behaviors that occur with
the birth of a new child. Co-parenting refers to the ability of the new parents to cohesively “work
together” in rearing their infant. Some couples “work together” better than others—some display
almost hostile, competitive exchanges (e.g., criticizing the partner’s parenting behavior), whereas
others display co-parenting discrepancies, or direct, highly asynchronous behaviors or emotions
toward their offspring (McHale, 1995). Surprisingly, various aspects of the marital relationship are
not powerful predictors of this co-parenting phenomenon; high marital satisfaction does not reliably
predict harmonious co-parenting behaviors (Gable, Belsky, & Crnic, 1992; Van Egeren, 2004).

Although little work has examined the role of attachment processes in co-parenting, generalized
attachment representations might play an important role in its successful initiation. Adults with a
secure attachment representation might be motivated to work harder at developing a harmonious
co-parenting relationship with their partner, even in cases when marital satisfaction is low. This
premise could explain why some couples who report low levels of marital satisfaction nevertheless
exhibit very strong co-parenting tendencies (Van Egeren, 2004). This area of research is underde-
veloped, but nevertheless, the implications for attachment in the development of co-parenting seem
theoretically tenable.

In conclusion, the birth of a child marks the initiation as well as the transformation of relation-
ships in several ways. First, adults must develop a new relationship with their son or daughter. Sec-
ond, they must renegotiate or essentially initiate a new relationship with their partner. Finally, the
couple must work together in a coherent manner to optimize the caregiving context. In all instances,
attachment functioning plays an important role in the negotiation of these new or newly transformed
relationships, but more research on these ideas is needed.

INTERGENERATIONAL RELATIONSHIPS

Although considerable work has been devoted to the influence of adult attachment in the develop-
ment of infant—parent relationships, little research has examined its role in facilitating the grandpar-
ent-grandchild relationship. Further, in some families, relationships between adult children and
their own parents may transform. For instance, in the case of parent caregiving, the role of the child
and parents is reversed so that adult children must provide support and care for their own parents.
The history of this attachment relationship might play a role in the willingness of adult children to
provide care for their parents, or for the parents to receive such care.

Grandparent-Grandchild Relationships

We next explore how attachment processes may influence the emerging grandparent—grandchild
relationship. If the grandparent is also the grandchild’s primary caregiver, then one could logically
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conclude that the grandparent’s generalized attachment representation would play a role in his or
her initial interactions with the grandchild. Indeed, even when the grandparent is not the primary
caregiver, infants treat their mother and her mother interchangeably as attachment figures. Infants
who direct behaviors toward their mothers that are indicative of a secure attachment relationship
display almost identical behaviors toward their maternal grandmothers when observed using the
same method (Myers, Jarvis, & Creasey, 1987). This finding suggests that grandparents might ini-
tially display certain caregiving behaviors toward infants that have implications for the development
of infant attachment, or may affect early infant social development in more indirect ways.

For example, some researchers have examined interrelationships between the generalized
attachment representations of grandmothers and their own daughters, and the development of infant
attachment status in the weeks or months following these initial assessments. In most cases (about
70% of the time), the attachment functioning of maternal grandmothers, their daughters, and infant
grandchildren is congruent (Benoit & Parker, 1994), supporting Bowlby’s (1969/1982) position that
attachment representations display stability across generations. These data also support the conten-
tion that the initial parenting behavior of the adult may be somewhat guided by the way he or she
was parented, or at least via his or her representation of these caregiving experiences.

The studies that have examined associations between grandparent attachment functioning and
its relative influence on infant attachment have been primarily limited to maternal grandmothers.
However, a case could be made that attachment functioning may influence the behavior of most new
grandparents, regardless of gender or kinship status. There are large individual differences in the
amount of initial involvement of new grandparents (Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1986), and the grandpar-
ent’s attachment security may forecast such involvement and desire for contact. However, the impact
of the grandparents’ attachment stances on their grandparenting behavior and their grandchildren
is probably mitigated by the grandchildren’s own parents. For example, the role of the grandparent
in the life of the grandchild is somewhat regulated by the grandchild’s mother, an individual often
referred to as the “gatekeeper” (Tinsley & Parke, 1987). Thus, the relationship of the grandparent
with the child’s mother may play a major role in whether or not the grandparent has access to the
grandchild. If this access were blocked, then such a barrier would have major implications for the
successful initiation of a relationship between grandparent and grandchild.

Family Caregiving

Attachment processes may forecast other patterns of family caregiving, such as when an older family
member becomes ill. In terms of caregiving roles, the spouse or adult daughter often volunteers to
be a primary caregiver. Further, adults who have secure attachment stances and/or report a positive
relationship history with the care receiver provide better care and experience less caregiver burden
than their counterparts with more insecure attachment functioning (Crispi, Schiaffano, & Berman,
1997; Magai & Cohen, 1998). Indeed, more secure adults express fewer concerns over the idea of
becoming a caregiver (Fenney & Hohaus, 2001; LoboPrabhu, Molinari, Arlinghaus, Barr, & Lomax,
2005); thus, one could posit that they are more likely to initiate this role should it be needed.

The latter research provides an impetus for a more general discussion on exactly who chooses
to initiate the caregiving role—this is a concern because professionals know that these caregivers
will differ greatly in their eventual investment in this role. That is, some caregivers are extremely
neglectful, others totally immerse themselves in the responsibility (at the sake of their own health),
and still others possess more balance in this role. The association between the effort that caregivers
put into their role, their health, and the well-being of the care receiver is not always in a positive,
linear direction. That is, some adults could be considered “expert caregivers” yet develop health
problems associated with caregiver burnout (e.g., Coyne & Smith, 1991). In this instance, caregivers
may put the care receiver’s concerns ahead of those of other people, including themselves.

Although research is lacking on the initiation process of family caregiving, there is considerable
theory that would suggest that attachment functioning plays a role in this process. That is, dismiss-
ing adults would not volunteer to take care of a parent due to their concern that the caregiving role
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would impede their own lives, and due to their general aloofness concerning the needs of others.
Further, perhaps avoidant people shun such a responsibility because the weakness and vulnerability
of the care receiver parallel their own deeply suppressed frailties (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2006). In
all likelihood, this is just the type of person that we would like to see successfully beg off caregiving
responsibilities, in that more dismissing caregivers may ignore the emotional and physical needs of
the care receiver in favor of their own well-being.

Because more preoccupied people are highly motivated to care for others (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2006), such adults may quickly, and sometimes impulsively, volunteer to assume major caregiving
roles. We have noted in our professional work with family caregivers that adults who fit this profile
often are quite enthusiastic about acquiring this role; in fact, they sometimes profess to know as
much about the prevailing disorder of the client as trained experts. Indeed, attachment theory,
when integrated with theories involving the ethics of care (e.g., Gilligan, 1982), would suggest that
these individuals might quickly volunteer to provide care yet create difficulties for themselves in
the process. It is not surprising that more preoccupied attachment stances are associated with more
caregiver strain and psychological symptoms (Magai & Cohen, 1998); and given the finding that
preoccupied people are very uncertain of themselves in parenting roles (Main et al., 2002), the effec-
tiveness of these adults at providing care for their own parents or spouses is questionable. Thus, one
would speculate that the initial enthusiasm over the idea of caring for a loved one would be quickly
replaced with feelings of exhaustion and burnout.

As stated earlier, secure adults frequently express comfort over the idea of caring for another
family member, and because secure adults are objective about relationships, they may approach
caregiving in a highly interdependent manner (e.g., Gilligan, 1982). That is, they not only are capable
of providing excellent care but also find ways to maintain their own health. Indeed, secure adults
report low levels of caregiving strain (Magai & Cohen, 1998).

Of course, attachment is not the only variable that forecasts care initiation. The caregiver’s rela-
tionship to the care receiver (e.g., spouse versus adult child), the nature of the care receiver’s dis-
ability, and the caregiver’s gender are other variables that predict caregiving initiation (Hooker,
Manoogian-O'Dell, Monahan, Frazier, & Shifren, 2000) and may moderate or mediate associations
between attachment, caregiver initiation, and eventual quality of care. The dynamics of caregiving
are further complicated because the caregiver and care receiver often have an attachment history
and bring competing or complementary working models of attachment into this new relationship.
Thus, although there is promising theory that could be used to guide predictions in this area, there
are probably multiple variables worthy of study that explain how an effective caregiving relationship
is initiated and maintained.

ATTACHMENT AND FRIENDSHIPS

Although there are some experts who hold a relatively “narrow” view of the role of attachment in
interpersonal functioning—and thus concentrate their efforts on specifying how attachment func-
tioning may influence relationship development within the family system—there are others who
believe that attachment processes may impact the evolution of relationships beyond the family.
One such case pertains to links between adult attachment and friendship development—a prevail-
ing theory is that attachment security garnered via interactions with family members should some-
what “transfer” and have implications for such development (Hazan & Shaver, 1994; Kamenov
& Jelic, 2005). As suggested by Allen and Land (1999), generalized attachment representations
based on family experiences may relate to friendship initiation in predictable ways. Generalized
attachment security, which is marked by the ability to comfortably, accurately, and coherently
think about attachment relationships, should be related to the ability to accurately and lucidly
think about the importance of close friends. Adults with insecure attachment stances may develop
distorted ways of thinking about relationships that in turn lead to difficulties with social compe-
tence and unrealistic expectancies of others. As an example, because of his or her discomfort with
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close relationships, a more avoidant person may abstain from relationships with people who could
potentially become friends.

Not surprisingly, a secure, generalized attachment representation that reflects a general, positive
history with attachment figures over time is related to higher quality friendships and marked by more
intimacy, more support, and less conflict (Furman, 2001; Saferstein, Neimeyer, & Hagans, 2005; Sibley
& Liu, 2006). Further, friends are better able to use each other as support figures when both members
are secure (Weimer, Kerns, & Oldenburg, 2004), and they display more problems in the relationship
when one or both partners are insecure (Weimer et al., 2004). For instance, there is some evidence
to suggest that more avoidant or dismissing people are less supportive of their friends, and that more
anxious or preoccupied individuals are more demanding in their relationships (Furman, 2001).

However, literature concerning links between attachment processes and friendship qualities is
similar to that involving romantic couples—almost all of the research involves young adult samples.
Thus, it would also be refreshing to study how attachment functioning influences friendship initia-
tion at other times of life. For example, how do attachment processes affect such initiation during
key adult transition points, such as during the transition to adult work settings or after the loss of a
spouse? Attachment theory would predict that more secure people would acknowledge their vulner-
abilities and express comfort over the idea of approaching others who could provide support during
times of need or major transitions. Further, it would be expected that more dismissing adults would
avoid close relationships during vulnerable transition periods, whereas more preoccupied people,
due to their need to express pain and suffering to others (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2006), may initiate
friendships in an overly intrusive or pushy manner. It is probable that these adults present a highly
vulnerable side during times of need and may initiate relationships with whoever will listen.

A final concern with the friendship literature pertains to the fact that most of the available
research involves dyads that have been in these relationships for some time; thus, we are unaware
of research that has linked attachment processes with actual friendship initiation. However, we are
reminded that secure adults tend to make very positive first impressions when meeting new people
(Roisman, 2006); thus, we envision them as the type of people who are good at initiating relation-
ships that could potentially become friendships, and as likely to be viewed by others as having the
types of qualities (e.g., a positive demeanor) that would make up a good friend.

ATTACHMENT AND MENTORING RELATIONSHIPS

Perhaps one of the more relevant exemplars concerning the role of attachment in predicting adult
transitions pertains to the development of workplace-based protégé—mentor relationships. Like asso-
ciations with friends, these relationships are attachment-like, and these affiliations are emotionally
charged between the mentor and protégé as they negotiate this relationship (Scandura & Williams,
2001). Further, much like a parent, the mentor assumes an “older and wiser role.” Although some
studies have identified variables that may facilitate or impede mentor—protégé relationships, such as
the gender of both parties (Scandura & Williams), the role of attachment in the development of this
relationship is relatively unknown.

Nevertheless, there is some research that provides insight into how attachment processes may
encourage the initiation of mentoring relationships. For instance, secure people have higher career
self-efficacy and self-direction than more insecure people (Blustein, Prezioso, & Schultheiss, 1995;
O’Brien, 1996). Following attachment theory, secure people of all ages are open to experience, confi-
dent, and comfortable with exploration. These are relevant findings because career self-efficacy and
self-direction are likely mechanisms that explain the relation between attachment and the initiation
of mentoring relationships.

Of course, confidence and self-direction may not be the only psychological variables that mediate
associations between attachment functioning and mentorship initiation. For example, more secure
people are more trusting of mentors and more open to their advice than more insecure people
(Larose, Bernier, & Soucy, 2005; Levesque, Larose, & Bernier, 2002). These are important findings
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because the pursuit of a mentoring relationship may not automatically be tied to career success. For
example, as collegiate professors, we know that there are some students who heed our advice and
guidance, whereas others ignore or reject it. Thus, beyond studying mechanisms that explain the
relation between attachment and the initiation of mentoring relationships, more research is needed
to determine how attachment functioning predicts whether adults “follow through” with the advice
and support they receive from this valuable affiliation.

ATTACHMENT AND CLIENT-THERAPIST RELATIONSHIPS

Another adult relationship influenced by attachment processes is that of the client and therapist.
Bowlby (1988) proposed that a close, trusting relationship with a therapist is paramount for suc-
cessful treatment. Indeed, much empirical work has been conducted that suggests that a strong
therapeutic alliance is related to successful treatment outcomes (Martin, Garske, & Davis, 2000).
Because the therapist is an attachment-like figure, the client’s generalized attachment representation
has implications for therapy initiation. Secure adults are more likely to have shorter, more successful
interventions with therapists than their insecure counterparts (Dozier, 1990). Further, secure and
preoccupied adults are more likely to seek psychological services, whereas more dismissing-avoidant
or fearful adults are more likely to eschew them (Slade, 1999). Given their highly defensive posture,
dismissing adults are unlikely to self-refer to treatment.

Once the client steps into the therapist’s office, the relationship then must be initiated. It is in
this regard that attachment representations play a key role in the initial relationship between the
client and therapist. Secure adults are more likely to feel comfortable establishing this relationship,
whereas more insecure adults may utilize their working model of relationships in detrimental ways.
Slade (1999) proposed that both dismissing and preoccupied stances pose certain obstacles for the
initial client-therapist relationship. For example, dismissing adults may deny the importance of the
association, are less likely to ask for help, might miss appointments, and so on (cf. Dozier, 1990).
In contrast, preoccupied adults are more likely to demand extra appointments, contact therapists
between sessions, and demand more support and advice (Slade), yet seem unwilling to make prog-
ress in their psychological treatment.

Some of the aforementioned findings in the therapy domain may be applicable to the develop-
ment of close relationships between adults and mentors in occupational settings, which was alluded
to in the previous section. Both a mentor and therapist are in positions of power—almost in care-
taker roles—that may have a potent influence on the outcomes of both protégé and client. Further,
the relative success of the therapist or mentor in establishing a competent attachment relationship
with a client or protégé may require more than an assessment of the latter adult. For example, in
therapeutic settings, there is no guarantee that the mental health professional is secure in his or her
attachment stance (Dozier, Cue, & Barnett, 1994). Thus, more work is needed in both therapeutic
and workplace settings to determine if the attachment representation of mentors or therapists plays
a role in the initiation of these relationships.

COPING WITH LOSS AND SUBSEQUENT RELATIONSHIP INITIATION

One major life event that has significant attachment ramifications concerns the loss of an attach-
ment figure. According to Bowlby (1980), such a loss during adulthood is marked by a series of
phases, beginning with a state of disbelief and then eventual yearning for or preoccupation with the
deceased. In this latter phase, the attachment system motivates the adult to try to stay physically
and/or psychologically close to the lost loved one, and when this effort fails, the adult moves into a
stage of despair and mourning (Bowlby, 1988). Finally, the adult comes to accept the loss, and reor-
ganizes his or her working model of relationships in such a manner that allows for a return to a more
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normal life and allows him or her “to seek out or renew social relationships” (Fraley & Shaver, 1999,
p- 737). Thus, Bowlby (1980) posited that attachment functioning predicts both psychological and
interpersonal adjustment following the loss.

Whereas studies support Bowlby’s (1980) contention that adults, after a significant loss, experi-
ence feelings of yearning, numbness, and depression (Lindstrom, 1995), adjustment to loss is depen-
dent on additional variables. For example, personality functioning (Bonanno et al., 2002), situational
factors (e.g., loss of a spouse versus child; Stillion, 1995), coping styles (Stoebe & Schut, 1999), and
gender (Stoebe, Stoebe, & Abakoumkin, 1999) predict the intensity and duration of psychological
symptoms after a significant loss. Also, and relevant to the present chapter, women display fewer
adjustment problems and are more likely to initiate new friendships compared to men (Lamme,
Dykstra, & Broese van Groeou, 1996).

However, because the death of a close person triggers the attachment system, attachment func-
tioning is nevertheless important for adjustment. Adults who are secure adjust better to losses in
general (whether due to death or the case of romantic relationship breakup) than individuals who
are generally anxious or fearful (Fraley & Shaver, 1999). In particular, adults who are highly preoc-
cupied are more likely to report intense feelings of yearning and depression or anxiety than do adults
who are more secure (Parkes & Weiss, 1983).

Although general attachment insecurity may lead to more difficulties in coping with an impor-
tant loss, some promising work from a practical level concerns the research of Mary Main and col-
leagues (2002). Specifically, through the use of the AAI a classification expert can determine if the
adult remains traumatized or unresolved regarding a significant loss. Adults can be classified as
unresolved-disorganized with respect to loss, in which respondents (a) display lapses in the monitor-
ing of reasoning surrounding the loss, such as fears of being taken over mentally by the deceased
attachment figure; (b) highly incoherent speech; (c) disbelief that the loss has occurred; and/or (d)
lapses in the monitoring of discourse, such as unusual attention to detail of loss, sudden changes of
topic, or sudden invasions of other topics of information (Main et al., 2002).

Further, any adult who is assigned the unresolved-disorganized classification is also assigned a
secondary, best fitting, organized classification (e.g., secure, dismissing, or preoccupied; Main et
al., 2002). For example, there are adults who are generally secure, yet remain traumatized regard-
ing a significant loss, and there are adults who are traumatized and are generally dismissing or
preoccupied. The logical question concerns whether an underlying attachment security moderates
associations between unresolved loss (i.e., chronic bereavement), psychological adjustment, and rela-
tionship initiation and functioning following the loss.

Most of the research regarding unresolved attachment status as assessed via the AAI concerns
the role of unresolved loss in predicting parent—infant and romantic relationship functioning. In
both instances, individuals who display unresolved thinking, and also display other indices of
attachment insecurity (e.g., they are more preoccupied or dismissing), display especially problem-
atic behaviors in these existing relationships (Creasey, 2002; Main & Solomon 1990). The fact that
unresolved adults who are otherwise generally secure on attachment measures do not display such
problems has important implications for initial treatment approaches that therapists may use with
new clients. That is, the goal of treatment might not be to resolve every loss or trauma for a client;
rather, alteration of general attachment insecurity (dismissing or preoccupied) may represent the
first important outcome.

One of the more interesting outcomes pertaining to this research area concerns the finding
that both dismissing and preoccupied adults who are unresolved regarding a major loss face major
relationship challenges following the loss. Indeed, the finding that unresolved yet dismissing adults
also display subsequent problems in parent-infant and romantic relationships provides important
evidence for Bowlby’s (1980) contention that major suppression or dampening of grief by more dis-
missing adults is not an adaptive response. As suggested by Fraley and Shaver (1999), another cost
to a more dismissing stance is that a more dismissing person may need psychological assistance after
a loss, yet may not initiate close relationships after a loss and/or may avoid the assistance of others.
Further, because dismissing people are viewed as aloof and hostile by people close to them (Kobak
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& Sceery, 1988), they may not be the type of person with whom one would voluntarily initiate a
relationship in the first place.

In sum, Bowlby (1980) suggested that secure adults are the individuals most likely to successfully
forge new and existing relationships after a significant loss, particularly if such adults hold secure
representations regarding the deceased. Although even secure people go through a grieving process,
Bowlby (1980) speculated that such adults might be made even stronger in terms of forging new rela-
tionships because their secure relationship with the deceased provokes self-reliance and “an abiding
sense of the lost person’s continuing and benevolent presence” (as cited in Fraley & Shaver, 1999,
p- 750). The difficulty is when the attachment representation of the deceased prompts overwhelm-
ing fear or anger on the part of the adult that encourages chronic bereavement and relationship
problems. An added challenge is that some adults may not easily interpret the root of these strong
emotions; for example, some adults may be unresolved regarding a loss, not realize this, and believe
their emotional difficulties stem from another loss that might very well be resolved (at least from the
standpoint of a clinician).

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, it was acknowledged that variables such as maturity, gender, personality, and loss
encourage relationship initiation. Recognizing this point, an attempt was made to delineate the
importance of attachment theory in the initiation process. However, as repeatedly reiterated, most
of the extant research on close, interpersonal relationships involves couples, friends, coworkers, par-
ents, and so on who have had existing relationships for some time. In addition, an attachment rela-
tionship is just that, that is, by definition, it is a relationship that takes time to develop. However,
many readers probably view the relationships discussed in this chapter as affiliations that potentially
could become legitimate attachment relationships. It is probable in such cases that attachment func-
tioning plays a more predominant role than in the pursuit of relationships that are less emotionally
charged and/or are appraised as more temporary. In addition, some relationships that are initiated
are actually existing attachment relationships—consider how attachment functioning may be reor-
ganized in romantic relationships upon the birth of a new baby.

A predominant finding is that secure people negotiate new and transformed attachment
relationships better than insecure adults. This result is not surprising; secure people are curi-
ous, likable, persistent, and emotionally mature, and they can effectively provide and receive
support (Crowell et al., 2002; Kobak & Sceery, 1988; Thompson, 1999). Indeed, secure and
insecure adults admire the qualities of secure people (Kirkpatrick & Davis, 1994). One might
be hard-pressed to find someone who would not prefer a potential attachment figure who emits
a confident, supportive presence. Further, there is emerging evidence that secure people are
more likely to competently seek out information about new relationships than their counter-
parts. They are more likely to seek important social information about an individual before con-
sidering a date with a person (Aspelmeier & Kerns, 2003), and we believe this premise applies to
other affiliations discussed in this chapter as well. For example, it would be understandable that
a secure, confident adult would more likely seek out important information on caregiving before
stepping into this role. This is a very important consideration because, as stipulated earlier in
this chapter, relationship initiation may not behoove one if it is not performed in an informed,
competent manner.

The evidence suggests that insecure people have more difficulties initiating and maintaining
close relationships. More avoidant people dismiss the value of relationships, and others find such
people aloof and difficult to get close to (Kobak & Sceery, 1988). In addition, these adults dis-
play emotions and behaviors that are unlikable (Creasey & Ladd, 2005). Further, preoccupied
people also appear to have difficulties initiating relationships. These adults harbor unrealistic
expectancies of others, are often demanding in relationships, are overly emotional, and cannot
be easily comforted by others (Slade, 1999). Also, in attachment relationships where they have
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more power, such as parent-infant relationships, or in cases where they must take care of their
own parent, they seem to want to provide care but are exceedingly ineffective (Main et al.,
2002). It seems that preoccupied adults have a high need to affiliate and forge new relationships,
yet engage in self-defeating behaviors that could drive others away. Further, the correlates of
a preoccupied attachment stance, such as high emotional needs, are not the relationship traits
that most potential attachment figures would find desirable. This idea suggests that others will
be less likely to initiate relationships with them, which reinforces their model that they are
unworthy as attachment figures.

Much of the work that has examined associations between unresolved attachment status and
relationship initiation has examined correlates of this stance with parenting behavior, the devel-
opment of parent-infant attachment, and dating relationships in young couples. The prognosis
for these relationships does not appear to be a good one, particularly if the unresolved adult
also is preoccupied or dismissing (Heese, 1999). Of particular interest concerns the emerging
finding that the behavior of insecure, unresolved adults—whether they are parents or roman-
tic partners—is distinctly different from that of adults who are dismissing or preoccupied and
not unresolved due to loss (Creasey, 2002). In addition, although it is tempting to suggest that
highly unresolved adults are “fearful” of relationships, this finding does not seem to translate
into low relationship initiation. For example, almost 20% of community-residing adults in large,
meta-analytic studies have been identified as unresolved due to loss or trauma (van IJzendoorn
& Bakermans-Kranenburg, 1996), and similar percentages of adults in close relationships (e.g.,
romantic relationships) have been documented (Creasey, 2002). Although it is surprising that
such a high percentage of these adults would be found in close, emotional relationships, it has
been theorized that an unresolved working model of attachment only occasionally manifests
itself. That is, the fearful or angry affect and problematic relationship behaviors associated
with this attachment stance are most likely to emerge when the adult is highly stressed and the
attachment system is activated (Lyons-Ruth & Jacobvitz, 1999). As suggested earlier, this behav-
ior is likely to alarm or concern the attachment partner but may not occur enough to dampen
the emergence of the relationship. Nevertheless, unresolved attachment status is a significant
risk for both personal and interpersonal adjustment and is highly prevalent in treatment settings
(Dozier, Stovall, & Albus, 1999).

Although relationships that emerge at different periods of the life span were discussed, one of
the most important research gaps concerns how attachment functioning may play different roles
in new and existing relationships across the life course. For example, because the evolutionary sig-
nificance of attachment is rooted in parenting and mate selection (Hazan & Diamond, 2000), the
relative influence of attachment processes in predicting relationship initiation may be stronger for
select relationships and more potent at certain times of our life (Allen & Land, 1999). On the other
hand, Bowlby viewed attachment as a “cradle to death” issue (Bretherton & Munholland, 1999);
thus, attachment functioning would appear to be an important resource throughout our life span.
Indeed, whereas it could be readily asserted that attachment functioning plays a role in parenting
and romantic relationships, the research reviewed suggests that it is important for existing and
new relationships in later life as well.

There is evidence that supports more consideration of later-life relationship initiation. For
example, there is some verification that older adults parse their affiliations down to their closest
attachment figures (Carstensen, 1991). In addition, older adults continue to revisit their relationships
with existing attachment figures, such as adult children and grandchildren, and must grapple with
their own mortality and that of others around them. Thus, attachment functioning plays an impor-
tant role in relationship functioning throughout the life span, and a coherent, secure attachment
representation may allow adults to successfully formulate not only a healthy view of relationships
but also a lucid picture of their identity over the life cycle. In any case, an important, final sugges-
tion pertains to the need for more attachment-based research with older adults. This research would
highlight the importance of attachment in the later years and provide more insight into how working
models of attachment develop over the life course.
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Prelude to a Kiss

Nonverbal Flirting, Opening Gambits,
and Other Communication Dynamics in
the Initiation of Romantic Relationships

MICHAEL R. CUNNINGHAM and ANITA P. BARBEE

I was alarmed. I said to myself, “Don’t beautiful women travel anymore?” And then I saw you and
I was saved, I hope.

Cary Grant (as Nickie Ferrante) in An Affair to Remember (Wald & McCary, 1957)

PRELUDE: THE LEGACY OF CARY GRANT AND WILL SMITH

ing gambit to the leading lady. The woman may not be immediately smitten. In An Affair

to Remember (Wald & McCary, 1957), Terry McKay, played by Deborah Kerr, responded to
Nickie Ferrante with the sarcastic comeback “Tell me, have you been getting results with a line
like that?” Nonetheless, her interest was piqued, and the scene ended with the two going to dinner
together, which ultimately escalated into a love affair. As a result of such media scripts, many males
believe that the secret to romance is to use a good pickup line. Or, as stated with boundless optimism
by Will Smith as Alex Hitchens in Tennant’s (2005) Hitch, almost half a century after Cary Grant,
“No matter what, no matter when, no matter who, any man has a chance to sweep any woman off her
feet. He just needs the right broom.”

Hitch’s approach to attraction emphasizes the clever opening gambit as a key to success, but
current social science research suggests that the dynamics of attraction commence well before the
first words are spoken. This chapter will organize relevant observations using a multistage flirtation
and courtship process model inspired by Scheflen (1965), Perper (1985), Perper & Weiss (1987), and
Givens (2005). In this perspective, relationship initiation begins with the biology (such as gender and
temperament), background (such as culture), motives, and expectations of each person. Similarly, our
model begins with prioritize desires, which focuses on how salient motives and expectations affect
the courtship sequence as a function of a variety of individual and social variables. This first stage
has an impact on subsequent flirtation and courtship stages, which we term (b) attract attention, (c)
notice and approach, (d) talk and reevaluate, and (e) touch and synchronize, that follow in the dance

l n films, romance often begins with the leading man offering a clever conversational open-
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of courtship. The model is offered as an organizational heuristic rather than as a fixed sequence of
actions. The chapter will review the nonverbal and verbal communication literatures, and other rel-
evant observations relevant to these hypothetical phases of relationship initiation.

PRIORITIZE DESIRES: COURTSHIP BEHAVIOR AS A
FUNCTION OF CULTURE, GENDER, RELATIONSHIP
ASPIRATIONS, AND PERSONALITY

Although opening gambits and other heterosexual attraction behaviors serve the goal of furthering
biological reproduction, cultural norms and individual differences influence the performance and
meaning of the behaviors. Behaviors to initiate a romantic relationship primarily occur in cultures
that permit individual autonomy in the choice of a mating partner, which is not always the case.

Even cultures that do not have the institution of arranged marriages may have limited courtship
activity. In the Irish island community of the Gaeltacht, which Messenger (1971) called Inis Beag,
the 350 inhabitants were quite poor, and marriage was delayed until an average age of 36 for males
and 25 for females. Consistent with the demands of strict Catholicism and local tradition, the sexes
were largely kept apart, and there was no dating or premarital sexual behavior. Consequently, the
inhabitants of Inis Beag, like those of some other religious cultures, may show little of the verbal and
nonverbal courtship behavior described later in this chapter.

Similar to Inis Beag, single people in the bountiful community of Mangaia, in the lush southern
Pacific Cook Islands, were segregated by gender. But, in contrast to Inis Beag, they were encouraged
by their elders and peers to have sex frequently, within the boundaries of Polynesian discretion. There
was no formal dating, but the sexes flirted with each other very subtly, leading to private trysts:

The slight pressure of a finger or arm in dancing, the raising of an eyebrow, the showing of a seed
pod or flower cupped in the hand so as to provide a sexually suggestive sign are all that is required to
raise the question in this society where boy is not seen with girl in public. (Marshall, 1971, p. 117)

The Mangaian ecology provided ample food, and an unexpected pregnancy did not cause eco-
nomic hardship or stigma, which may be one reason why females displayed a relatively uninhibited
approach to sex compared to in Inis Beag or other harsh environments. Both Inis Beag and Man-
gaia, however, were exceptions to a general trend that resource-poor environments were associated
with higher rates of teen reproduction and lower rates of nonmarried parents (Barber, 2003; Ellis,
McFadyen-Ketchum, Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 1999). The larger point is that relationship initiation
occurs in the context of parameters influenced by the ecology, reified by the culture, and expressed
in individual standards of propriety.

Uender

The genders generally differ in their motives for courtship behaviors. Understanding the differences
in motives requires a brief recounting of evolutionary theory. The reader is directed to Schmitt’s
chapter in this volume for more details, but some highlights must be mentioned with respect to the
initial dance of courtship. Darwin’s (1871) theory of sexual selection suggested that whatever trait
is associated with reproductive success will increase in the population and evolve over time. Triv-
ers (1972) proposed that sex differences in mating dynamics stemmed from differential parental
investment, such that the gender that made the most investment in offspring would be relatively
selective in the choice of a partner, and compete with other members of that gender to attract the
best mate. Because human females invest more resources in fetal development and infancy than do
human males, Cunningham (1981) noted that
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physical attractiveness is particularly important in evaluations of females, while males tend to be
evaluated on their social status and competence ... since females have more to lose by making a
poor mate selection, there may also have been selection pressure for females who were discrimi-
nating of males with the best genetic combinations and who were not deceived by false displays
of fitness. (pp. 78-79)

Relationship Aspirations

A quarter century of research supported, and qualified, those predictions. Kenrick, Sadalla, Groth,
and Trost (1990) argued that not only does gender influence mate selection criteria but so does the
nature of the intended relationship. They found that individuals had different priorities and stan-
dards when they were seeking to meet someone for a single date, a sexual encounter, a steady dating
relationship, or marriage. Females had higher standards for sexual relations (which involve pregnancy
and disease risks) than they had for a single date, whereas males had higher standards to go out on a
date (in which they generally pay the costs) than they had for a sexual fling. Females expressed higher
standards than males overall, particularly for their mate’s status and earning capacity, whereas males
tended to have higher standards for their mate’s physical attractiveness than females.

Li, Bailey, Kenrick, and Linsenmeier (2002) used several creative methodologies to extend the
finding that female physical attractiveness was a necessity for males in long-term relationships,
whereas male resources and status were necessities for females. Giving research participants a lim-
ited number of “mate dollars” to spend, females were found to spend more of their low budget on
male intelligence, followed by male yearly income. Men spent the highest proportion of their low
budget on female physical attractiveness, followed by female intelligence. In another study, these
investigators examined whether participants looked first at ratings of a potential long-term marriage
partner’s physical attractiveness, kindness, creativity, liveliness, or social level. Males checked physi-
cal attractiveness first, but kindness was not significantly lower. Females checked social level first,
but kindness was a very close second. Thus, although there is support for the principle that “males
want physical attractiveness, and females want status and money,” neither beauty nor wealth was the
consistently dominant priority for either gender, and even those preferences were not universally
apparent (cf. Buss, 1988).

People are not always looking for lasting love. Buss and Schmitt (1993) reported that males
expressed a greater desire for short-term mates, desired more partners, and were willing to engage
in intercourse after knowing the partner for less time than did females. Consistent with that observa-
tion, males in Mangaia prided themselves on the number of their sexual partners, and averaged eight
such relationships before marriage. But females averaged three to four, suggesting that the genders
had different motives, even in a permissive society (Messenger, 1971).

Although males may be more interested in short-term relationships than females, Miller and
Fishkin (1997) reported that most single college-age males sought just one or two partners in a year,
rather than multiple sexual partners (cf. Schmitt, 2005a). Further, Gangestad and Simpson (2000)
noted that prior research’s

focus on sex differences in human mating has been criticized ... for not explaining why there
is more variation in mating-related behaviors within sexes than between [them] ... and for not
considering how ... control of resources may have influenced the mating strategies of both sexes.

(p. 574)

For some males to have a large number of sexual partners, there must be some females who are will-
ing to have relations with them. According to strategic pluralism theory, some females see short-term
relationships with highly desirable males as a fallback strategy to insure that their offspring possess
adaptive heritable traits (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000). Females also may use short-term relation-
ships as a means of evaluating a male’s suitability for a long-term relationship or securing his interest
so he will commit to a long-term relationship (Buss & Schmitt, 1993).
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To explore such issues, Greitemeyer (2005) conducted experiments in the United States and
Germany in which individuals had the opportunity to choose between three hypothetical romantic
partners for a variety of romantic activities. Regardless of the type of relationship or romantic activ-
ity, males consistently showed the greatest interest in a highly physically attractive partner, followed
by a moderately physically attractive partner, followed by a high socioeconomic status (SES) partner.
Females, by contrast, were most interested in a physically attractive partner for a short-term relation-
ship and for dating, kissing, making out, and having sexual intercourse, but were equally interested
in the high SES partner and high physical attractiveness partner for a longer term relationship. Simi-
larly, Li and Kenrick (2006) reported that both males and females treated physical attractiveness as
a necessity in a short-term relationship, but both genders treated warmth and trustworthiness as
necessities in long-term mates. The majority of their research participants reported never having had
a short-term sexual relationship.

Sociosexuality

People vary in their willingness to ask a stranger to visit their apartment, or accept an invitation to go
to bed. Not only are shyness and a fear of rejection factors, but also some people are simply not inter-
ested in short-term romantic relationships. Such individual differences can have a decisive influence on
communication during relationship initiation. Simpson and Gangestad (1991) offered the Sociosexual-
ity Orientation Inventory (SOI) to assess willingness to engage in uncommitted sexual relations. The
SOI focused on number of partners, one-night stands, and sexual attitudes. People who desired casual,
short-term relationships were termed unrestricted, and their incidence varied cross-culturally. In cul-
tures with relatively benign ecologies, those in which males are in relatively short supply, or those in
which women possess more political, economic, and relational power, there is a tendency toward more
unrestricted sociosexuality, compared to cultures in which the ecology is more stressful, females are in
short supply, or females are relatively powerless (Schmitt, 2005a, 2005b).

Unrestricted individuals sometimes appeared selfish; they displayed less investment, commit-
ment, dependency, and love than more traditional “restricted” individuals (Simpson & Gangestad,
1991). Unrestricted females reported more negative interactions with their romantic partners (Hebl
& Kashy, 1995), and unrestricted males described themselves as irresponsible, cold, and narcissistic
(Reise & Wright, 1996). But unrestricted individuals sometimes seemed more sociable than restricted
individuals. Unrestricted females were adventurous and pleasure seeking, whereas restricted females
were compliant and dysphoric (Wright, 1999). Unrestricted individuals also were less instrumental,
or ends oriented, in their current relationships than restricted individuals (Jones, 1998). Of relevance
to initial encounters, unrestricted males smiled more, laughed more, and displayed more flirtatious
glances than restricted males in a lab study of nonverbal behavior and interaction. Unrestricted
females were more likely to lean forward and cant their heads than were restricted females (Simp-
son, Gangestad, & Biek, 1993).

Mating and Attachment Styles

Rather than attempting to judge whether sexually unrestricted individuals are really warm and play-
ful, or truly cold and manipulative, our lab suggested that unrestricted sociosexuality may be found
in two varieties. We proposed that the specific manifestation of SOI was dependent on other aspects
of the individual’s personality, such as agreeableness, and that the combination of two personality
dimensions can have a substantial impact on mating strategies (Cunningham, Barbee, & Philhower,
2002). Individuals who possess the personality trait of agreeableness tended to be warm, cooperative,
sympathetic, and helpful, whereas people who possess the opposite tendency of disagreeableness
tended to be hostile and uncooperative. In addition, agreeable people expend some effort to con-
trol their negative, prejudicial, or antisocial impulses, whereas disagreeable people do not (Jensen-
Campbell et al., 2002). People who were unrestricted in their sociosexuality tended to be slightly
less agreeable than others (r = —.25 in three samples, n = 1,230), but those who were unrestricted or
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restricted in their sociosexuality may be found with both agreeable and disagreeable personalities.
The combination of the two dimensions leads to four different approaches to mate attraction.

We created four new scales to measure those mating styles, using SOL, Saucier’s (1994) measure
of agreeableness, and Bartholomew and Horowitz’s (1991) attachment prototypes to validate them.
The four dimensions were labeled partner, player, parasite, and predator. The partner is caring,
responsive, communal, and intrinsically interested in a romantic relationship. A higher score on the
partner dimension was positively correlated with agreeableness and a secure attachment style, and
negatively correlated with sociosexuality and the three insecure attachment styles. Partners were
more likely to be female than male. The player pursues a mixed reproductive strategy of being mod-
erately warm while eschewing commitment. High scores on the player dimension were strongly cor-
related with sociosexuality and somewhat negatively correlated with agreeableness, and correlated
with all three of the insecure attachment prototypes, most strongly with dismissive. The parasite
pursues a long-term relationship strategy apparently to address personal needs or deficiencies. The
parasite is passionate and intense, and may engage in stalking if the partner decides to leave. High
scores on the parasite dimension were negatively correlated with agreeableness, positively correlated
with the preoccupied attachment style, and uncorrelated with sociosexuality. Finally, a disagreeable
unrestricted individual may be an unscrupulous predator, who exploits and then abandons the date.
High scores on the predator dimension were negatively correlated with agreeableness, and positively
correlated with sociosexuality and a fearful attachment style. We will return to these dimensions
when discussing mating tactics in the talk and reevaluate stage of initial encounters.

The foregoing section indicated that individual differences in such variables as culture, gender,
desired type of relationship, sociosexuality, mating style, and attachment prototype all may have a
substantial impact on a person’s approach to, and responsiveness in, an initial romantic encounter.
Consequently, at any given moment, an individual may be operating from any one of a dizzying vari-
ety of priorities. In light of such between- and within-person variability, having the right broom at
the right time to sweep a person off his or her feet can be challenging.

ATTRACT ATTENTION

Before a romantic relationship can form, people have to become aware of each other. One of the
primary nonverbal stimuli that capture the attention of others is physical appearance. The presenta-
tion of physical attractiveness is a nonverbal behavior that is forbidden to females in some Islamic
cultures, which require head-to-toe clothing. Elsewhere, both males and females pay attention to
and remember physically attractive people more so than unattractive people (Maner et al., 2003).
Attention to physical attractiveness may have evolved because it provided a clue to healthy mates
(Symons, 1979), but evidence for the relation of physical attractiveness to health and fertility is mixed
(Weeden & Sabini, 2005). One reason for such inconsistent findings is that physical attractiveness is
not a single dimension, such as being curvaceous, possessing symmetry, or matching the population
average, but a combination of several desirable qualities.

In the multiple fitness model (Cunningham et al., 2002), physical attractiveness involves the
display of attributes from four categories of features: neonate, mature, expressive, and grooming.
Attributes from each of these categories convey different desirable qualities of the person who pos-
sesses them.

Neonate and Sexually Mature Features

Neoteny is based on Konrad Lorenz’s observation (1943) that humans are drawn to mammals with
cute, babyish features. Neonate features include large eyes, a small nose, smooth skin, glossy hair,
and light coloration. Each of these stimuli suggests youthfulness and fitness as a beneficiary of
resources.
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Although neonate cuteness is desirable, physically attractive adults possess striking postpubes-
cent sexually mature features, which convey the fitness of a mating partner. Female sexual maturity
features include high cheekbones, narrow cheeks, prominent breasts, a .7 waist-to-hip ratio, long
legs, and symmetrical features. Male sexual maturity, by contrast, is conveyed by a broad chin, thick
eyebrows, visible facial hair, broad shoulders, tall height, and a 1.0 waist-to-hip ratio. A deep voice
(Berry, 1992) and male pheromones (Rantala, Eriksson, Vainikka, & Kortet, 2006) also may be clas-
sified as maturity features.

Male sexual maturation of the face causes changes to the eyebrows, brow ridge, nose, chin,
and facial hair that intrude on neonate features to a greater extent than the changes caused by
female sexual maturation. As a consequence, babyish facial features tend to be perceived as femi-
nine, whereas many sexual maturity facial features tend to be perceived as masculine (Berry, 1990).
But both males and females are seen as more attractive if they possess a blend of desirable neonate—
feminine and sexual maturity-masculine features (Berry, 1991; Cunningham, 1985; Cunningham,
Barbee, & Pike, 1986; Cunningham, Roberts, Barbee, Druen, & Wu, 1995), thereby conveying both
youthfulness and the good genes that afford effective maturation and reproduction.

Expressive Features

Not only is the display of physical attractiveness a nonverbal courting behavior, but also nonverbal
behavior is a component of physical attractiveness. Individuals convey positive emotion and social
interest through expressive features, such as a large smile, dilated pupils, highly set eyebrows, full
lips, and a confident posture. Such features cause the person to look friendly, helpful, and respon-
sive, independently of his or her apparent biological fitness. Such personally controllable variables
can be as influential as the biological-structural variables (Osborn, 1996, 2006). Indeed, sometimes
expressiveness is more important than biological fitness in attraction. Wong and Cunningham (1990;
reported in Cunningham, Druen, & Barbee, 1997) induced males to feel a bit depressed in an
experiment. Those males reported greater attraction to a girl next door type of female, who was
high in warm expressiveness and low in sexual maturity, compared to an ice princess, who was high
in sexual maturity and low in expressiveness. But, males who were induced to feel elated showed the
opposite pattern. They preferred a sexually mature but coolly inexpressive ice princess over a girl
next door. Males in a neutral mood were equally divided in their preferences.

These results should not be misconstrued to indicate that beauty is solely in the mind of the
beholder. Both elated and depressed males preferred females who displayed an ideal combination of
both expressive and sexual maturity features over either the girl next door or the ice princess, who
displayed only one of the two desirable attributes. Females, by contrast, may generally prefer a warm,
expressive male appearance to a cool, sexually mature appearance (Fletcher, Tither, O'Loughlin,
Friesen, & Overall, 2004). When females are ovulating, however, they prefer more sexual maturity
in the ideal male face than at other times (Little, Penton-Voak, Burt, & Perrett, 2002).

Grooming

The fourth dimension of physical attractiveness, grooming, also involves nonverbal behavior. Groom-
ing includes hairstyle, cosmetics, body weight, possessions, and clothing. Grooming can be used to
accentuate other dimensions of attractiveness. For example, a woman may use her hairstyle to con-
vey healthy youthfulness (Hinsz, Matz, & Patience, 2001), flattering clothing can reveal maturity,
and lipstick and eye shadow can accentuate expressiveness (Osborn, 1996).

Grooming, especially in terms of clothing and jewelry, also can be used to convey the woman’s
sense of style, intelligence, and creativity, and the subcultural group with which she identifies, includ-
ing access to personal and social resources. A specific biological resource is body weight. Females
can modify their body weight to optimize their response to the local ecology, and meet the expecta-
tions of their society. Females tend to carry more body weight in resource-poor environments and
display more slenderness in abundant ecologies (Cunningham & Shamblen, 2003). Females also
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display more curvaciousness in historical periods when childbearing is valued, and more slenderness
when males are scarce and careers are valued (Barber, 2002).

Females may modify their grooming depending on the type of relationship that they are seeking.
In a study in Austrian discotheques, Grammer, Renninger, and Fischer (2004) found that females
who wore sheer and tight clothing reported stronger motivation to have sex than their peers. Males
also can modify their grooming to meet local demands. Males may allow their facial hair to grow into
a mustache and beard to convey maturity and dominance, which is more common during wartime,
or shave it to suggest youthfulness and cooperation (Muscarella & Cunningham, 1996).

Possessions and Extrapersonal Displays

In the multiple fitness analysis of physical attractiveness, grooming also includes tanning, dieting,
bodybuilding, and wearing perfume and cologne. But grooming does not stop there. If an individual
looks better in a new suit (Cunningham et al., 1994), he or she can also look better in a new car or
spacious apartment. Males were more likely than females to use an expensive car as an attraction
tactic (Buss, 1988), but either gender may look good when surrounded by sparkling paint, soft leather,
or nice real estate. Possessions can serve as a display of valuable resources (Buss & Schmitt, 1993),
but property also can be informative as an indicator of taste, personality, and group membership.
Carefully chosen possessions, such as a pen, a cell phone, or car keys, can serve as extensions and
reflections of the self (Beggan, 1992; Given, 2005). For example, a Hummer 3 sport utility vehicle
costs about the same as a Volvo S80 sedan, so the two would convey comparable levels of monetary
resources. But the Hummer currently conveys a love of adventure and a degree of aggressiveness,
whereas the Volvo suggests safety and reliability, so they might convey different impressions of their
owners. Interpersonal researchers have been hesitant to conduct studies on the attraction to indi-
viduals as a function of specific types of merchandise, perhaps because of frequent changes in model
designations and marketing campaigns. A larger question is whether individuals actually increase
their romantic success when they display resources such as their cars, sports trophies, or diplomas,
versus seeming insecurely competitive (cf. Buss, 1988).

Peer Esteem and Mate Copying

Attention is often stimulated by the contagious enthusiasm of other people. Sports teams use cheer-
leaders to drum up spirit in stadiums, whereas television comedies have laugh tracks to model chuck-
ling for viewers. Modeling may facilitate copying in some domains, but does peer behavior influence
important decisions, such as the selection of a mate? Biologists have studied mate copying (Pruett-
Jones, 1992), in which the probability of the choice of a given mate by a member of the opposite sex
is either greater or less than it otherwise would be, depending on whether that mate was courted or
avoided by a conspecific. Female guppies, for example, ignored a physically attractive male in favor
of a moderately attractive male who received more female attention, although such mate copying did
not occur when the male was very unattractive (Dugatkin, 2000; Gibson & Hoeglund, 1992).

The human custom of critical evaluation before sexual involvement and long-term pair bond-
ing differs from the activities of mate-copying species. But, the complexity of mate selection could
activate a simple heuristic to increase decision speed and efficiency by copying others (Asch, 1955;
Festinger, 1954; Sherif, 1935). If speed and efficiency are the motives, then males might use mate
copying more than females, because of males’ lower reproductive costs and lower selectivity (Clark
& Hatfield, 1989). Alternately, a model’s preferences could provide unique information about the
social attributes of the target, which could be systematically processed. Females tend to be sensitive
to a male’s social status, presumably because such information provides cues to the male’s capacity
to contribute resources for child care (Cunningham, 1981; Eagly & Woods, 1999). If peer attention
provides information about a target’s social attributes, then females may show more mate copying
than males. Graziano et al. (1993) reported that peer ratings influenced females’ ratings of physical
attractiveness more than males’, even when the individual had the opportunity to independently
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judge photos of the targets. Copying attractiveness ratings is not quite the same as copying mating
choices, but such results were suggestive.

Our research team (Cunningham, Dugatkin, Lundy, Druen, & Barbee, 2006) conducted several
studies on mate copying. Study 1 examined the impact of sex, peer acceptance or rejection of the
target, and the target’s physical attractiveness on participants’ interest in short-term and long-term
mating, Participants were informed that targets were interviewed independently by five females,
who rated several characteristics, for 20 to 30 minutes in a previous experiment. Six scenarios com-
bined two levels of physical attractiveness with three levels of peer attention. Respondents rated how
interested they would be in the short-term, relatively low-cost behavior of dating the target, and in a
long-term, high-cost relationship, such as marriage. We found that both males’ and females’ mating
interest was influenced by peer attention to a target. An interaction of peer attention with physical
attractiveness was found, such that high peer attention compensated for low physical attractive-
ness. Females were more influenced than males by levels of peer attention, especially by negative
information, supporting the social attributes hypothesis. A second study used the variables of the
first and also manipulated the potential mate’s wealth. High wealth was based on a yearly income
of $520,000, which was due to the parent’s luck rather than either the hard work or luck of the tar-
get. Low wealth involved an income of $20,000. Again, both males’ and especially females” mating
interest was influenced by peer attention to a target. In Study 2, peer attention increased attraction
independently of wealth. Thus, peer esteem can be a personal asset that is as desirable as physical
attractiveness or wealth, a result that we call the celebrity effect.

Many questions remain. If a male sees another male being attracted to a female with a specific
look in the mass media, will that increase his attraction to other females with a similar appearance?
Conversely, do females who copy the hairstyle, makeup, clothing, or mannerisms of current female
celebrities thereby enhance their own attractiveness to males? We suspect so, but it remains to be
demonstrated. It is also possible that males could resist copying through strategic nonconformity,
but that seems to require the incentive of an approving female onlooker (cf. Griskevicius, Goldstein,
Mortensen, Cialdini, & Kenrick, 2006).

As the foregoing section indicated, a variety of personal stimuli, ranging from structural-biologi-
cal qualities such as large eyes and curvaceous hips to controllable nonverbal displays such as smiling
and hairstyle, serves to attract the interest and romantic attention of onlookers. Individuals™ atten-
tion in a prospective date also may be piqued by romantic overtures made by other people toward
that prospect.

DECIDE AND APPROACH

It is one thing to become aware of an attractive stranger; it is another thing to decide to bridge the
gap and initiate interaction. Females, who generally control the early stages of courting (Givens,
1978), may simply approach the male themselves or, more commonly, may engage in a wide range of
behaviors to increase the chance of males approaching them.

Nonverbal Solicitation

The nonverbal behavior displayed by a prospective date can have a significant impact on the likeli-
hood that an onlooker will approach. Walsh and Hewitt (1985) found that males were significantly
more likely to approach females who displayed both repeated eye contact and smiling than females
displaying other nonverbal behaviors. But, eye contact and smiling are only a small part of the
female solicitation repertoire. Moore (1985) observed over 200 females at a singles bar, and cata-
loged the frequency with which they engaged in 52 behaviors. The most frequent solicitation behav-
iors included smiling, glancing around the room, solitary dancing, laughing, and hair flipping. To
justify the claim that those were solicitation behaviors, Moore conducted a second study to observe
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the frequency of the behaviors displayed by 40 subjects at four locations—a singles bar, a university
snack bar, a university library, and a university women’s center meeting where no males were pres-
ent. In the singles bar, the females expressed an average of 70.6 solicitation displays in a one-hour
period, or a little over one display per minute, selected from an average of 12.8 categories of behav-
ior. By contrast, the frequency and diversity of displays in the snack bar (18.6 behaviors drawn from
4.0 categories), library (7.5 from 4.7), and women’s meeting (9.6 from 2.1) were lower.

These results indicate that when females are interested in attracting males, they increase both
the frequency and the diversity of their solicitation behaviors. Such displays appear to be effective,
in that there was a strong correlation (r = .89) between the number of female solicitation displays
and the number of approaches made by males. In a study of 100 females ages 13 to 16 in a mixed-
sex setting, Moore (1995) reported that the younger girls used many of the same solicitation signals
commonly exhibited by women. But, girls made more frequent use of play and teasing behavior,
and displayed an exaggerated form of many signals. No doubt, the girls learned subtlety with time.
Unfortunately, Moore did not reveal which specific female solicitation behavior, if any, was most
effective in stimulating male approach (Moore & Butler, 1989).

It is possible that the total volume of a person’s activity, rather than any specific nonverbal signal,
reveals mating interest. Grammer, Honda, Juette, and Schmitt (1999) used computerized motion
energy detection to study the behavior of opposite-sex strangers in both Germany and Japan. The
analysis of both form of movement and gaze did not reveal a consistent repertoire of courtship
behavior. But a movement quality score, based on the number of female movements plus their dura-
tion, size, speed, and complexity, correlated with the females interest in the males.

Although cross-cultural studies of courtship behaviors are rare, Eibl-Eibesfeldt (1989) docu-
mented the use of the eyebrow flash and the coy smile in several nonindustrialized cultures. The
eyebrow flash consists of a rapid raising and lowering of the eyebrows, accompanied by a quick smile
and head nod. The coy smile consists of a female making brief eye contact, showing a fleeting smile,
then looking away. But Moore’s (1985) U.S. study recorded few instances of the eyebrow flash or
the coy smile. She suggested that American females may be more inclined to use the full smile and
direct eye contact, rather than more subtle flirting behaviors.

Signal (Mis)perception

Givens (1978, 2005) suggested that females often control the early phases of an opposite-sex encoun-
ter. In his view, a male who approaches a female without the female noticing him and displaying
solicitation behavior is unlikely to be successful. Conversely, males who fail to notice females’ signals
miss fleeting opportunities. Thus, in the dance of courtship, one gender must solicit an approach
without appearing to promise too much, whereas the other gender must learn to recognize the
subtle nonverbal cues indicating such solicitation. From an evolutionary perspective, males suffer
more reproductive costs if they miss a signal that is intended by a female to solicit his approach than
if they misinterpret female nonverbal behavior as solicitation when it is not. Consequently, males
may be biased toward the overperception of female solicitation cues.

Abbey (1982) conducted an intriguing experiment in which a male and female participated in
a 5-minute conversation while another male and female remotely observed the interaction. Males,
regardless of whether they were interacting or just observing, rated the female who was interacting
as being more promiscuous and seductive than did the female interaction participants themselves or
the female observers. Males were also more sexually attracted to the opposite-sex person than were
females. Such results suggest that males may interpret female behavior as romantic solicitation when
it is simply friendliness. Males biased evaluation of female nonverbal behavior has been reported by
other observers (Moore, 2002; Shotland & Craig, 1988).

An important distinction is that males and females generally agree about a female’s motives if her
nonverbal behaviors, such as interpersonal distance, eye contact, and touch, are clearly seductive or
clearly cool. In addition, when the female wore revealing clothing (Abbey, Cozzarelli, McLaughlin,
& Harnish, 1987) or consumed alcohol (Abbey & Harnish, 1995), both genders saw her as more
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sexually motivated than when she wore modest clothing or consumed nonalcoholic beverages. But,
the genders diverge when the behavior is ambiguous, with males more likely to see the female target
as being sexually interested than females perceive her to be (Abbey & Melby, 1986), especially when
the male is consuming alcohol (Abbey, Zawacki, & Buck, 2005).

In a pair of surveys of 985 college students, females personally experienced misperceptions of
friendliness as sexual interest more often than did males, but such misunderstandings happened
to both genders. Most of these encounters were resolved without a problem, but some incidents
involved a degree of coerced sexual activity, which left the individual feeling angry, humiliated, and
depressed (Abbey, 1987). Consequently, it would be helpful to know the specific actions that are
most likely to be misperceived as seductive, so that people can be aware of their ambiguous behav-
iors. Conversely, shy people may be aided by learning the subtle solicitation signals that convey that
they are unlikely to be rejected if they will simply decide to go for it and approach someone.

Moving Closer

When one person is introduced to another, he or she is already in a position to begin a conversa-
tion. But, in a setting like a classroom, party, or bar, an individual may develop the impression that a
stranger shares a mutual romantic interest, and have that perception confirmed by nonverbal solici-
tation behaviors, but someone still must make the first move and reduce the distance. In some cases,
a particularly fetching come-hither look may be necessary to reduce possible fears of rejection (or
entrapment). In other cases, it may require only the repetition of a mundane flirting gesture for the
other party to bridge the gap.

In Moore’s (1985) study, males made the approach 80% of the time, but approaches by females to
males accounted for nearly 20% of the opposite-sex encounters. Although it is the subject of many men’s
anxieties, there is very little research guidance on the timing and proper way to cross a room to engage
a person with whom one has been nonverbally flirting, Perper (1985), however, recommended that the
intensity of the male’s response should match the intensity of the womans signal. He should be cool and
casual if that is what she is exuding, Givens (2005) advised that males should show vulnerability and
reduce the appearance of threat when they approach a female. If the female begins to show signs of ner-
vousness, the male should make appeasing gestures, such as lowering his shoulders and tilting his head
to show his neck. The male also might appear less threatening if he uses self-deprecating humor (Lundy,
Tan, & Cunningham, 1998) or even commits a minor pratfall (Helmreich, Aronson, & Lefan, 1970).

The complex nonverbal signaling involved in decide and approach presumes that two people
are strangers and lack a mutual acquaintance to introduce them. If someone introduces them, they
might skip both attract attention and decide and approach and move directly into a conversation.

TALK AND REEVALUATE

When you first came in to breakfast, when I first saw you, I thought you were handsome. Then,
of course, you spoke.

Helen Hunt (as Carol Connelly) in As Good as It Gets (Sakai & Brooks, 1997)

Physical attractiveness and congenial nonverbal behavior can help to move two people into closer
proximity with one another, but verbal interaction either bonds the people together or repels them
(Reyes et al., 1999). As Jack Nicholson (as Melvin Udall) was informed in As Good as It Gets, his
obnoxious verbal style undermined the positive first impression created by his nonverbal qualities.
Conversely, vocal attractiveness may be just as potent an influence on liking as physical attractive-
ness (Zuckerman, Miyake, & Hodgins, 1991), and just as multidimensional (Zuckerman & Miyake,
1993). With so much riding on the first few seconds of conversation, many people have communica-
tion apprehension when it comes time to speak.
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Opening Gambits

Some people search for a magically charming opening conversational gambit, or pickup line, that
will break the ice and melt the heart of the stranger. Kleinke, Meeker, and Staneski (1986) collected
approximately 100 opening gambits from advice books, magazines, and other sources. They had
males and females rate opening lines used by men for meeting women in general situations, and for
specific situations, such as a bar, restaurant, and laundromat. In Study 2, university students and
employees rated opening lines used by women for meeting men in general situations. Factor analysis
of ratings of the lines across studies revealed three basic types. The direct approach involved an overt
statement of interest, sometimes with elements of self-disclosure, flattery, or self-effacement, such
as “I feel a little embarrassed about this, but I'd really like to meet you.” The innocuous approach
elicited conversation through a pleasantry, such as “How are you?” The cute-flippant approach
involves humor, sometimes of a sexual nature, such as “I'm easy, are you?” The investigators reported
that direct and innocuous approaches were about equally represented among the preferred open-
ing lines, but nearly all of the least preferred approaches were of the cute-flippant type. Kleinke et
al. (1986) also reported a tendency for females to dislike cute-flippant opening lines, and to prefer
innocuous lines, more than did males. The authors suggested that “these findings support expecta-
tions from research on sex role socialization that men prefer more direct and aggressive approachles]
toward social encounters whereas women are inclined toward approaches that are nonthreatening
and benign” (pp. 597-598).

Cunningham (1989) tested the effectiveness of the direct, innocuous, and cute-flippant opening
lines in the field. In Experiment 1, a male approached 63 female singles bar patrons, using one of
six opening lines, classified as direct, innocuous, or cute-flippant. Females were much more likely
to respond positively if the male used a direct (67%) or innocuous line (62%) instead of a flippant
approach (19%). In Experiment 2, both male and female experimenters delivered direct, innocuous,
and cute-flippant lines to 212 opposite-sex bar patrons. The experimenters also touched half of the
respondents on the forearm while delivering the opening lines. The outcome for males approaching
females was comparable to that of Experiment 1 (direct approach, 69% positive; innocuous, 71%;
and flippant, 25%). Forearm touching had no impact, perhaps because it was seen as an attention-
getting, rather than intimate, gesture. When a female approached a male, however, the response
was remarkably positive. There was no difference in the males” responses to the three approaches,
including no aversion to the flippant lines (direct, 81%; innocuous, 100%; flippant, 89%). Experiment
3 examined whether gender differences in personality inference processes accounted for the differ-
ences in responsiveness. Both males and females derived information about the targets™ qualities,
such as sociability, from the various opening lines, which influenced their interest. But, the males’
judgments of sexiness were closely related to males’ interest in the female target but not to females’
interest in the male. Females were more influenced by the male targets’ perceived intelligence than
by their sexiness.

The foregoing suggests that opening lines are effective to the extent that the sender meets the
receiver’s needs and expectations, such as females’ desire for intelligence or males” desire for sexi-
ness. If the recipient has other priorities, different opening gambits may be required. Rowatt (2001)
demonstrated that the same approach produced a different reaction depending on both the social
context and whether the initiator was a friend versus a stranger. Similarly, different opening lines
might be necessary to address new needs and concerns that emerge at later stages of life.

Humor

Cute-flippant opening lines are intended to be provocative and humorous. A sense of humor is a
characteristic that people often seek in a mate. Hewitt (1958) reported that 90% of male and 81%
of female college students said that a sense of humor was crucial in a dating partner, with similar
percentages for marriage partners. Comparable findings were reported by Hansen (1977) and Good-
win (1990). Smith, Waldorf, and Trembath (1990) examined personal advertisements in a singles
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magazine and found that 41% of females desired a male who was humorous (a desire that was men-
tioned second only to understanding), and 21% of males desired a female who was humorous (the
seventh most nominated attribute). Kenrick et al. (1990) reported that college students preferred a
prospective marriage partner to be above average in sense of humor. No other single attribute had a
consistently higher minimum standard than did humor, and most attributes were consistently lower.
In addition, humor became more important to both males and females as the level of commitment
of the relationship increased.

Felmlee (1995) asked male and female participants to reflect on the personal quality that most
attracted them to their partners in their most recently terminated romantic relationship. She reported
that the category of fun qualities was the second most nominated as responsible for initial attrac-
tion. The most common attribute comprising this category was a good sense of humor. Interestingly,
this category of initial attraction was also associated with a fatal attraction, a quality that eventually
became strongly disliked, perhaps by being too much of a good thing.

Lundy et al. (1998) examined the effects of expressions of humor and physical attractiveness on
attraction for various types of heterosexual relationships. Humor was manipulated using interview
transcripts containing humorously self-deprecating responses; physical attractiveness was manip-
ulated using photographs. Males were found to emphasize physical attractiveness more than did
females for dating, sexual intercourse, and a serious relationship. Individuals who expressed humor,
particularly males, were rated as more desirable for a serious relationship and marriage, but only
when those individuals were physically attractive. Humorous individuals were perceived to be more
cheerful but less intellectual than nonhumorous individuals. It appeared that conveying a sense of
humor served to humanize the good-looking person, and reduced the intimidation caused by high
physical attractiveness.

Humor can be created by the situation, rather than by individual wit. Fraley and Aron (2004)
randomly paired same-sex strangers (n = 96) in a series of structured interactions systematically
manipulated to either create or not create a shared humorous experience. Participants then com-
pleted measures of feelings of closeness to their interaction partner. There was a significant effect of
humor on closeness. This effect was partially mediated by self-expansion and distraction from the
discomfort of the first encounter. The effect was significantly moderated by trait sense of humor and
marginally moderated by anxious attachment style, such that the effect was greater for those high in
trait sense of humor and high in anxious attachment. Put simply, being involved in humorous situa-
tions can help to break the ice and reduce tension among strangers.

Direct Propositions

Humorous opening lines are one way to start a conversation leading to romance. Another tactic
is to come right to the point. In 1978 and 1982, Clark and Hatfield (1989) had male and female
confederates of average attractiveness approach potential partners with one of three opening lines:
“Would you go out with me tonight?” “Will you come over to my apartment tonight?” or “Would
you go to bed with me tonight?” Male responses to the date offer were identical in the two studies
(Experiments 1 and 2: 50%). Males were even more interested in going to the females’ apartment
(Experiments 1 and 2: 69%), which was comparable to their willingness to have sex (Experiment 1:
75%; and Experiment 2: 69%). Females were as willing as males to go out on a date (Experiment
1: 56%; and Experiment 2: 50%), but none agreed to go to the apartment or to have sex. Those
results were obtained before awareness of Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS), so Clark
(1990) conducted a follow-up study. Male responsiveness to romantic opportunities remained evi-
dent despite the increased risk (date: 69%; apartment: 50%; and bed: 69%), as was female selectivity
(date: 44%; apartment: 14%; and bed: 0%). Clark’s finding that 14% of females were willing to go to
the males’ apartment represented only two respondents, which is not significantly different from the
zero reported earlier.

It is conceivable that females who are unrestricted, acutely lonely, or at the midpoint of their
menstrual cycles could respond positively to a stranger who offered a suggestive cute-flippant line,
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or a direct proposition, provided that the male meets the females’ minimum standard for attractive-
ness. Voracek, Hofhansl, and Fisher (2005) reported the results of an Austrian magazine project
that followed up the Clark and Hatfield (1989) studies. That study reported that 6.1% of 100 females
of unspecified ages accepted immediate sexual involvement with a complete stranger. The authors
suggested that various contextual factors “such as setting, subjects’ age and attractiveness, and age
differences between requestor and receiver, probably contributed to the observed difference in out-
come between the journalistic project and the original experiments” (p. 11). Although 0% may be
too low an estimate for female responsiveness to a one-night stand opportunity, the 6% to 14% range
is so much higher that replication with a true population sample seems needed.

Mating Tactics

Humorous opening gambits and direct propositions are a subset of mating tactics, or behaviors
designed to increase the attraction of a potential partner. Work in our lab focused on the determi-
nants of prosocial and antisocial mate tactics to foster long- or short-term relationships. The 747
participants in Cunningham et al. (2002) were asked to respond to 65 questions about their mating
tactics, including whether they would perform specific behaviors to attract and retain a dating part-
ner, using a 9-point scale. The mating tactics inventory focused on the display of care and material
characteristics, as well as the use of romanticism, exploitation, and honesty versus deception. The
items were inspired by diverse sources ranging from Buss (1988) to Fein and Schneider’s (1995)
popular neotraditional book, The Rules. Four types of mating tactics emerged: support, charm,
manipulate, and seduce. These behaviors showed coherent relationships with the four mating styles
described previously, and with attachment styles.

Support mating behaviors emphasize care and honesty toward the partner. The partner mating
style was the best predictor of the use of support, followed by agreeableness, and a secure attach-
ment style. An emphasis on creating a light but sensual mood is the hallmark of the charm behavior.
The player mating style was the best predictor of the use of charm behavior, followed by the parasite
mating style, and a preoccupied attachment style. The manipulate mating style emphasizes subtle
control and demands, and has many items inspired by “the rules.” The parasite mating style was
the best predictor of the use of manipulate behavior, followed by the predator mating style, and a
preoccupied attachment style. The seduce behavior emphasizes the use of deception, and display of
resources, for sexual conquest. The predator mating style was the best predictor of the use of seduce
behavior, followed by the player mating style. Other predictors of seduce behavior were sociosexual-
ity and a fearful attachment style. Males were more likely to use seduce tactics than females, but the
genders did not differ on support, charm, or manipulate behaviors.

Just as mating styles predict the use of mating tactics, a person’s use of specific mating tactics
may allow a recipient to deduce that person’s mating style and romantic intentions. A person who
offers only sincere compliments and does not brag is likely to be a partner, and may be looking for
a long-term relationship. But, someone who lights candles, puts on quiet jazz, and changes into
something flattering on the first date might be a player, and interested in a mutually satisfying but
short-term encounter. By contrast, a person who wishes to be pursued while playing hard to get, and
is always the first to end a phone call, might be a parasite, who is more interested in the material
benefits of marriage than in the discoveries of dating. Finally, an individual who displays the keys to
an expensive car while plying a potential date with liquor could be a predator who will say anything
to get lucky and whose interest will be gone by dawn.

Lying to Get a Date

Although predators are those most likely to be deceptive, lying is common in social interactions
(DePaulo & Kashy, 1998). Deception is often used to enhance self-promotion (Tooke & Camire,
1991). Indeed, the most common tactic that people reported using to attract a date involves making
the self appear to be more attractive or able than a competitor (Buss, 1988). In some cases, the deceit
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may consist of a subtle exaggeration, such as feigning agreement with a prospective date’s opinion.
In other cases, the lie may be an absolute falsification, like saying one’s income is twice as much as it
really is (cf. Walters & Crawford, 1994).

Rowatt, Cunningham, and Druen (1998) examined whether high self-monitors, who are dis-
positionally inclined to manage their self-presentations to meet the expectations of other people,
use more deceptive self-presentation than others to initiate a dating relationship. In Experiment 1,
males reviewed the photograph, personality, background, and “My Ideal Man” ratings made by phys-
ically attractive and unattractive females who were potential dates. Half of the time, the physically
attractive female desired instrumental traits in a date, such as being independent, active, and deci-
sive. In that condition, the unattractive female sought expressive traits, such as being gentle, kind,
and emotional. The other half of the time, preferences were reversed. Males had the opportunity
to create separate self-descriptions, including ratings of their instrumentality—expressivity, for both
females. As expected, males who possessed the personality trait of high self-monitoring presented
themselves as more instrumental or more expressive as a function of what would match the desires
of the attractive female. Such self-presentations were clearly deceptive, because they differed from
the self-presentations that the same males made to the unattractive female. Experiment 2 in this
series used both males and females, and measured their self-reported instrumentality—expressiv-
ity, love attitudes, and physical attractiveness 2 weeks before they were given an opportunity to
describe themselves to two potential dates. Males and females did not differ in their willingness to
deceive, but high self-monitors again changed their self-descriptions to match the expectations of
the attractive potential dates. These outcomes suggest that high self-monitors behave in a chame-
leon-like fashion during dating initiation, strategically changing their self-presentation in an attempt
to appear more desirable to the person they wish to date.

Rowatt, Cunningham, and Druen (1999) continued this research by asking participants to report
how much they would lie to get a date with each of four people, two of whom were physically attrac-
tive based on their photographs, and two of whom were physically unattractive. Individuals reported
being quite willing to lie to the facially attractive prospective dates, particularly about their personal
appearance, personality, income, past relationship outcomes, career skills, and course grades. Males
were marginally more willing than females to lie to a prospective date about their career skills and
course grades, perhaps because males’ intellectual potential and career prospects have somewhat
more influence on the quality of the females’ lives than the reverse. Males were no less willing than
females to lie about their personal appearance, perhaps because male physical attractiveness affects
females’ decisions about short-term relationships. Other analyses indicated that subjects were par-
ticularly willing to tell lies to maximize their apparent similarity with the attractive potential dates.

Self-Presentation in Newspaper Ads and Online

Newspaper and online ads for romantic partners have no mechanism to regulate veracity. Some
advertisers might post personal photos that are 10 years out of date or borrowed from a magazine
model, or even invent careers that are fabrications. Gibbs, Ellison, and Heino (2006) surveyed 349
users of the online dating service Match.com. They found that 86% of respondents felt that other
users misrepresented their physical appearance, 49% were suspicious that others misstated their
relationship goals, 45% doubted reported age, 45% questioned reported income, and 40% were
suspicious of stated marital status. Yet, although many users of online dating services had suspicions
about the veracity of their peers, we do not have data on the actual frequency of deception. It would
be interesting to know how many online daters could pass a credential verification process based on
a birth certificate, diploma, pay stub, and personal photo holding that day’s newspaper. It also would
be interesting to know what cues people use to suspect misrepresentations in online encounters (cf.
Burgoon, Buller, White, Afifi, & Buslig, 1999; DePaulo et al., 2003).

In the Gibbs et al. (2006) survey, 94% strongly disagreed with the idea that they had intention-
ally misrepresented themselves, and 87% strongly disagreed that misrepresentation was acceptable,
leaving only 6 to 13% who may be willing to lie. But, although the survey respondents regarded



PRELUDE TO A KISS

intentional misrepresentation as wrong, they were not convinced that honesty was the best policy.
The more that the online daters said that they had been honest in their profiles, the less romantically
successful that they reported having been.

Dissatisfaction with honesty as an online policy could result in some selective editing of one’s
profile, to minimize the negative and exaggerate the positive. In qualitative interviews of 11 indi-
viduals, respondents reported projecting a self-image in their online descriptions that was more
self-confident, outgoing, or desirable than was the case in real life (Yurchisin, Watchravesrinkan, &
McCabe, 2005). But, this was not so much a dishonest self as a potential self to which the person
aspired to grow. After receiving positive feedback from respondents to the ads, the authors felt
encouraged to move toward achieving their potential selves. So, a certain level of online self-idealiza-
tion may become a self-fulfilling prophecy, benefiting both the advertiser and the respondent.

But, honesty may be the best policy, because falsely managing one’s impression to meet the
presumed preferences of potential partners may simply miss the target audience. Strassberg and
Holty (2003) posted four “female seeking male” advertisements on U.S. Internet sites in 1997. In the
most popular ad, the female described herself as financially independent, successful, and ambitious.
This ad generated 50% more male responses than the next most popular ad, in which the female
described herself as being lovely, very attractive, and slim. It is possible that Internet users were
more mature and career oriented than the college students used in most studies, and were more
interested in kindred spirits rather than eye candy. Nonetheless, it was interesting that the most
(self-described) beautiful woman may not always be the most attractive woman to some men.

Rhetoric of Responses

A common script evolved for newspaper personal ads for those seeking mates, which carried over to
online profiles. For example, individuals placing ads generally specify their own demographics (DWM,
32) and those of the type of person whom they are seeking (S/DWF 25-32), plus some self-descriptive
characteristics (e.g., literate, fun loving), and some specific preferences for qualities in a partner (e.g.,
nonsmoker, must love dogs). Individuals placing ads for the first time have the opportunity to study
prior submissions, gain inspiration, and even borrow phrases that seem personally accurate.

Strategies for a response to a personal ad or profile are less scripted. Should the opening sentence
seem tentative (“I've never done this before ...”) or bold (“I think you and I would hit it off ... .”)?
Should the responder compliment the advertiser first, or first mention the responder’s own desirable
qualities? Does the lyricism, graciousness, or boldness of the written response have any impact on
the advertiser, or is that less influential than the responder’s demographics and photograph? How
many rounds of correspondence should there be before inviting a face-to-face meeting? Should the
male or the female make that request?

A few studies examined responses to personal ads, but such studies tended to focus on resource-
exchange dynamics rather than rhetoric. Strassberg and Holty (2003), for example, examined if the
female stated that she was ambitious, the male’s likelihood of mentioning his education (34%), or,
if the female reported that she was slim and attractive, the male’s likelihood of mentioning his
height (63%) and appearance (31%). Such exchanges are interesting, but interpersonal scholars also
are interested in the style and form of replies to the advertisement. What seem to be needed are
Markovian analyses, which examine tit-for-tat interactions between the advertiser and the responder
over a sequence of messages. Does the length of the messages, and the depth and breadth of self-
disclosure, converge in successful online relationships? How often does the male play the role of the
pursuer and the female play hard to get, and how often are those roles reversed? In this context, it is
interesting to note that Strassberg and Holty received 507 responses to online ads involving females
seeking males, but fewer than 25 responses to online ads involving males seeking females. Conse-
quently, the rhetorical content of female responses to male ads is a largely undocumented domain.

As the foregoing section suggested, communication during initial romantic encounters can go
in many different directions after the initial pleasantries. The timing and impact of demographics,
self-disclosure, similarity of interests, humor, and requests to move the relationship to the next level
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are hard to disentangle, but might be advanced through data mining of the rich corpus of material
accumulating in online chat rooms.

TOUCH AND SYNCHRONIZE

Assuming that both parties like what they hear during the first few rounds of communication and do
not detect any outrageous deceptions, then behavior may escalate from casual flirtation to romantic
courtship. Eye contact becomes more intense and prolonged, self-disclosure becomes deeper and
broader, and physical contact may occur.

Perper (1985) observed that the female often makes the first touch, which is typically light and
fleeting such as fingertips on the male’s hand, or the palm placed on the forearm. Extended eye con-
tact and a physical touch can be arousing and can increase romantic feelings, at least among those
who are already romantically inclined (Williams & Kleinke, 1993). On some occasions, Perper (1985)
noticed males making the first move by putting his arm around the female’s shoulders or touching
her hair. But, such a pass implicitly requires the female to reject or reciprocate it, which may pre-
cipitate a premature stay versus go decision. Exploring such issues, McCormick and Jones (1989)
conducted an observational study of 70 cross-sex couples. Females were more likely than males to
gaze at and briefly touch their partners, display positive facial expressions, and groom themselves,
but males used more intimate touches than did females. They also noticed that females deescalated
flirtation more in the beginning of the interaction, whereas males deescalated more later, suggesting
that females take less time to be decisive about a mate.

Maxwell, Cook, and Burr (1985) confirmed an early observation by Scheflen (1965) that couples
in an emerging relationship engage in nonverbal synchrony. They videotaped pairs of 50 high school
students meeting over coffee in a lab that resembled a comfortable living room. The subjects’ liking
was predicted by their mutual gaze, their self-disclosure, the expressiveness of their faces, the liveli-
ness of the voices, and their synchrony in movement and gesture.

Music

Although the outside world may distract a couple, it also may facilitate synchronization through
cultural institutions such as music. Pleasing music often creates a pleasant mood in the listener, and
May and Hamilton (1980) demonstrated that positive affect—evoking rock music increased females’
ratings of the physical attractiveness of males, compared to females who listened to negative affect—
evoking avant-garde music or no music. Unfortunately, the precise stimuli in music that are respon-
sible for the positive effects, such as the lyrics, harmony, or rhythm, are unknown. Merker (2000),
however, suggested that the rhythmic pulse of music allows the listener to predict where the next
beat is going to fall, which allows two or more people to synchronize their performances. This pre-
dictability allows coordinated choral singing, dancing, and manual labor, which may increase group
cohesion and productivity.

Humans’ interest in synchronizing their vocal expressions is not only evident when music is present,
such as in choral singing and rock concerts, but also evident without music, such as in sports cheers,
protest chants, and church prayers. A portion of the impulse to synchronize may be a desire to bask in
reflected glory or derive self-esteem from affiliating with a high-status group, such as a winning sports
team or prestigious institution (Cialdini et al., 1976). But, another influence may be the inclination
to be swept along with another person or the tide of humanity, behaving in coordination with others
rather than acting autonomously. Such an inclination may be implicated in hypnotic susceptibility, in
mate copying, and in the tendency of some individuals to suppress their doubts and synchronize with
the romantic inclinations of an attractive stranger. Zillman and Bhatia (1989) reported that individu-
als were more attracted to potential partners who shared their musical tastes than those who did not,
perhaps because it would allow them to synchronize to the same music, and thereby to each other.
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Dance

An organized dance event, such as a high school mixer, allows for the expression of the full range of
flirtation and courtship stages: prioritize desires, attract attention, notice and approach, talk and
reevaluate, and touch and synchronize. Indeed, some of the earliest studies of romantic attraction
were conducted at college dances (Brislin & Lewis, 1968; Tesser & Brodie, 1971; Walster [now
Hatfield], Aronson, Abrahams, & Rottman, 1966), which may have served to emphasize the impact
of variables such as physical attractiveness (cf. May & Hamilton, 1980). Slow dances provide a justi-
fication for physical touching, whereas faster dances allow for the demonstration of physical fitness
and grace of movement (cf. Berry et al., 1991), and the ability to coordinate complex moves with the
partner. Such coordination may be a prerequisite for affectionate activities, such as holding hands,
hugging, kissing, cuddling and holding, backrubs and massages, caressing and stroking, and sexual
intercourse (Gulledge, Gulledge, & Stahmann, 2003).

Unfortunately, no studies were located that demonstrated that couples that danced well together
were more likely to move on to other forms of synchrony. Nor is it clear what verbal or nonverbal
signals are involved in transitioning from one form of touch to the next, such as from hand-holding to
kissing (cf. Brook, Balka, Abernathy, & Hamburg, 1994). But once a couple has developed synchrony,
they are in a good position to live happily ever after ... at least until morning.

UNANSWERED QUESTIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

This review of nonverbal and verbal communication dynamics in the initiation of romantic relation-
ships was facilitated by a strong empirical foundation, contributed by many creative researchers,
offering reliable observations of both the macro and micro variables that contribute to initial attrac-
tion. At that same time, close examination of each phase of the dance of courtship revealed many
unanswered questions (see Table 5.1).

TABLE 5.1 Some Unanswered Questions Concerning Verbal and Nonverbal
Dynamics in Courtship Initiation

1. Prioritize desires.
e What are the social norms specifying courtship dynamics in each culture, and what ecological and histori-
cal factors influence them?

e How can a potential suitor quickly determine if a potential date is seeking a short-term versus a long-term
relationship? Which nonverbal and verbal approaches appeal to each desire?

* How do early attachment experiences and temperament differentially contribute to the development of
partner, player, parasite, and predator mating styles?

2. Attract attention.

e Are individuals more successful in attracting dates when their self-presentation matches their physical
appearance? For example, do males with babyish features do better by presenting innocence and vulner-
ability, and females people who look mature and angular do better by conveying independence and aloof-
ness, as opposed to working against their physical types? Or, do people do better by exemplifying sex role
stereotypes, with males conveying independence and females conveying vulnerability, regardless of their
own personal appearance?

¢ Areindividuals generally successful when they attempt to enhance their attractiveness by mentioning their
resources, such as their social connections, cars, sports trophies, or education, or do they usually seem
bragging and desperate?

¢ Extending mate copying to the mass media, if a male sees another male be attracted to a female with a spe-
cific look in the mass media, does that increase his attraction to other females with that look? Conversely, do
females who copy the hairstyle, makeup, clothing, and mannerisms of current celebrities thereby enhance
their attractiveness to males?

(continued)
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TABLE 5.1 (CONTINUED) Some Unanswered Questions Concerning Verbal and
Nonverbal Dynamics in Courtship Initiation

3. Decide and approach.

*  Which specific female solicitation behaviors, if any, are most effective in stimulating male approach for
dating and for a long-term relationship?

*  What specific actions are most likely to be misperceived as seductive, so that individuals can deter potential
misunderstandings?

¢ THow long should nonverbal flirting continue before someone makes a move, and what is the best way to
cross a room to engage the person with whom one has been nonverbally flirting?

*  Which opening lines are effective in initiating relationships in later life stages, or in escalating relations
among current friends?

e What percentage of males and females, of different ages, in different cultures, would be receptive to overt
offers of sexual activity with minimal acquaintance?

4. Talk and reevaluate.
e What percentage of online daters engage in major deceptions about their age, education, income, and
physical appearance?
e What is the relative impact of a respondent’s literary style, compared to his or her demographics, income,
and physical attractiveness, on acceptance by an advertiser?

e Does the length of the messages, and the depth and breadth of self-disclosure, converge in successful
online relationships?

e How often does the male play the role of the pursuer and the female play hard to get, and how often are
those roles reversed?

*  What is the content of female responses to male ads, and how do the relationships progress?
5. Touch and synchronize.

®  Which stimuli are responsible for the positive impact of music on attraction?

®  Are couples that dance well together more likely to move on to other forms of synchrony?

®  What verbal or nonverbal signals are involved in transitioning from one form of touch to the next, such as
from hand-holding to kissing?

The model of initial attraction described above implicitly suggests a courtly minuet between the
prospective partners. This script may be more descriptive of partners and parasites seeking dating
and long-term relationships than players and predators seeking one-night stands. A predator who is
seeking a short-term partner might deceptively follow the standard courting ritual. But, a player who
is looking for a short-term partner might streamline the process by systematically approaching each
prospective partner that he or she finds attractive until one reciprocates the sentiment (cf. Clark &
Hatfield, 1989).

A major theme of this review was the dialectical tension between biologically driven processes
and social influence dynamics. This was evident in the perception of physical attractiveness, which
involves both biological-structural and social-style components. It also was evident in the finding that
social influence in the form of mate copying can be at least as powerful as physical attractiveness in
initial attraction. Current cross-cultural research indicates some universals in attractiveness dynam-
ics, but humans’ response to social influence means that the impact of age, class, ethnicity, and
the specific content of verbal and nonverbal communication will be a perennial topic of study. We
eagerly look forward to the next generation of research on these provocative issues!

AUTHOR NOTE
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Uncertainty and Relationship Initiation
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frank, 1986a). Acquaintances grapple with questions about their own behavior (e.g., “How

should I respond?”), their partner’s behavior (e.g., “Why did he say that?”), and the nature
of the relationship itself (e.g., “What is the status of this relationship?”). Uncertainty during the
early stages of relationship development merits study for two reasons. First, uncertainty is a pow-
erful predictor of people’s verbal and nonverbal communication behavior (Afifi & Burgoon, 1998;
Berger & Gudykunst, 1991; Knobloch, 2006). Second, uncertainty shares a close connection with
dyadic well-being. Individuals experiencing uncertainty tend to evaluate their partner more nega-
tively (Gudykunst, Yang, & Nishida, 1985; Kellermann & Reynolds, 1990; Solomon & Knobloch,
2004), experience more negative emotion (Afifi & Reichert, 1996; Knobloch, Miller, & Carpenter,
2007; Theiss & Solomon, 2006a), and perceive their relationship to be more turbulent (Knobloch,
2007b). Hence, uncertainty during acquaintance is important to understand because it predicts both
the behavior of individuals and the health of relationships.

Our goal in this chapter is to organize, integrate, and critique the literature on uncertainty dur-
ing the initial phases of relationship progression. We begin by explicating uncertainty. Next, we
describe the logic and research of two dominant theories on the topic: uncertainty reduction theory
(URT) and predicted outcome value theory (POV). We then question three assumptions entrenched
in the literature, and we propose a broader conceptualization of uncertainty to further illuminate
the initiation of relationships. Finally, we identify directions for future research to spark continued
growth in this area.

U ncertainty is an intrinsic part of forming relationships (Berger & Calabrese, 1975; Sunna-

THE NATURE OF UNCERTAINTY

Uncertainty exists when people lack confidence in their ability to understand their surroundings
(Berger & Bradac, 1982; Berger & Calabrese, 1975). More formally, uncertainty stems from the
number and likelihood of alternatives that may occur in social situations (Shannon & Weaver, 1949).
Uncertainty is low when only a single outcome is plausible; uncertainty is high when multiple out-
comes are equally probable. Uncertainty is a function of people’s ability both to predict future events
and to explain past events (Berger & Bradac, 1982). Individuals lack predictive power when they are
unable to proactively identify the most likely outcome. Similarly, they lack explanatory power when
they are unable to retroactively determine the cause of an occurrence. Uncertainty increases as
people’s ability to predict and explain decreases (Berger & Calabrese, 1975).

Uncertainty arises from both cognitive questions and behavioral questions (Berger & Bradac,
1982). Cognitive uncertainty refers to the ambiguity individuals experience about their own attitudes
and the attitudes of others. Cognitive uncertainty encompasses questions such as “Is he sincere?”
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“Do I like spending time with her?” and “Why is he annoyed?” Behavioral uncertainty indexes the
questions people have about their own actions and the actions of others. Behavioral uncertainty
entails questions such as “What is she going to do next?” “How should I respond?” and “Is he about
to laugh or cry?” In sum, individuals experience uncertainty when they lack information about them-
selves and others.

Uncertainty, according to this broad definition, is relevant to a range of dyadic relationships. It
transpires within acquaintance (Berger & Gudykunst, 1991), friendship (Afifi & Burgoon, 1998; Pla-
nalp, Rutherford, & Honeycutt, 1988), courtship (Knobloch, 2006; Knobloch & Carpenter-Theune,
2004), marriage (Knobloch, Miller, Bond, & Mannone, 2007; Turner, 1990), and family (Afifi &
Schrodt, 2003; Bevan, Stetzenbach, Batson, & Bullo, 2006) relationships. Of course, the beginning
stages of relationship formation are rife with uncertainty because people lack basic information
about a partner’s personality characteristics and preferences (Berger & Calabrese, 1975).

Perhaps because uncertainty is so salient within human interaction, the construct has gar-
nered considerable scholarly attention. Almost six decades ago, information theory first introduced
uncertainty to the field of interpersonal communication (Shannon & Weaver, 1949). Information
theory provided a mathematical model designed to maximize the amount of information that
messages can carry with minimal distortion. According to the theory, messages that contain new
information reduce the entropy, randomness, and uncertainty of social situations. In other words,
messages that convey nonredundant data are most effective for reducing uncertainty. Information
theory offered a foundation for conceptualizing uncertainty during the early phases of relation-
ship development.

Uncertainty reduction theory extended information theory by considering how ambiguity shapes
people’s behavior within initial interaction (Berger & Bradac, 1982; Berger & Calabrese, 1975). URT
also drew on theories of attribution (e.g., Heider, 1958; Kelley, 1973) to argue that individuals strive
to make sense of their social environment. According to URT, uncertainty is prominent when people
meet for the first time because strangers are not familiar with each other’s personality characteris-
tics, attitudes, and preferences.

A decade later, predicted outcome value theory challenged URT’s assumption that uncertainty
is the driving force behind people’s communication behavior within acquaintance (Sunnafrank,
1986a, 1990). POV adopted a social exchange perspective (e.g., Altman & Taylor, 1973; Kelley &
Thibaut, 1978; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959) to argue that individuals are fundamentally motivated
to maximize the rewards of social interaction. Sunnafrank (1986a, 1990) proposed that people
work to reduce uncertainty to ascertain whether continued interaction with a partner will be
advantageous or disadvantageous. According to POV, uncertainty reduction is subordinate to the
more primary goal of forecasting the rewards and costs of relationship progression. Berger (1986)
countered with the claim that uncertainty reduction is a prerequisite to predicting the rewards
and costs of future interaction. Debate about the merits of the two theories ensued (Berger, 1986;
Sunnafrank, 1986b) and is still apparent in the literature (e.g., Grove & Werkman, 1991; Sunna-
frank & Ramirez, 2004).

URT and POV remain the leading theories of uncertainty during the initial stages of relationship
development, so they figure prominently in our chapter. We devote the following sections to describ-
ing each theory and its corresponding research. Then, we critique some of the long held assumptions
ingrained in the literature since the inception of URT and POV.

UNCERTAINTY REDUCTION THEORY

Assumptions

URT seeks to explain how individuals communicate under conditions of uncertainty (Berger & Bra-
dac, 1982; Berger & Calabrese, 1975). A main premise of URT is that people are motivated to predict
and explain their surroundings (Berger & Bradac, 1982; Berger & Calabrese, 1975). Hence, individ-
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uals communicate to reduce uncertainty about their environment. According to URT, uncertainty
is high when people meet for the first time but decreases as relationships develop. The original for-
mulation of URT focused on communication between strangers (Berger & Calabrese, 1975). Subse-
quent scholarship has extended URT beyond acquaintance to more advanced stages of relationship
development (Gudykunst, 1985; Parks & Adelman, 1983).

Several conditions increase people’s drive to reduce uncertainty during acquaintance (Berger,
1979). One is deviance. Individuals are especially motivated to reduce uncertainty when a partner
behaves in nonnormative ways. A second is anticipation of future interaction. People are particularly
interested in gaining information if they are likely to interact with a partner again in the future. A
third is incentive value. Individuals are especially eager to alleviate doubts when a partner controls
the rewards and costs they receive.

According to URT, communication is a tool for gaining knowledge and creating understanding
(Berger & Calabrese, 1975). Communication can play two roles within interaction. First, communi-
cation can produce uncertainty. For example, people may question what to disclose, why a behavior
occurred, or how to seek information. Second, uncertainty can be reduced through communication.
For instance, individuals may obtain insight through observation, glean information from nonverbal
cues, or gain knowledge from conversation. URT posits that communication can both escalate and
diminish uncertainty.

In their original formulation of URT, Berger and Calabrese (1975, pp. 101-107) proposed seven
axioms to explain the connection between uncertainty and communication:

Axiom 1:  Given the high level of uncertainty present at the onset of the entry phase, as the amount of
verbal communication between strangers increases, the level of uncertainty will decrease.
As uncertainty is further reduced, the amount of verbal communication will increase.

Axiom 2: As nonverbal affiliative expressiveness increases, uncertainty levels will decrease. In
addition, decreases in uncertainty levels will cause increases in nonverbal affiliative
expressiveness.

Axiom 3: High levels of uncertainty cause increases in information-seeking behavior. As uncer-
tainty levels decline, information-seeking behavior decreases.

Axiom 4: High levels of uncertainty cause decreases in the intimacy level of communication content.
Low levels of uncertainty produce high levels of intimacy of communication content.

Axiom 5: High levels of uncertainty produce high rates of reciprocity. Low levels of uncertainty
produce low reciprocity rates.

Axiom 6: Similarities between persons reduce uncertainty, while dissimilarities produce increases
in uncertainty.

Axiom 7: Increases in uncertainty level produce decreases in liking. Decreases in uncertainty level
produce increases in liking.

An eighth axiom was adopted after Parks and Adelman (1983) extended the theory’s scope to the
context of courtship. Their longitudinal research indicated that individuals experience less uncer-
tainty when they communicate more with their partner’s friends and family members.

Axiom 8: Shared communication networks reduce uncertainty, while lack of shared networks
increases uncertainty.

Consider the example of Jerry and Elaine, who are introduced by a mutual friend at a party.
They engage in small talk about the weather (Axiom 4), inquire about each other’s hobbies (Axiom
3), and reciprocate disclosures about their favorite restaurants (Axiom 5). The longer they chat, the
less uncertainty they feel (Axiom 1), the more they smile and nod (Axiom 2), and the more they like
each other (Axiom 7). Their uncertainty diminishes even more when they realize that they live in the
same apartment complex (Axiom 6) and that they are acquainted with some of the same neighbors
(Axiom 8).
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Strategies for Managing Uncertainty

Scholars working under the rubric of URT have delineated a trio of ways people manage uncertainty
in social situations: (a) seeking information, (b) planning, and (c) hedging (Berger, 1997; Berger &
Bradac, 1982). We describe these strategies in the following subsections.

Seeking Information According to URT, people employ passive, active, and interactive strate-
gies for seeking information (Berger & Bradac, 1982; Berger & Kellermann, 1994). Passive strategies
entail unobtrusively observing the target person. This “fly-on-the-wall” behavior allows an individ-
ual to gather information while the target person remains unaware of the scrutiny. Active strategies
are behaviors that require direct action but do not involve communicating with the target person.
Examples include asking questions of a third party and manipulating the target person’s environ-
ment to see how he or she will respond. Interactive strategies require communicating with the target
person. This category encompasses behaviors such as asking questions, disclosing information in the
hopes that the target person will reciprocate, and relaxing the target person in the hopes that he or
she will open up.

The categories of information-seeking behavior vary in their degree of face threat, efficiency,
and social appropriateness (e.g., Berger & Kellermann, 1983, 1994; Douglas, 1987). For example,
passive strategies incur only minimal face threat because an individual observes from a distance.
On the other hand, passive strategies may not generate the specific information the observer is
hoping to discover. Active strategies give an individual more latitude over the kind of informa-
tion obtained, but they may backfire if the third party lacks information and/or alerts the target
person. Interactive strategies offer the most direct way of acquiring information, but they also
furnish the most face threat. A person could violate social norms, appear pushy, and/or offend the
target person within conversation. URT does not advance hypotheses about how people select an
information-seeking strategy, but they probably weigh the risks against the likelihood of success
(Berger & Kellermann, 1994).

Planning A second method of managing uncertainty is planning (Berger, 1997). Individuals
develop a plan, or a cognitive representation of goal-directed action, to help them communicate in
ambiguous surroundings. People formulate a plan by relying on the knowledge they possess about
similar situations (Berger & Jordan, 1992). A plan is most valuable when it contains an optimal
level of complexity: It should be comprehensive enough to help individuals anticipate contingen-
cies (Berger & Bell, 1988), but it should be simple enough to allow them the freedom to improvise
(Berger, Karol, & Jordan, 1989). When a plan fails to achieve its objective, people typically conserve
their cognitive resources by altering low-level tactics rather than expending mental energy to alter
higher order tactics (Berger & diBattista, 1993). Individuals communicate most effectively when
they are able to plan for uncertain circumstances (Berger, 1997).

Hedging A third strategy for managing uncertainty is to hedge against the negative outcomes
that could occur within conversation. Berger (1997) identified several ways of crafting messages to
hedge against face threat, embarrassment, and anxiety under conditions of uncertainty. One option
is to frame messages by using humor (e.g., “I'll bet you're dying to go out with me on Saturday night.”)
or inserting other plausible interpretations so backtracking is possible (e.g., “I'm just kidding.” or
“Youre confused—that’s not what I meant.”). Individuals can also rely on ambiguous language to
hide the actual purpose of the message (e.g., “What are you up to this weekend?”). People can employ
disclaimers to guard against an unfavorable response (e.g., “I don’t want to move too fast, but would
you like to go out with me on Saturday night?”). Individuals can engage in retroactive discounting to
tone down a message (e.g., “We could go out for dinner on Saturday night; I don’t know if you’d want
to do that, though.”). Finally, people can control the floor by assigning the other person to lead the
conversation (e.g., “Tell me about your plans for the weekend.”). All of these hedging devices can be
effective for avoiding negative outcomes in ambiguous situations (Berger, 1997).
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Empirical Tests

Thus far in this section, we have explicated URT and discussed three strategies for managing uncer-
tainty. Now, we turn our attention to reviewing empirical research that has tested the logic of URT.
One line of work has investigated predictors of uncertainty; we organize this literature into individual,
dyadic, and cultural categories of predictors. Other research has examined communicative outcomes
of uncertainty; we divide this work into behavioral strategies versus linguistic features of messages.

Predictors of Uncertainty Research on URT suggests that individual differences play a role
in people’s experience of uncertainty (Douglas, 1991, 1994). For example, Douglas (1991) worked
to extend URT by examining a personality characteristic he labeled global uncertainty. He defined
global uncertainty as people’s tendency to be uncertain about acquaintance in general (e.g., “How
confident are you of your general ability to predict how strangers will behave?” and “In general, how
well do you think you know other people after you meet them for the first time?”). He found that
individuals high in global uncertainty are more apprehensive when meeting strangers, communicate
less effectively during initial interaction, and develop less satisfying long-term relationships. Although
these results suggest that people’s experience of uncertainty may be at least partially governed by indi-
vidual differences, URT has not been formally updated to encompass personality characteristics.

Other investigations of URT have delineated the features of relationships that contribute to
uncertainty. As previously noted, Parks and Adelman (1983) found that dating partners who commu-
nicated more frequently with their partner’s social networks reported experiencing less uncertainty.
Gudykunst (1985), who solicited college students’ perceptions of their relationship with either an
acquaintance or a friend, observed that liking for a partner was negatively associated with uncer-
tainty in both types of relationships. In a second study, Gudykunst et al. (1985) asked college stu-
dents in Japan, Korea, and the United States to report on a relationship with an acquaintance, friend,
or dating partner. They discovered that liking for a partner corresponded with less uncertainty
across all of the relationship conditions. Moreover, they found that friends who were more similar to
each other experienced less uncertainty across all three cultures. Taken together, these studies sup-
port URT’s logic about how characteristics of relationships such as shared social networks (Axiom 8),
liking (Axiom 7), and similarity (Axiom 6) coincide with uncertainty.

Scholars have also identified cultural factors that predict people’s experience of uncertainty.
In fact, URT provided a foundation for Gudykunst’s (1995) anxiety/uncertainty management the-
ory (AUM). AUM theorizes that individuals experience both anxiety (an emotion) and uncertainty
(a cognition) when they communicate with a person from a different cultural group. The theory
contains 94 axioms about the roles of culture, anxiety, and uncertainty in cross-cultural interac-
tions (Gudykunst, 1995). Empirical findings support AUM’s starting premise that URT is useful for
understanding people’s experience of uncertainty across cultures (Gudykunst & Hammer, 1988;
Gudykunst, Nishida, & Schmidt, 1989). In fact, in their review of self-report studies involving par-
ticipants from minority and majority groups in Japan, Korea, and the United States, Berger and
Gudykunst (1991) concluded,

[Results] suggest that even though there are cultural differences in mean scores for variables
associated with URT, there is a high level of consistency in the relationships among the variables
across cultures and ethnic groups studied to date. It, therefore, appears that culture is not a scope
/ boundary condition for URT. (p. 46)

See Gudykunst (1995) for a detailed description of AUM.

Effects of Uncertainty on Communication A second body of work conducted under the
rubric of URT has documented the effects of uncertainty on communication. Notably, research has
failed to corroborate the theory’s prediction that individuals experiencing uncertainty seek informa-
tion to reduce their ambiguity (Axiom 3). Gudykunst (1985) did not document a link between uncer-
tainty and information seeking within people’s reports of their relationship with an acquaintance or
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a friend. Kellermann and Reynolds (1990) asked college students to (a) read a hypothetical scenario
about meeting someone new, and (b) report the degree of uncertainty they would experience and
the amount of information they would seek. Like Gudykunst (1985), Kellermann and Reynolds did
not observe an association between uncertainty and information seeking. One explanation for the
lack of support for Axiom 3 is that people’s motivation to gain knowledge is contingent on the valence
of information they expect to receive. Individuals may gather information only when they expect to
receive good news (e.g., Bell & Buerkel-Rothfuss, 1990; Knobloch & Solomon, 2002a; Sunnafrank,
1990). This reasoning implies that the link between uncertainty and information seeking is more
complex than was originally anticipated by URT.

Findings offer more consistent support for URT’s premise that uncertainty predicts linguistic
features of messages. For example, Ayers (1979) reported that both strangers and friends tended to
ask fewer questions as conversations progressed, presumably after their uncertainty had declined.
Sherblom and Van Rheenen (1984) found that participants in radio interviews used a more diverse
vocabulary during later segments of the interviews, again presumably after their uncertainty had
decreased. In a direct test of the axioms of URT, Gudykunst (1985) solicited people’s perceptions
of their relationship with either an acquaintance or a friend. He found that individuals experienc-
ing high levels of uncertainty reported engaging in less communication with their partner and dis-
cussing less intimate topics with him or her; these results were robust for both acquaintances and
friends. Gudykunst’s (1985) findings support Axiom 1 and Axiom 4. More recently, Knobloch (2006)
reported that individuals who simulated leaving a date request voice mail message for their partner
communicated less fluently when they were unsure about the status of their courtship. These find-
ings, examined as a set, bolster URT’s logic that uncertainty shapes micro facets of conversation as
people form and maintain relationships.

PREDICTED OUTCOME VALUE THEORY

Assumptions

Whereas URT posits that people’s central concern is reducing uncertainty, POV proposes that their
more primary goal is maximizing rewards and minimizing costs. Sunnafrank (1986a) advanced POV
as a reformulation of URT by arguing, “Empirical research provides inconsistent and generally weak
support for the posited role of uncertainty reduction, suggesting that major theoretical modifications
are needed. Predicted outcome value theory attempts to provide these modifications” (pp. 28—29).
POV uses a social exchange perspective (e.g., Altman & Taylor, 1973; Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Thi-
baut & Kelley, 1959) to explain the link between uncertainty and communication within acquain-
tance. In particular, POV claims that individuals engage in uncertainty reduction only in the service
of forecasting relational outcomes (Sunnafrank, 1986a, 1986b, 1990).

According to POV, individuals gather information to predict whether future interaction with a
partner is likely to be rewarding or costly, and then they decide whether to pursue or avoid further
contact (Sunnafrank, 1986a, 1990). This overarching logic suggests three claims about relationship
formation. First, individuals should be attracted to a partner when they expect future interaction with
him or her to be advantageous. Second, people should be motivated to develop relationships that cor-
respond with favorable predicted outcome values, and they should seek to terminate relationships that
correspond with unfavorable predicted outcome values. Third, individuals should steer conversation
toward topics that they expect will produce rewards, and they should avoid topics that they expect
will incur costs. Sunnafrank (1986a, 1990) built on these premises to argue that the impressions
people form during initial encounters should have a strong influence on relationship formation.

An example may help clarify the logic of the theory. Again, consider the case of Jerry and Elaine.
They are strangers when they cross paths at a party hosted by a mutual friend. According to POV,
Jerry and Elaine are not motivated to communicate merely to reduce uncertainty; instead, they
want to learn whether forming a relationship would be worthwhile. Jerry finds the conversation to
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be rewarding because Elaine is easy to talk to. Elaine is attracted to Jerry because he is interested
in her hobbies. They chat about their favorite restaurants, hoping that the conversation will furnish
an opportunity to make future plans, but they avoid discussing the leaky roof of their apartment
complex because both are frustrated with their landlord’s inactivity. By the end of the party, Jerry
and Elaine suspect that future interaction would be satisfying, so they exchange telephone numbers
with the goal of spending time together the following week.

Empirical Tests

Investigations of POV are consistent with the theory. Sunnafrank (1990) evaluated competing pre-
dictions from URT versus POV by asking undergraduate students to interact with a peer on the first
day of class. When participants forecasted positive outcomes, uncertainty was negatively associated
with amount of verbal communication, nonverbal affiliative expressiveness, and liking. When par-
ticipants forecasted negative outcomes, uncertainty did not predict amount of verbal communica-
tion, nonverbal affiliative expressiveness, or liking. These results are consistent with POV rather
than URT because the predictive power of uncertainty was limited to situations in which individuals
anticipated positive outcomes. Accordingly, Sunnafrank (1990) concluded that the goal of uncer-
tainty reduction is secondary to the goal of maximizing rewards within the initial interaction.

In a more recent test of POV, Sunnafrank and Ramirez (2004) invited undergraduate students
to have a short conversation with a new acquaintance and report on the status of that relationship
nine weeks later. They found that individuals who anticipated favorable outcomes after the first con-
versation reported more communication with and more attraction to their partner nine weeks later.
Uncertainty was not associated with amount of communication or attraction after predicted outcome
value was covaried. The results of this second study are consistent with POV’s premise that people’s
first impressions of rewards and costs have long-term effects on relationship development.

TOWARD A BROADER CONCEPTUALIZATION OF
UNCERTAINTY WITHIN RELATIONSHIP INITIATION

In decades past, researchers turned to URT or POV when investigating the link between uncer-
tainty and interpersonal communication. More recently, scholars have moved beyond the foundation
laid by URT and POV to craft other frameworks for understanding how individuals communicate
under conditions of uncertainty. Problematic integration theory, for example, argues that commu-
nication helps people integrate the probability and valence of projected outcomes (Babrow, 2001).
Uncertainty management theory proposes that individuals actively cultivate uncertainty rather than
seek information about an impending negative outcome (Brashers, 2001). The theory of motivated
information management posits that when people experience a mismatch between their desired and
actual levels of uncertainty, they interpret and evaluate their situation to decide whether to seek
information (Afifi & Weiner, 2006). Unlike URT and POV, which were designed to predict how indi-
viduals communicate during relationship formation, these theories have shed light on how people
communicate about health issues (e.g., Afifi & Weiner, 2006; Babrow, Kasch, & Ford, 1998; Brashers
et al., 2000).

Another trend is a growing interest in personality predictors of uncertainty. This research has
investigated individual differences in how people experience uncertainty outside the context of close
relationships. Scholars have examined uncertainty as a personality trait using labels such as tolerance
for uncertainty (Teboul, 1995), need for closure (Kruglanski, 1989; Kruglanski & Webster, 1996),
and uncertainty orientation (Shuper, Sorrentino, Otsubo, Hodson, & Walker, 2004; Sorrentino &
Roney, 2000). Although these constructs diverge in significant ways, they all predict how people
experience social situations. For instance, individuals who have a low tolerance for ambiguity often
experience anxiety about ambiguous circumstances (Dugas et al., 2005). Those with a high need for
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closure tend to express elevated (and sometimes unfounded) confidence in the judgments they make
about their surroundings (Kruglanski & Webster, 1996). People who are certainty oriented usually
strive to preserve clarity in their interpersonal relationships (Driscoll, Hamilton, & Sorrentino, 1991;
Sorrentino, Holmes, Hanna, & Sharp, 1995). These programs of research stand in marked contrast
to URT and POV, which do not address how individual differences in uncertainty may guide rela-
tionship formation.

We are intrigued that this recent work within the communication and psychology disciplines
has ignored, jettisoned, updated, and/or disputed the assumptions of URT and POV. Scholars of
relationship initiation, in contrast, have not been similarly bold in moving beyond the foundation
laid by the theories. Of course, URT and POV set the agenda for decades of research, so the litera-
ture on acquaintance quite naturally resembles the contours of those theories. At the same time,
we believe it is important to step back for a moment to critically evaluate the assumptions lodged in
the literature. We offer a broader conceptualization of uncertainty within relationship initiation to
expand the prevailing view.

Uncertainty Is Broader Than Just Questions about Partners

Early in the development of URT, Berger and Bradac (1982) noted that “for a relationship to con-
tinue, it is important that the persons involved in the relationship consistently update their fund of
knowledge about themselves, their relational partner, and their relationship” (pp. 12-13). Berger
and Bradac’s passing observation garnered little attention. Instead, most scholarship on uncertainty
within acquaintance has focused on questions about partners. The most widely used measure of
uncertainty, Clatterbuck’s (1979) CLUES scale, asks people to report their ability to predict an
acquaintance’s behaviors, values, attitudes, and feelings (e.g., “How well do you think you know the
person?” “How accurate do you think you are at predicting the person’s attitudes?” and “How well
do you think you can predict the person’s feelings and emotions?”). As we noted previously, research
employing this measure has shed light on how uncertainty about partners corresponds with diverse
outcomes such as liking (Gudykunst, 1985; Gudykunst et al., 1985; Kellermann & Reynolds, 1990),
the amount of communication between people (Sunnafrank & Ramirez, 2004), and the intimacy of
communication content (Gudykunst, 1985).

In retrospect, the tendency for scholars to have emphasized partner predictability issues is rea-
sonable given the acquaintance context. The beginning stages of relationship formation are filled
with ambiguity about a partner’s thoughts and feelings, likes and dislikes, and past history and future
goals. Because partners are such a prominent source of uncertainty in initial interaction, scholars
quite logically attended to questions about a partner’s attributes as a focal point (Knobloch & Solo-
mon, 2002a). The downside of privileging questions about a partner’s characteristics, however, is
that the full breadth of the construct has been overlooked.

We emphasize the importance of conceptualizing uncertainty in ways that go beyond ambiguity
about a partner’s personality characteristics. Our own work demonstrates that uncertainty in ongo-
ing associations often stems from questions about participating in the relationship (Knobloch, 2006;
Knobloch & Donovan-Kicken, 2006; Knobloch & Solomon, 1999). We define relational uncertainty
as the degree of confidence people have in their perceptions of involvement within interpersonal
relationships (Knobloch & Solomon, 1999, 2002a). Relational uncertainty stems from self, partner,
and relationship sources. Self uncertainty refers to the questions people have about their own par-
ticipation in a relationship (e.g., “How certain am I about how much I want to pursue this relation-
shipP”). Partner uncertainty refers to the ambiguity individuals experience about their partner’s
participation in a relationship (e.g., “How certain am I about how much my partner wants to pursue
this relationship?”). Relationship uncertainty encompasses the questions people have about the rela-
tionship as a whole (e.g., “How certain am I about the definition of this relationship?”). Accordingly,
relational uncertainty is an umbrella construct that encompasses three sources of ambiguity.

We see value in employing this broader view of uncertainty in the context of acquaintance. Work
on relational uncertainty has focused on courtship and marriage (for review, see Knobloch, 2007a),
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but relational uncertainty should also be relevant to the early stages of relationship formation (e.g.,
“Will this first encounter lead to more regular interaction?” “Am I ready, willing, and able to develop
this relationship further?” “Is this person interested in pursuing a relationship with me?” and “How
likely is a new relationship to succeed?”). We call for additional work examining self and relation-
ship uncertainty issues to complement the literature replete with studies about partner uncertainty
issues. Attending to self uncertainty (e.g., “How certain am I about how much I like this person?”)
and relationship uncertainty (e.g., “How certain am I about where this relationship is going?”) would
provide insight into how people form relationships when they are grappling with questions about
their own involvement in the relationship and questions about the dyad as a whole.

Uncertainty Is Rewarding as Well as Costly

Both URT and POV suggest that uncertainty is problematic for participants in initial interaction.
According to URT, uncertainty makes it harder for people to formulate plans, anticipate contingen-
cies, and make sense of their surroundings (Berger, 1997; Berger & Bradac, 1982). According to POV,
uncertainty makes it difficult for individuals to anticipate whether future interactions will be advanta-
geous or disadvantageous (Sunnafrank, 1986a). Most scholarship has proceeded in this vein by concep-
tualizing uncertainty as costly for participants during the early stages of relationship development.

Empirical research bolsters the view that uncertainty poses challenges to relationship formation.
As previously noted, studies of acquaintance suggest that uncertainty corresponds with less liking
(Gudykunst, 1985; Gudykunst et al., 1985; Kellermann & Reynolds, 1990; but see Norton, Frost, &
Ariely, 2007). Similarly, investigations of established relationships demonstrate that relational uncer-
tainty coincides with unfavorable appraisals of a partner’s behavior (Solomon & Knobloch, 2004;
Theiss & Solomon, 2006b), negative emotion (Knobloch, Miller, & Carpenter, 2007; Knobloch &
Solomon, 2002b; Theiss & Solomon, 2006a), perceived relationship turmoil (Knobloch, 2007b), dif-
ficulty gleaning information from messages (Knobloch & Solomon, 2005), and pessimistic judgments
of conversation (Knobloch, Miller, Bond, et al., 2007). These findings imply that uncertainty can
impede the initiation, development, and maintenance of interpersonal relationships.

We wonder, however, about the utility of characterizing uncertainty as uniformly negative within
acquaintance. We suspect that uncertainty can add curiosity, excitement, and energy to the initial
phases of relationship progression. For example, scholars adopting a relational dialectics approach
have argued that too much certainty can make relationships monotonous (Baxter & Montgomery,
1996). Similarly, Livingston (1980) theorized that ambiguity can heighten attraction and escalate
romance within romantic relationships (see also Norton et al., 2007). Two sets of empirical findings
are consistent with this logic. First, 25% of the college students who participated in Planalp et al’s
(1988) study of uncertainty-increasing events reported that their friendship or romantic relationship
became closer after they had experienced such an event. Moreover, 12% of the undergraduates in
Afifi and Weiner’s (2006) study of information seeking wished they were more uncertain about their
romantic partner’s sexual health. We interpret these lines of scholarship to underscore the importance
of attending to both the costs and rewards that uncertainty may furnish within initial interaction.

Uncertainty Is Strategically Increased and Maintained (as Well as Reduced)

A third assumption of both theories is that individuals are motivated to reduce their uncertainty.
URT contains this premise as a central tenet (Berger, 1979; Berger & Calabrese, 1975). In a similar
vein, POV argues that people seek to reduce uncertainty in order to forecast the rewards and costs of
relationship formation (Sunnafrank, 1986a). Together, the theories have generated a voluminous lit-
erature on the strategies individuals use to reduce uncertainty within initial interaction (e.g., Berger,
1979; Berger & Kellermann, 1994).

A more complex view suggests that people do not always strive to reduce uncertainty. Rather,
individuals may be motivated to increase or maintain uncertainty rather than diminish it. Recent
theorizing argues that people may cultivate or preserve ambiguity if they believe doing so will lead
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to more favorable outcomes (e.g., Babrow, 2001; Brashers, 2001). For example, individuals may foster
uncertainty in the early stages of relationship development as a way of piquing a partner’s interest
(e.g., Brainerd, Hunter, Moore, & Thompson, 1996; White, 1980). People may also refrain from
engaging in direct information seeking if they anticipate receiving undesirable information (e.g.,
discovering that a prospective friend does not share similar interests, or learning that a prospective
dating partner is not interested in pursuing a romantic relationship; Knobloch & Solomon, 2002a).
Hence, individuals may have other motives than engaging in uncertainty reduction.

Recent research verifies the claim that individuals strategically foster and sustain uncertainty.
Studies show that uncertainty is positively associated with topic avoidance in cross-sex friendships
(Afifi & Burgoon, 1998), dating relationships (Knobloch & Carpenter-Theune, 2004), and family
relationships (Afifi & Schrodt, 2003). Other work demonstrates that people refrain from talking
about the status of their relationship when they are experiencing uncertainty about mutual com-
mitment between partners (Baxter & Wilmot, 1985). Findings also suggest that individuals who are
unsure about the nature of their courtship tend to avoid expressing jealousy to their partner (Afifi
& Reichert, 1996). Although all of this work has been conducted within the context of established
relationships, it may foreshadow an analogous motivation among individuals within acquaintance.
We suspect that people in the throes of relationship formation may similarly seek to evade talking
about unpleasant topics (e.g., Sunnafrank, 1986a), avoid defining the nature of the relationship pre-
maturely, and refrain from displaying attachment when they are unsure how a new acquaintanceship
may unfold.

Directions for Future Research

To this point, we have explicated URT and POV as leading theories of uncertainty within initial
interaction. We coupled our review with a critical examination of three widely accepted premises
that have emerged from the legacies of URT and POV. Now, we identify avenues for future work that
are important for continuing to accumulate knowledge on the topic.

Of course, a first agenda item is to test our reconceptualization of uncertainty within acquain-
tance. We questioned the assumptions that (a) uncertainty is limited to ambiguity about partners,
(b) uncertainty is universally problematic, and (c) uncertainty is always paired with a desire to gain
information. Although preliminary evidence supports the debunking of these assumptions, we note
that tests of our logic have been conducted against the backdrop of intimate associations rather than
initial interactions. Accordingly, we see a need for research that evaluates our theorizing within the
context of acquaintance.

Another agenda item is to document conversational manifestations of uncertainty. Although
URT and POV imply that uncertainty shapes the messages people produce (Berger & Calabrese,
1975; Sunnafrank, 1986a), studies of established relationships have privileged the global strategies
individuals use to gain information (e.g., Afifi & Burgoon, 1998; Knobloch & Carpenter-Theune,
2004; Knobloch & Solomon, 2002b; Planalp et al., 1988). As a result, we know more about how peo-
ple employ passive, active, and interactive information-seeking strategies to develop and maintain
relationships than we know about how they craft messages to manage uncertainty in conversation
(e.g., Knobloch, 2006, 2007a). A variety of questions remain to be answered. For example, what are
the most and least effective ways of managing uncertainty in conversation during the early stages
of relationship formation? Which verbal and nonverbal cues help acquaintances make sense of con-
versation? Which linguistic features of messages allow acquaintances to preserve uncertainty? We
call for future work to shed light on these issues by attending to the link between uncertainty and
message production.

Finally, we emphasize the importance of investigating uncertainty in diverse relationship con-
texts. Work on uncertainty beyond initial interaction has tended to privilege romantic relationships,
especially courtship (for review, see Knobloch, 2007a). The focus on romantic associations has left a
gap in our understanding of how ambiguity operates within the early stages of platonic relationships.
Whereas romantic partners grapple with questions about the current status and future progression
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of the relationship (Knobloch & Solomon, 1999, 2002a), participants in platonic relationships are
probably concerned with other uncertainty issues. For example, questions about shared interests
may be especially relevant to friendship (e.g., Afifi & Burgoon, 1998; Parks & Floyd, 1996), ques-
tions about prognosis may be particularly salient within doctor—patient interaction (e.g., Brashers,
Goldsmith, & Hsieh, 2002; Robinson & Stivers, 2001), and questions about job performance may be
especially germane to supervisor—subordinate relationships (e.g., Kramer, 1999, 2004). If the con-
tent of uncertainty differs according to the relationship context, then the foundations and outcomes
of uncertainty may differ as well. Thus, we encourage scholars of uncertainty to broaden their focus
beyond the initiation of romantic relationships.

CONCLUSION

After three decades of research, Babrow (2001) characterized the study of uncertainty as a still
fledgling area of inquiry: “Whereas the concept is a focal point in a few theories, it has received
insufficient direct and sustained interest, particularly of the sort likely to generate broad, inclusive,
and enriching dialogue” (p. 453). His comment challenges scholars to investigate uncertainty in ways
that span disciplinary boundaries and dyadic contexts. With respect to the domain of relationship
formation, we believe the time is right for a new generation of scholarship to consider how individu-
als experience uncertainty during the early stages of relationship development. We propose that the
next wave of work attend to (a) self and relationship sources of uncertainty as well as partner sources,
(b) the rewards as well as the costs of uncertainty, and (c) the behaviors people use to preserve as well
as dispel uncertainty. Along the way, we encourage scholars to appreciate and question the premises
of the dominant paradigms that become embedded in the literature over time.
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Information Seeking in the Initial
Stages of Relational Development

WALID A. AFTFT and ALYSA A. LUCAS

SWF ISO career-minded but not a workaholic 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 will-
ing, kind to others but stands up for himself, polite but not sappy, expressive but not emotional,
stable and able to be fragile, fragile but able to be strong, listener but not silent.

lot like the above for many people. However, relational partners do not come to us having

responded to a detailed wish list such as the one above. We rarely initiate relationships with
an already established and detailed base of knowledge about the other person. Instead, we typically
start with very little information about the thousands of people with whom we interact over a lifetime.
Ultimately, we make decisions to pursue close relationships with a tiny percentage of those people.
So how is it that we know whether someone is a good fit for us? It may be best to view relationships as
a series of discovery journeys during which we learn about the other’s traits (and often our own). This
chapter explores the journeys that start us off. Given its centrality to our decision about whether to
pursue a close relationship or not, there may be no more important aspect of relationship formation
than the ways in which we gather information about potential romantic partners.

The research on attraction is based on the premise that we know certain things about someone
else (e.g., physical appearance, attitudes, and communication skill). Indeed, it is the knowledge about
these things that results in attraction. But how is it that we gather that information about these
people and, thereby, know these things? Curiously, most of the attraction research has ignored that
question. Scholarship in related domains, though, allows us to (at least partly) answer it. The litera-
ture on information seeking in interpersonal settings is divided into two general categories: (a) the
communication strategies that people use to gather information about others, and (b) the cognitive
and affective biases that shape information retrieval and processing (for review of the latter category,
see Forgas, 2001; Wyer & Gruenfeld, 1995). To focus the chapter, we will attend primarily to the
former of these two research areas.

Although the ideal for our purposes would be a plethora of studies that answered the question
of how it is that people seek attraction-related information in early stages of relational development,
such a research corpus does not seem to exist. Instead, the literature on information-seeking strate-
gies mostly addresses behavior during initial interactions or in well-developed relationships. Fortu-
nately, those studies are still helpful for our goal. After all, the “initiation” of relationships begins

B ased on what we know about attraction, the completely truthful singles ad would look a
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in initial interactions and may reemerge during transition stages in well-developed relationships, as
people move from one relational state (e.g., friendship) to another (e.g., romantic relationship; see
Creasey & Jarvis, this volume; Guerrero & Mongeau, this volume). So, this chapter will start with
a review of what we can extrapolate about early-stage information seeking from studies of initial
interactions and well-developed relationships. We will then narrow the focus to a specific target
of knowledge acquisition that is of common concern for relational members in the initial stages of
relational development—information about the partner’s sexual health.

INFORMATION SEEKING IN INITIAL INTERACTIONS

Seeking General Information

Berger and Calabrese (1975) introduced uncertainty reduction theory in hopes of understanding
individuals’ behavior during initial interactions among strangers. The theory encouraged consider-
able attention to the information-seeking process during these interactions and led to a burgeon-
ing of knowledge about the ways in which we gather information about others—not only in initial
interactions but also beyond. At a general level, the literature suggests that information is sought in
one of three ways: passive, active, or interactive. As with any communication behavior, these three
categories and related communication strategies may be mapped on two-dimensional space reflect-
ing variance on efficiency, on the one hand, and social appropriateness, on the other (see Berger &
Kellermann, 1983, 1994; Knobloch & Miller, this volume).

Several studies have tested the conditions that promote the use of each of these information-
seeking strategies. In general, the available evidence suggests that individuals start their information
searches through passive means (see Berger, 1979). The low cost of unobtrusively observing another
person makes it especially appealing as an initial information-gathering strategy. Of course, not all
observational situations provide equally rich “data.” Instead, Berger and his colleagues have shown
that the most information-rich environments for observing others are those in which the target person
is interacting with others, rather than being isolated or silent (Berger & Perkins, 1978), and those that
present relatively few social constraints on behavior (e.g., informal social settings; Berger & Douglas,
1981). The informational value of these settings comes from the sense that they offer a much more
insightful peek into the uninhibited (i.e., real) nature of the target person than does his or her physical
appearance alone or interactions in a more strictly rules-guided formal setting. However, this literature
also shows that individuals rely on a host of interactive strategies once interaction begins.

Berger and Kellermann (1983) identified three specific interactive strategies that individuals use
during initial interactions to gather information about the target person: interrogation (i.e., ques-
tion asking), disclosure (i.e., talking about one’s self in hopes of eliciting reciprocity by the other),
and relaxing the target (i.e., creating a conversational atmosphere that encourages disclosure on the
other’s part). Each of these interactive strategies has been shown to have its place in interactions.
The first few seconds of stranger interactions are typically littered with questions—most are focused
on biographic and demographic characteristics. In fact, estimates for the number of questions asked
range from 10 in the first 4 minutes (Douglas, 1994) to 22 in the first 5 minutes of conversation (Berger
& Kellermann, 1983). Moreover, an exponential decrease in interrogation seems to occur after only
the first minute of initial interactions (for review, see Berger & Kellermann, 1994; Douglas, 1994). It
is clear that the initial moments of the first interaction between strangers are question laden. When
combined with evidence from the attraction literature that many of our relationship-initiation deci-
sions are based on biographic and demographic information (e.g., similarity; see Bruce & Graziano,
this volume; see also Sprecher & Felmlee, this volume), a picture develops of nearly instantaneous
assessments about relationship fit. In other words, it seems that we have often gathered sufficient
information within the first minute of conversation to determine whether the target person is some-
one with whom we may be interested in pursuing a relationship. So, the first information-gathering
journey seems to take a turn within seconds of the initial interaction.
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Question asking is the most efficient but also the most intrusive way of gathering information
and is often considered the least appropriate. As a result, individuals often turn to other forms of
interactive information seeking during initial interactions. As noted above, two less efficient but
also less intrusive forms are disclosure and target relaxation efforts. The disclosure strategy—the
second most common form of information seeking in initial interactions (Berger & Kellermann,
1983)—relies on the norm of reciprocity (see Gouldner, 1960). Specifically, individuals manipulate
social rules for their ends by offering a disclosure, thereby putting pressure on others to reveal
information about themselves in return. Although this is a relatively common strategy, according to
Berger and Kellermann (1983), it is also one full of potholes. Individual differences in willingness to
offer immediate reciprocity and variance in perceptions of what it means to reciprocate (e.g., return
disclosure on topic, but not on intimacy of information) translate to the limited success of such a
strategy for information acquisition.

Efforts to relax the target are similarly restricted as successful information-gathering tools. The
notion is that enacting the sort of verbal and nonverbal behavior that makes the target comfortable in
the interaction (e.g., head nods, forward body lean, and skilled support messages) is likely to increase
his or her willingness to be vulnerable by offering information about him or herself. Indeed, Keller-
mann and Berger (1984) showed that individuals who were motivated to seek information were more
likely to engage in partner relaxation behaviors than those who were not. Unfortunately, we know rel-
atively little about the success of these strategies. For one, the evidence suggests that such behaviors
often accompany other interactive information-seeking strategies (e.g., interrogation; Kellermann &
Berger, 1984). Moreover, relaxation may indeed increase the likelihood of disclosure, but does not
guide such revelations in directions that are consonant with the seeker’s information needs (Berger
& Kellermann, 1994). So, although sometimes inappropriate, question asking is also the only strategy
in initial interactions that is reliably efficient for the task at hand (i.e., gathering information).

Seeking Attraction-Related Information

The findings reported so far speak to the information-seeking behavior used during initial interac-
tions—the starting point of all relationships. Other than some studies that manipulated participants’
desire for information seeking, the methodological paradigm applied in the above cited studies does
not vary the topical target of participants” information-seeking goals. Given the diverse nature of
initial interactions, it is not clear whether the strategies that are used when participants are asked
to get acquainted with a stranger generalize to situations when individuals are motivated to gather
information about the other’s attraction to them. Douglas (1987) performed the only published study
(to our knowledge) of affinity-testing strategies in initial interactions. Given the centrality of infor-
mation regarding the other’s perceived affinity (aka perceived attraction) for guiding relationship
initiation and development decisions, Douglas’ findings are central to this chapter. In contrast to
the tripartite distinction of passive, active, and interactive strategies, his results reveal a much more
intricate menu of information-seeking options from which individuals choose.

Through a series of studies, Douglas (1987, pp. 7-8) discovered eight general strategies that
individuals reported using to gain affinity-related information from opposite-sex others in initial
interactions: confronting (i.e., “actions that required a partner to provide immediate and generally
public evidence of his or her liking”), withdrawing (i.e., “actions that required a partner to sustain
the interaction”), sustaining (i.e., “actions designed to maintain the interaction without affecting its
apparent intimacy”), hazing (i.e., “actions that required a partner to provide a commodity or service
to the actor at some cost to him or herself”), diminishing self (i.e., “actions that lowered the value of
self, either directly by self-deprecation or indirectly by identifying alternative reward sources for a
partner”), approaching (i.e., “actions that implied increased intimacy to which the only disconfirm-
ing partner response is compensatory activity”), offering (i.e., “actions that generated conditions
favorable for approach by a partner”), and networking (i.e., “actions that included third parties,
either to acquire or [to] transmit information”). Each category was operationalized by two to four
specific examples taken from participant reports.
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Based on Kellermann and Berger’s (1984) suggestion that individuals struggle between being effi-
cient and being socially appropriate, Douglas (1987) had each strategy rated on those two dimensions.
Not surprisingly, confronting (e.g., “I asked her if she liked me”) and approaching (e.g., “T would touch
his shoulder or move close to see if he would react by staying where he was or moving closer.”) were
rated as the most efficient forms of affinity testing, whereas withdrawing (e.g., “I would be silent some-
times to see if he would start the conversation again”), hazing (e.g., “I told him I lived 16 miles away ... .
I'wanted to see if he would try and back out”), and diminishing self (e.g., “I told him I wasn’t very inter-
esting. Waiting for him to say, ‘Oh, no.”) were perceived as the most inefficient. It is also worth noting,
though, that these were also perceived to be three of the most inappropriate strategies for gathering
information about the person’s attraction. Their ineffectiveness (they are seen as both inefficient and
inappropriate strategies for affinity testing) makes them unlikely information-seeking strategies for
those who are skilled at relational development. Interestingly, the strategy labeled sustaining (e.g.,
“T kept asking questions. You know, like, ‘where was she from?” “What music did she like?””) most
closely approximates Berger and colleagues’ interrogation strategy and was perceived to be the most
appropriate of the strategies by far, although not as efficient in terms of affinity testing as confronting
and approaching strategies. Overall, Douglas’ results show that individuals interacting with strangers
gather information about the person’s attraction to them in a variety of ways. Consistent with Berger
and Kellermann's findings, though, biographical and demographic questions served as the information-
seeking strategy deemed most appropriate in such situations. Yet it is also worth noting that the most
relevant strategy in this context, which the authors labeled as confronting (e.g., “T asked her if she liked
me”), although appropriately rated as the most efficient was also seen as relatively inappropriate—a
finding that seems to put a particularly fine point on the challenges that individuals face when seeking
information about someone’s attraction to them.

Sending Attraction-Related Information

The literature on the ways in which we signal affiliation is not of central interest in this chapter,
given our attention to information-seeking efforts. Nevertheless, at least some mention of the ways
in which individuals may show romantic interest is warranted because it has implications for whether
such information will be pursued. So, how is affiliation expressed? Research on nonverbal communi-
cation shows that intimacy and liking are conveyed through forward body lean, smiling, eye contact,
close proximity, direct body orientation, and frequent gesturing, among other signals (see Burgoon,
1985). Tie signs like hugging, hand-holding, kissing, and the like are also clear ways in which we
send relational signals (see Afifi & Johnson, 1999), and a vast repertoire of behaviors is used with the
specific intent to flirt (Egland, Spitzberg, & Zormeier, 1996).

Not surprisingly, studies have shown that individuals who are sexually interested in a target dis-
play more nonverbal signals of affection than less interested others. Specifically, Simpson, Ganges-
tad, and Biek (1993) found that “head canting” among women and “flirtatious glances” by men were
positively associated with their willingness to engage in uncommitted sexual relations (i.e., their
level of sociosexual orientation). But, in the end, it is the receiver’s ability to correctly interpret these
messages and follow up with a search for additional information that determines the interaction’s
ultimate outcome. So, what do we know about perceptual filters that might guide this process?

The Role of Perceived Romantic Interest

One obvious candidate for predicting a willingness to aggressively seek information in early stages of
relationship development is the extent to which individuals are likely to perceive romantic or sexual
(dis)interest in the other. Two programs of research seem especially relevant to that domain: Vorauer
and Ratner’s (1996) investigation of relationship initiation, and Abbey and colleagues” work on per-
ception of sexual interest (for review, see Abbey, 1987).

Vorauer and Ratner (1996) tested the extent to which perceived disinterest on the other’s part
served as an impediment to relationship development. In a creative set of six studies, the authors
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concluded that individuals interested in developing a romantic relationship often fail to initiate a
date request because of fears that they will be rejected. However, in an interesting perceptual twist,
participants did not consider that same fear as motivating the other’s inaction (i.e., why the other
person didn't initiate a date request). Instead, they accounted for it as being a reflection of disinter-
est. In other words, individuals interpret the other’s inaction from a pessimistic frame. Although the
authors often did not have the statistical power to adequately test for sex differences, they did report
that male and female responses followed the same pattern.

Both the pessimistic bias and the apparent failure to find sex differences are especially interest-
ing because they clash somewhat with other research on the perception of sexual interest after brief
interactions. For example, Abbey and colleagues have repeatedly shown that men “oversexualize”
the behavior of women (for review, see Abbey, 1987). Consistent with this notion, Henningsen (2004)
found that men are more likely than women to interpret flirtation as being motivated by sexual inter-
est. Indeed, a review in this area leaves little doubt that men, more than women, perceive sexual
interest in its absence (Levesque, Nave, & Lowe, 2006). The general argument is that men’s elevated
sexual appetite (see Baumeister, Catanese, & Vohs, 2001) results in a significantly lower threshold for
perceiving sexual interest than women. That perceptual lens is then argued to serve as “a model for
the attribution of the appetite of others” (Shotland & Craig, 1988, p. 66). In other words, men often
perceive behavior as sexual and mistakenly believe that women share that perceptual filter. The crux
of these findings is that women often send signals that men interpret as sexual when women do not
intend them as such. Indeed, 72% of women in one of Abbey’s studies on the issue reported that
their friendly behavior had been misinterpreted as sexual on at least one occasion. Although the con-
sequence is sometimes trivial (e.g., men’s embarrassment for misinterpreting intent), it can also lead
to devastating results (e.g., sexual aggression; Abbey, McAuslan, & Ross, 1998; Shotland, 1992).

When compared, Vorauer and Ratner (1996) and Abbey and colleagues’ (see Abbey, 1987) find-
ings offer strikingly divergent conclusions regarding male perceptions during early stages of rela-
tionship development. The former suggest that men underestimate the other’s interest in them,
whereas the latter suggest they overestimate that interest. However, close inspection suggests that
the implications may not be particularly disparate. One possibility, for example, is that men may
indeed perceive sexual interest but still hold a pessimistic bias that leads them to be expect rejection.
Alternatively, the two findings may reflect shifts in the dominant perceptual paradigm across stages
of relationship initiation. So, after repeated instances of perceptual correction with the same target,
men’s oversexualization trend may be gradually replaced by a pessimistic bias. Unfortunately, the
available evidence does not allow for more than conjectures on the matter—conjectures that call for
future empirical testing.

INFORMATION SEEKING IN DEVELOPING RELATIONSHIPS

Typologies of Information-Seeking Strategies

The initial stage of relationship development typically goes well beyond the first interaction. As
such, it is important to ask how individuals seek relationally relevant information beyond that first
encounter. Although the research domain that guides the answer to that question is not large, several
studies do provide insight on the issue. To our knowledge, the first scholars to address the question
were Baxter and Wilmot (1984). They embarked with a goal to study “the social strategies that people
use to acquire knowledge about the state of their opposite-sex relationships™ (Baxter & Wilmot, p.
171). Their efforts revealed seven types of what they labeled “secret tests™ (a) directness tests, which
involved direct questioning or disclosure about the relationship; (b) endurance tests, which were
characterized by behaviors that tested the lengths to which the person would go for the relationship;
(c) indirect suggestion, which included hints or jokes about a relational matter (e.g., making fun of
a friend’s decision to move in with his partner to see how the other reacted to the idea); (d) public
presentation, which involved attending to the way that the partner responded to a particular form of
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introduction (e.g., introducing him as your “boyfriend”); (e) third party, which consisted of gathering
information from the partner’s friends or family; (f) separation, which meant not seeing one another
for a while as a way to gather information about his or her commitment to the relationship; and (g)
triangle tests, which introduced third parties into the mix as possible romantic threats (e.g., flirting
with someone else to see if one’s partner got jealous or testing the partner’s commitment by having
someone else flirt with him or her and testing his or her reaction).

In contrast to the findings from the work on information seeking during initial interactions—
when question asking dominated the landscape—the results from this investigation showed direct-
ness tests to be the third least frequent strategy. Instead, participants relied on such behaviors as
endurance tests, triangle tests, and other highly indirect methods of information acquisition. More-
over, a comparison of relationship types showed that those in relationships with romantic potential
(i.e., those relationships described as “more than friends” but not yet romantic) engaged in more
secret tests and did so in more indirect ways than those in either romantic relationships or already
established platonic friendships.

Planalp and colleagues” (Planalp & Honeycutt, 1985; Planalp, Rutherford, & Honeycutt, 1988)
investigation of responses to uncertainty-increasing events in close relationships also shows a prefer-
ence for indirectness under conditions of uncertainty—a state that reflects early stages of relational
development. Events such as an unexplained loss of contact, the discovery of a competing relation-
ship, or a change in personality were typically followed by efforts to seek information by “talking
over” or “talking around” the issue, hardly direct strategies.

Bell and Buerkel-Rothfuss (1990) supported and extended this work. Their study of 226 col-
lege students in romantic relationships showed that this population frequently engages in secret
tests (participants averaged 4.5 secret tests in their current relationship) and confirmed Baxter
and Wilmot’s (1984) finding that the number of secret tests generally decreases over the stages
of courtship. However, separate analyses by type of “secret test” revealed an important caveat
to that pattern: Directness tests, the one direct and nonsecretive information-seeking strategy,
increased across courtship stages for both males and females. In other words, we become increas-
ingly direct in our information-seeking efforts as we move from initial to late stages of relational
development.

Another finding of note is the role played by third parties in individuals’ information-seeking
efforts. Although reported relatively infrequently by participants in Baxter and Wilmot’s (1984)
original study, the data from both Bell and Buerkel-Rothfuss (1990) and from Parks and Adel-
man’s (1983) longitudinal study of information seeking in developing relationships suggest that
third parties played a crucial role as information sources. In fact, Parks and Adelman found that
the level of relational uncertainty was more significantly reduced across time by the amount of
communication with the partner’s network members than by communication with the partner him
or herself.

Although these typologies of information-seeking strategies in relationships have been tre-
mendously useful, the methodological reliance on interviews or self-reports rather than on behav-
ioral coding inherently limited precision about certain features of the communication process in
information-seeking exchanges. Toward that end, Knobloch (2006) recently completed a novel test
that was able to capture the quality of information acquisition within developing romantic rela-
tionships (the participants” median length of reported romantic interest in their partner was 9.25
months). She asked participants to call their dating partners and leave a message on an answering
machine (set up for the study) to request spending time together on a date. Subsequent analysis
of the messages revealed that the level of relational uncertainty was negatively associated with
fluency, affiliativeness, relationship focus, explicitness, and perceived effectiveness of the date
requests (see Knobloch & Miller, this volume). In other words, those whose desire for relational
information was the highest were also the least competent in their date requests. The results high-
light the anxiety that undoubtedly comes with relationally focused information-seeking efforts
in initial relationships. The process is more difficult than simply deciding among a host of infor-
mation-seeking strategies; the actual enactment of the strategy may present the most significant
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challenge to successful information seeking and can dramatically influence the information one
receives. Asking someone out in a communicatively inept manner may successfully produce rela-
tional information, but not of the sort being sought. In those cases, passive observation or other
forms of information seeking may be more appropriate. Unfortunately, the literature on relational
information seeking remains in its infancy and leaves several questions unanswered. Yet, recent
theoretical accounts offer promise.

Theoretical Accounts

One factor that seems to play a strong role in the individuals” information-seeking decisions is
the valence of the information they expect to receive. For example, Holton and Pyszcynski (1989)
showed that participants most thoroughly sought attraction-related information about a male con-
federate when “it was apparent that the available information would be supportive of their self-serv-
ing impressions of [the person]” (p. 50). In other words, participants who were previously critiqued
by the confederate were motivated to find negative information about him and refrained from infor-
mation seeking when it seemed that they might conclude that he was a likeable person, whereas the
reverse was true for those whom he praised. Consistent with this notion, Knobloch and Solomon
(2002) advanced a model of information seeking in close relationships in which the expected out-
come of the information search plays a central role (see also Sunnafrank, 1990).

Most recently, Afifi and Weiner (2004) developed the theory of motivated information man-
agement (TMIM), a framework to help understand information-seeking decisions in interpersonal
encounters. The theory was developed in response to dissatisfaction with the comprehensiveness
of existing uncertainty frameworks. It started by explicitly narrowing its scope to interpersonal
encounters and to issues of import to the potential information seeker. It then brought to the area
of uncertainty management two significant components: first, a focus on the role of efficacy in the
information-seeking process, and, second, explicit recognition of the interactive role played by the
information provider during the exchange.

Afifi and Weiner (2004) proposed a three-phase information management process (see Fig-
ure 7.1) that starts with a discrepancy between the amount of actual and desired uncertainty about
an issue and the resultant anxiety (labeled the “interpretation phase”), moves to an evaluation phase
that includes an assessment about the expected outcome of the information search (i.e., outcome
expectancies) and an assessment of efficacy, and ends with a decision phase. In the evaluation phase,
individuals first consider the rewards and costs expected from a search for information from a par-
ticular source, and then make three efficacy determinations: (a) whether they are able to communi-
cate with sufficient skill to gather the information sought (i.e., communication efficacy), (b) whether
they can cope with the information they expect to receive (i.e., coping efficacy), and (c) whether
the source is willing and able to provide the information being sought (i.e., target efficacy). TMIM
argues that individuals are increasingly likely to seek information directly to the extent that the out-
come expectancy is positive (i.e., they expect a relatively positive outcome of an information search)
and the three perceptions of efficacy are high.

TMIM is particularly well suited to study information seeking in early stages of relationships
for several reasons. First, it considers uncertainty states—a primary feature of individuals’ experi-
ences in relationship beginnings (see Knobloch & Miller, this volume)—as the engine that drives
the process. Second, it accounts for expectations regarding the outcome of an information search—
avariable that has been shown to impact information-seeking decisions in contexts where informa-
tion about attraction is salient. Third, it recognizes the diversity of information-seeking options.
The theory proposes that individuals may choose to seek information either directly or indirectly,
avoid information either actively or passively, or cognitively reassess the degree of uncertainty
discrepancy (see Afifi & Weiner, 2004). Fourth, it explicitly takes into account the information
provider in the process. In that sense, it recognizes that information exchange is an interactive
process in which both sender and receiver are assessing the value and feasibility of various com-
munication choices and acting accordingly. Finally, it adopts a bounded rationality approach (see
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INFORMATION SEEKER

Interpretation Phase Evaluation Phase = Decision Phase

Information
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Information
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Figure 7.1 The information management process as proposed in the theory of motivated information
management. Note: The dashed paths reflect paths that are partly mediated by other variables with which
the relevant variable has associations. The figure is intended as a visual simplification of the general theoreti-
cal framework.

Kahneman, 2003) and, as such, recognizes the role that emotions play both in the perceived out-
comes of various communicative decisions and in the particular enactment of strategies for both
interactants. These five properties are all central to the search for affinity-related information in
relationship beginnings, thereby making the theory uniquely suited for understanding informa-
tion seeking in this context.

Preliminary tests have generally supported the framework. For example, Afifi, Dillow, and
Morse (2004) asked college students who were romantically involved to think about a partner-
related issue for which they wanted more information. Participants then returned 3 weeks later to
report on any information-seeking efforts on that topic since the first survey. Consistent with the
theory’s predictions, results showed that individuals used increasingly direct information-seeking
strategies to the extent that the issue in question was important, the expected outcome of the
search was positive, and their perceptions of efficacy were high. They also found that participants
actively avoided relational information when they expected the outcome of an information search
to be negative. Moreover, those who expected negative information and searched for it experi-
enced a drop in relational commitment across the study’s 3-week time frame. In other words, it
confirmed the functional importance of being selective in the type of information one seeks (of
course, there are also known biases in our perception of the positivity of information being sought;
see Murray, 1999).

Afifi and Weiner (2006) followed up on the Afifi et al. (2004) test of TMIM by applying the
framework to a domain of relational inquiry that has significant implications for college students’
well-being—the partner’s sexual health. Given the relevance of sexual health information to sexual
decisions and the common occurrence of sexual activity in beginning stages of relationship devel-
opment, it is a locale for information seeking that seems especially appropriate for this chapter.
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SEEKING SEXUALLY RELATED INFORMATION FROM PARTNERS

The cost of unprotected sexual activity is very high. For example, estimates are that as many as
40% of college students are infected with human papilloma virus (HPV; Academy for Educational
Development, 2000). Increasingly, scholars and health professionals are recognizing the importance
of examining safe sex behavior from a relational lens (for review, see Noar, Zimmerman, & Atwood,
2004) and strongly encouraging individuals to seek information about their partner’s sexual health
(e.g., talk about condom use, birth control, and previous sexual history) before engaging in sexual
activity (for review, see Afifi & Weiner, 2006; Cline, Freeman, & Johnson, 1990). Unfortunately,
although efforts to examine sexual history discussions and related sexual information seeking have
increased, the literature remains small. A recent study offers a glimpse into the experience of college
students on this front. Afifi and Weiner (2006) found that a mere 2% of participants believed that
their partner had a sexually transmitted infection (STI)—quite a contrast from the 40% infection
rate estimate made by health professionals. What may be especially striking, though, is that this
prediction was almost universally made with complete certainty. Seventy-four percent of partici-
pants rated their certainty as a 6 or 7 on a 7-point scale (with 7 indicating complete certainty). So
what information-seeking strategies lead to such flawed information, and how do they gain this sort
of (mistaken) certainty? The available literature lends itself nicely to Berger and colleagues’ (e.g.,
Berger & Bradac, 1982) information-seeking typology of passive, active, and interactive strategies as
an organizational framework.

Passive Sexual Information Seeking

Baxter and Wilmot (1985) summarized what they noted as “taboo topics” in close relationships. High
among that list of avoided topics was sex. As such, it should come as no surprise that individuals often
rely on observable outward signals to assess a partner’s sexual health (Cleary, Barhman, MacCormack,
& Herold, 2002). For example, Williams et al. (1992) found that college students determine the riskiness
of a potential sexual partner by how they look or where they are socializing. Specifically, participants
indicated that individuals would be perceived as risky if they dressed “slutty,” were met at a bar, or were
older. Edgar, Freimuth, Hammond, McDonald, and Fink (1992) noted a common belief among their
participants that they could tell from someone’s appearance whether or not engaging in sexual activity
with that person would put themselves in danger of a sexually transmitted infection. Other studies (for
review, see Afifi, 1999) have shown that information that should connote sexual responsibility (e.g,,
carrying a condom in a wallet and having ready access to a condom in the bedroom) was instead per-
ceived to communicate negative impressions of the person (e.g., has a sexually transmitted illness and
is “loose”). Cline and Freeman (as cited in Cline, Johnson, & Freeman, 1992) referred to this manner
of information seeking as individuals reliance on their “relational radar”—an intuition-based, yet typi-
cally flawed, gauge about the sexual riskiness of a partner that stems from relatively superficial cues.
Particularly worrisome is that this sort of passive information acquisition apparently trumps the need
for sexual history discussions and guides safe-sex decisions (Cleary et al., 2002; Williams et al., 1992).

Active Sexual Information Seeking

Curiously, we were able to find only one study that examined active efforts at seeking information about
a partner’s sexual health. Edgar et al. (1992) found that only 7% of their participants acquired sexual
health information from a third person, went through the targets personal belongings for sexual health
information, or used other active information-seeking strategies. Because the topic is both immensely
personal (and, as such, others may be a poor source for information) and sensitive, it presents an interest-
ing dilemma for information seekers. On the one hand, the indirect information-seeking efforts repre-
sented by active efforts (e.g., asking third parties) are attractive because they bypass the need for intimate
discussion with a partner at an early relational stage. On the other hand, they are limiting because asking
for such information from third parties may be both awkward and of limited utility.
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Interactive Sexual Information Seeking

Interactive information-seeking efforts surrounding sexual health have long been recommended
by health officials (see Cline et al., 1990). Yet, there are few studies that explicate the communica-
tion that occurs between partners on this topic. In one exception, Cline et al. (1992) asked partici-
pants about the sexual health topics they discussed with their partner. The analysis of general topics
showed that the most commonly discussed sexual topics are sexual history (e.g., “Who/how many
and what type of guys she’d been with”; 16% reported discussion), general conversation (12%), and
general clinical topics (e.g., “How exactly it is transmitted between male/female contact™; discussed
by 12% of participants). An analysis of specific issues revealed that indirect questions about the
partner’s sexual health (16%) and condom use intentions (10%) most commonly represented infor-
mation-seeking efforts in this domain.

In another study describing the nature of sexual health-related talk among partners, participants
received a list of questions and were asked to note the ones that they thought of prior to having inter-
course (Edgar et al., 1992). Results indicated that the most salient concerns were questions regard-
ing sexual experience and commitment (e.g., “The number of previous sexual partners she or he had
before me,” 77%; “When she or he last had a new sex partner,” 64%; and “Whether or not she or
he was currently involved sexually with someone else,” 55%) and concerns with the partner’s sexual
health (e.g., “His or her feelings about using condoms with previous sex partners,” 66%; “Whether or
not she or he was infected with [the] AIDS virus,” 53%; and “Whether or not she or he has a sexually
transmitted disease,” 44%). In the cases when there was discussion of these topics, Edgar et al. noted
that communication about these issues was marked by self-disclosure, joking, indirect suggestion,
and direct questions.

Finally, Cline et al. (1990, 1992) identified four groups of sexual health “talkers™ safer-sex talk-
ers, general AIDS talkers, nontalkers, and want-to-be talkers. Safer-sex talkers discuss the majority
of topics with their partners, including AIDS, condoms, sexual history, and relationship exclusivity.
General AIDS talkers focus on AIDS discussion, but in a global sense not specific to their relation-
ship. Moreover, safer-sex talkers’ conversations are initiated by the imminent possibility of engaging
in sex, whereas general AIDS talkers discuss topics in response to such things as the media and
casual conversation (Cline et al., 1992). In contrast to these groups of “talkers,” a full one third of
participants avoided discussion of sexually transmitted infections with their partners. Nontalkers
were described as avoiding such discussions altogether, whereas want-to-be talkers are also avoiders
but are willing to initiate discussion under the right circumstances. In both cases, avoidance is typi-
cally motivated by embarrassment, lack of intimacy, concern that discussion would ruin the mood,
or anxiety. Consistent with these data, Coleman and Ingham (1999) found that one fourth of their
sample experienced at least one instance when they wanted to initiate a discussion about condom
use with their sexual partner but lacked the skill or confidence to do so. These authors also found
that fear of a partner’s negative response to condom requests motivated much of the avoidance on
the issue.

A Study of Information Seeking about Sexual Health

In order to contribute empirically to the literature on information seeking in relationship beginnings,
we will summarize previously unreported descriptive data on the strategies that participants in initial
stages of relationship development use to seek information about their partner’s sexual health (for a
detailed summary of the study and an analysis of the entire sample, see Afifi & Weiner, 2006).

Procedures and Results One-hundred and eighty-nine participants completed a host of mea-
sures at two times across a 3-week interval. Data from the first phase of data collection are reported
here. Forty-one of these participants reported on an ongoing romantic relationship that was 3 months
old or less and will be the subsample analyzed here. They consisted of 22 males and 19 females, var-
ied in age from 18 to 21 (M = 19.76, SD = 0.73), and mostly included Caucasians (90%). Interestingly,
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TABLE 7.1 Participant Response to Information-Seeking Items by Target Other
Target Other
Item Partner Close Friend Others

I have sought information from [target other] about  3.90 (2.20; 80%)  1.81 (1.55;38%)  2.23 (1.59; 45%)
[my partner’s] sexual health.

How many questions have you asked [target other] about ~ 4.02 (1.97; 88%)  2.00 (1.83; 34%)  2.03 (1.33; 54%)
[your partner’s] sexual health?

Note: The data represent means on a 7-point scale ranging from 0 = no to 7 = a lot of, with standard deviation in paren-
theses, followed by the percentage of participants who reported engaging in at least some of the behavior.

only two participants from this subsample (i.e., 5%) expected that a search for information about
their partner’s sexual health would reveal that he or she had a sexually transmitted infection.

The first set of items of interest for this investigation are two assessments of information seek-
ing about their partner’s sexual health—one that asked participants how much information they
sought and one that asked about the numbers of questions they asked on the topic. The participants
reported on their information seeking on this topic from three sources: (a) their partner, (b) a close
friend of the participant’s, and (c) other people. The results are reported in Table 7.1. The frequency
of self-reported information seeking from partners on this issue is quite high, with 80% of partici-
pants reporting at least some information seeking from their partner within the first 3 months of
their romantic involvement. The results also show that about 50% of participants sought information
about their partner’s sexual health from third parties. However, it is the particulars of those third
parties that are especially intriguing. Participants were more likely to seek this information from
people other than their close friends. Without additional data on the identity of those other third
parties, the best explanation for this finding is that individuals may correctly consider the partner’s
friends as a more accurate source for that information and rely on their knowledge more than that
of their own friends—people who may know little about their partner’s past sexual activity. Still, the
finding is intriguing given all we know about boundary management and disclosure (for review, see
Petronio, 2002).

The second set of questions asked participants to rate the extent to which they sought the infor-
mation in a direct manner or indirect manner. First, they were asked, “To what extent have you tried
to get information from your partner about her/his sexual health in an indirect manner (e.g., through
hinting, jokes, games)?” The data showed moderate frequency of indirect question asking from part-
ners (M = 3.75 on a 7-point scale ranging from not at all to a lot; SD = 2.16; 80% reported at least
some indirect questioning of their partner). Participants were then given the same item kernel, with
“direct manner (e.g., direct questions & discussions)” replacing the reference to indirectness. The
data revealed moderate amounts of direct information seeking as well (M = 3.53 on a 7-point scale
ranging from not at all to a lot; SD = 2.11; 75% reported at least some direct questioning of their
partner). Participants were also asked to indicate the number of people who they had asked directly
(M = 1.98 on a 7-point scale ranging from nobody to a lot of people; SD = 1.12; 53% reported asking
at least one other person directly) and indirectly (M = 1.88 on a 7-point scale ranging from nobody
to a lot of people; SD = 1.27; 50% reported asking at least one other person indirectly) about their
partner’s sexual health. So again we see that the romantic partner is the primary target of informa-
tion seeking on this issue, but that a considerable number of people also seek such intimate informa-
tion from third parties.

Summary and Implications Three contributions from these analyses are especially worth
noting. First, the data suggest that a vast majority of college students seek sexual health information
from their partners in early stages of relationship development. This conclusion seems to stand in
stark contrast to the widely held notions that sexual topics are taboo and that college students are
unaware of the threat posed by sexually transmitted infections. If this finding is replicated with
a larger sample, it would suggest that public health messages encouraging these talks may have
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reached their audience. However, it would also imply the need to reexamine the content of these
campaigns to recognize the new on-the-ground realities.

The second contribution of note from these descriptive data is that approximately half of the
participants sought information about their partner’s sexual health from third parties. This finding
is noteworthy for two reasons. First, such a multiple-source hunt for information shows the fervor
with which many college students are searching for this information—a conclusion that is at odds
with past scholarly beliefs. Second, the data contradict past studies suggesting that reliance on active
information-seeking efforts in such cases is exceedingly rare. Unfortunately, we know almost nothing
outside of this study about the role of third parties in the accumulation of sexual health information,
we do not know the particular communication strategies used with these sources, and we do not
have details about the relative weight given to this information over that derived from the partners
themselves. To our knowledge, these data are the first to suggest an important role for third parties
in this context. However, because we originally did not expect that they would play such a role, we
gathered very limited data on the issue. Clearly, additional inquiry is needed. If these findings are
replicated, then public health campaigns must account for the role of these third parties in the infor-
mation exchange—something they currently do not do.

The third contribution worth noting relies on a comparison of two data points in the investiga-
tion. The first is that a mere 5% of the subsample believed that a search for information about their
partner’s sexual health status would reveal that she or he had an STI. In stark contrast is the second
data point—government sources (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2002) that estimate,
rightly or wrongly, that 40% of college students are infected with HPV (not to mention infection
rates for other STIs). Regardless of the exact infection rate data, the reality is that a far greater per-
centage of our sample likely had an infected romantic partner than believed so. We reach a troubling
conclusion when we combine evidence that our participants were voracious information seekers with
the knowledge that only 5% perceived their partner to be infected. Unlike what current scholarly
belief indicates, the participants’ perception was not a function of putting their head in the sand, so
to speak, but, somewhat more dangerously, was based on considerable efforts at information seeking.
As aresult, their confidence in the validity of their conclusion is high, as our data show.

So what explains their mistaken perception? Three candidate explanations emerge. First, it could
be that the information they are receiving is incomplete—their partner lied and/or the third-party
sources were unaware of the STI. Past studies have certainly shown the former possibility to be a real
one (e.g., Williams et al., 1992). Second, the partner may be unaware of his or her own infection. For
example, we know that some infections remain undetected for a prolonged period. Finally, individuals
may be intentionally misperceiving the information they receive so that they can reach the conclu-
sion that their partner is “safe.” A vast literature shows the processing biases in which people in close
relationships engage (e.g., for review, see Baldwin, 2005). Each of these possibilities offers unique chal-
lenges to public health professionals interested in decreasing the incidence of STIs. However, regard-
less of the explanation, we are left with a troubling current state in which individuals seem to be
confident in their assessment of their partner’s sexual health—and have reached that state based on
their information-seeking efforts—but are likely to be holding knowledge that is critically flawed.

Of course, it is important to keep in mind the limitations of this study. It is based on self-report
measures, a notoriously biased method of assessment for issues with salient social desirability pres-
sures (see Wiederman & Whitley, 2002), and reflects the behavior of only 41 participants. Still, the
data certainly have their strengths (e.g., ongoing relationships, and asking about recent behaviors)
and do suggest the need to more carefully examine past conclusions about the information-seeking
landscape in early stages of relational development surrounding the partner’s sexual health.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Implied in almost all studies of relationship initiation is that individuals gather information about
their partner. How else would they know anything about the person, decide that it is a relationship



INFORMATION SEEKING IN THE INITIAL STAGES OF RELATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

worth pursuing, or decide on the sorts of relational behaviors in which they engage? Curiously,
though, very few studies have focused on the information-seeking strategies that individuals use
in these early stages of relationship development. As we have seen in this chapter, the literature
addresses information-seeking behavior in initial interactions and in developed relationships. The
evidence we have offers a glimpse into the ways that people gather this important information in
relationship beginnings. Yet there are still significant holes to fill.

The avenues available for future inquiry in this area are vast. We will highlight three substantive
areas in particular: the role of emotion, the influence of efficacy, and the impact of technology. In
addition, the area poses methodological challenges that have not yet been adequately met. We will
begin with a brief discussion of the substantive areas where this literature could easily grow.

Role of Emotion

We know that relationship beginnings are emotionally laden times, yet, to our knowledge, there are
no studies of the ways in which these emotions impact the information-seeking process during that
time. Research at the general level has increasingly recognized the ways in which affect influences
both information processing and seeking in important ways. For example, the affect-as-information
model (for review, see Schwarz, 2000) argues that affective states impact individuals™ cognitive pro-
cessing when the emotion is deemed relevant to the task at hand. Moreover, emotions are character-
ized by a complex system of brain region activities that dramatically impact information processing
(for a review, see Lane & Nadel, 2000). Relatively few studies, however, have applied this model to
information seeking as opposed to processing. One exception is Isbell, Burns, and Haar (2005), who
found that participants in the sad induction condition sought out very different types of information
about a target than their counterparts in the happy induction group.

One could surmise that the elation of relationship beginnings encourages the pursuit of informa-
tion that reifies the rose-colored perception of the partner while simultaneously discouraging the
search for threatening information. Indeed, Isbell, Burns, and James (as cited in Gasper & Isbell,
2007) found that happy moods encouraged efforts to seek confirmatory information. On the other
hand, these same positive emotions may also lead us to drop the protective mechanisms that shield
us from disappointment. For example, researchers have found that we often engage in pessimistic
forecasting as a way to “brace for loss” rather than being sideswiped by a wholly unexpected negative
blow (e.g., Shepperd, Findley-Klein, Kwavnick, Walker, & Perez, 2000). How might the emotional
wave of relationship beginnings impact this protective tendency to “brace for loss” and its functional
impact on coping? And which of these frameworks offers the most predictive accuracy in the context
of information seeking during this stage of relationship development?

Influence of Efficacy

Another front that is rich for the attention of scholars interested in information seeking during rela-
tionship beginnings is the literature on efficacy. The evidence for the role of efficacy in decisions
is extensive (for review, see Bandura, 1997), and we know that information seeking is impacted in
important ways by efficacy assessments (see Afifi & Weiner, 2004). Yet, with the exception of research
on safe-sex decisions (e.g., Bandura, 1992), there is very little attention to efficacy as an important
predictor of day-to-day relational behavior. The earlier-discussed TMIM framework offers promise
as a guiding framework for scholars hoping to better understand the ways in which efficacy per-
ceptions impact information-seeking and -giving decisions in relationship beginnings. The theory
envisions a transactional process between information seeker and provider that is shaped, for both
actors, by assessments of efficacy. The specific type of efficacy that may be of most direct relevance
to information seeking in relationship beginnings may be communication efficacy—the perceived
ability to competently seek information from the target (Afifi & Weiner, 2004). To date, two studies
have tested the role of communication efficacy in romantic relationships. The first examined its util-
ity as a predictor of general information seeking from a partner (Afifi et al., 2004), and the second
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narrowed the focus to information seeking about the partner’s sexual health (Afifi & Weiner, 2006).
In both cases, communication efficacy emerged as a significant predictor of the directness with
which individuals sought information from their partners. Although neither study targeted relation-
ship beginnings, the data support the utility of this type of efficacy as an influence on information-
seeking decisions. Future investigations utilizing the framework could help reveal the ways in which
both relational partners manage the tricky waters of relationship beginnings while either cuffed or
freed by efficacy perceptions that ultimately control the nature of the information exchanges.

We can find some correlates to this notion in other literatures. For example, research on individ-
ual differences in rejection sensitivity has shown that individuals who are especially fearful of rejec-
tion “behave in ways that elicit rejection from their dating partners” (Downey, Freitas, Michaelis,
& Khouri, 1998, p. 545). Not surprisingly, such fears also erode self-efficacy perceptions over time
(Ayduk et al., 2000), making individuals more doubtful of their ability to succeed in relationships or
first date requests. So, although efficacy has not received much attention in either the literature on
relational beginnings or the literature on information seeking, it appears to be a construct that holds
considerable promise for future scholars interested in examining the intersection of these areas.

Impact of Technology A recent method of information seeking in relationship beginnings that
has received increasing scholarly attention is the reliance on social networking sites like Facebook
and MySpace. Social networking sites are web-based profiles that individuals can easily create to
serve as reflections of themselves to others (boyd & Ellison, 2007). The explosion in the creation
of these profiles is astounding. In 2005, only one year after its launch, 85% of college students had
initiated a profile on Facebook, with 60% logging in daily (Arrington, 2005).

Investigations into the content of profiles helps explain their widespread use. Changes that the
site made to access restrictions continued the rapid diffusion of the site. The site reports that the
majority of its users are now outside the college population, but that it still maintains near saturation
of that latter group (http:/www.facebook.com/press/info.phpPstatistics). It also reports “more than
64 million active users” and an “average of 250,000 new registrations per day since January of 2007”
(http://www.facebook.com/press/info.phpPstatistics). Its reach is global and its use is heavy — recent
estimates suggest that the site receives more than 2 billion page views per day (http://www.facebook.
com/press/info.phpPstatistics). Perhaps most importantly, the profiles typically included a litany of
personal information: 91% included at least one photographic image of themselves, 63% identified
their relational status (e.g., single or dating), 51% revealed their address, and 40% listed a phone
number. In addition, most profiles disclosed such information as their hometown; their favorite mov-
ies, books, and music; their political views; and their interests. Other information that can be gleaned
from the profiles includes their major, the classes in which they are currently enrolled, the groups to
which they belong, and the friends they have (Ellison et al., 2007).

Given this sort of access to information, it should come as no surprise that “check[ing] out a
facebook profile of someone I met socially” was the second most likely reason given for using Face-
book, after “keep[ing] in touch with an old friend” (Lampe, Ellison, & Steinfield, 2006). Moreover,
“get[ing] information about people that live in my dorm, fraternity, or sorority” and “get[ing] infor-
mation about people in my classes” were the third and fourth most likely reasons, respectively—
all reasons that were rated above the midpoint of the likelihood scale. In other words, millions of
students are using social networking sites daily to gather information that was otherwise restricted
to face-to-face interpersonal channels (see also Ellison et al., 2007). This sort of preinteraction infor-
mation-gathering system has clear implications for traditional information-seeking efforts during
relationship beginnings. To adequately capture the process of information seeking early in relation-
ships, it is critical that future empirical studies recognize the role played by social network sites in
this process.

In sum, the domain of interest for this chapter is ripe for research pursuits. It involves the schol-
arly holy grail: a woefully understudied phenomenon that involves a behavior that has otherwise
been shown to be both frequent and important (i.e., information seeking) in a context that is central
to people’s lives and motivations (i.e., relationship development). In this chapter we have summarized
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existing typologies that should guide future efforts, have identified heuristic theoretical frameworks
that provide causal explanations for the process, and have noted variables that offer special promise
for advancing knowledge.
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he self-disclosure transaction provides an important context in which decisions are made in

beginning a relationship with a new acquaintance. People use “self-disclosure” (including

what, when, and how thoughts and feelings are disclosed or not disclosed) as well as reac-
tions by the disclosure recipient and the initial discloser to collect information about a prospective
partner and to make forecasts about the possibility for a future relationship. It is also used by new
acquaintances to infer how much they like and trust one another and whether they might identify
themselves as friends or as an intimate couple.

In this chapter we examine various topics about self-disclosure and starting a relationship. We
examine how background factors (e.g., culture, personality, and gender) and communication medium
(e.g., face-to-face versus Internet communication) influence self-disclosure at the start of a relation-
ship. We show how self-disclosure is incorporated into conversations to intensify or restrict intimacy
and closeness between new acquaintances. We describe how the reactions of the disclosure recipi-
ent and the discloser to self-disclosure input assist new acquaintances to assess feelings of intimacy
for one another and whether or not to seek a closer relationship. We also illustrate how a relation-
ship-building exercise incorporating self-disclosure may increase feelings of closeness between new
acquaintances. First, let us define self-disclosure and review influential, early approaches about the
role of self-disclosure at the start of a relationship.

WHAT IS SELF-DISCLOSURE?

People may loosely define self-disclosure as anything intentional or unintentional that informs us
about what someone is like. However, theory and research on self-disclosure—and this chapter—
focus on self-disclosure as a deliberate or voluntary activity whereby people reveal information,
thoughts, and feelings about themselves to at least one other person during an interaction (Greene,
Derlega, & Mathews, 2006). There are a number of dimensions of self-disclosure that should be
considered (Archer, 1980; Derlega & Grzelak, 1979; Dindia, 1998; Rosenfeld, 1979). Although self-
disclosure is usually studied as a verbal activity (e.g., “I think ...” or “T feel ...”), it may also refer
to nonverbal messages that are intended to communicate information (e.g., indicating relationship
commitment by wearing a wedding ring or wearing a tattoo on one’s arm that says, “I love Maisie”).
Self-disclosure is a transaction that occurs between two or more persons in the roles of “discloser”
and “disclosure recipient” or “listener” at cognitive, emotional, and behavioral levels. What, when,
and how self-disclosure occurs on one occasion or over time influence and are influenced by the
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interaction and/or the relationship that unfolds between the participants (Bavelas, Coates, & John-
son, 2000; Dindia, 1998; Greene et al., 2006; Pearce & Sharp, 1973).

There are other aspects of disclosure or nondisclosure that may influence how a close relation-
ship begins, including privacy regulation (how much control the discloser and the disclosure recipi-
ent have over the process of what is said and heard, as well as who owns the information and how
“it” will be protected; Altman, Vinsel, & Brown, 1981; Derlega & Chaikin, 1977; Petronio, 1991,
2002), truthfulness (the extent to which the discloser conveys information that he or she subjectively
perceives to be about the “true” or “authentic self”), informativeness (how much information is con-
veyed from the discloser’s and the disclosure recipient’s behavior, contributing to attributions about
the reasons underlying each person’s behavior), and effectiveness (how successful the discloser and
the disclosure recipient are in accomplishing important goals via their behaviors, e.g., developing a
closer relationship or keeping a social distance from the other person).

Self-disclosure varies in content. It may focus on facts about one’s self (descriptive disclosures
such as “T listen to talk radio programs”) or subjective opinions and feelings (evaluative disclosures
such as “I enjoyed Dan Brown’s book, The Da Vinci Code, but I felt let down by the movie”; Berg
& Archer, 1982; Morton, 1976, 1978). The content of disclosure may also focus entirely on the self
(personal disclosure such as “I feel good about winning the lottery”) or on one’s relationship and/or
interactions with others (relational self-disclosure such as “I enjoyed the time I spent with you this
weekend”; Baxter, 1987, Waring, 1987).

Self-disclosure may be perceived as personalistic (i.e., uniquely intended for a recipient) or non-
personalistic (i.e., intended for anyone) (Taylor, Gould, & Brounstein, 1981). The behavior of the
disclosure recipient and/or the discloser may also vary in responsiveness, reflecting how much each
person’s reactions are perceived as understanding, validating, and caring (Reis & Patrick, 1996; Reis
& Shaver, 1988). Judgments about responsiveness, based on perceptions about how the disclosure
recipient and the discloser responded during and across disclosure episodes, are used to infer inti-
macy in an interaction and in a relationship (Laurenceau, Barrett, & Pietromonaco, 1998).

SELF-DISCLOSURE AT THE START OF A RELATIONSHIP:
HISTORICALLY IMPORTANT APPROACHES

Let us consider historically important theories and research about the role of self-disclosure at the
start of a close relationship, including social penetration theory (Altman & Taylor, 1973), the “clicking
model” (Berg & Clark, 1986), and dialectical and privacy models (Altman et al., 1981; Petronio, 2002).
Each approach proposes a somewhat different role for self-disclosure in beginning a relationship.

Social Penetration Theory

Social penetration theory (proposed by Irwin Altman and Dalmas Taylor in 1973) provided an impor-
tant, early perspective about self-disclosure and the development of a close relationship. According
to this theory, at the start of a relationship, prospective partners may be limited to fairly stereotyped
and superficial behaviors. But as a relationship progresses, individuals are predicted to increase the
range of activities they share with one another, including disclosing more personal information to
one another. Prospective partners also compose a mental picture of one another based on positive
and negative experiences with the current partner and their value in comparison to prior relationship
experiences. If this picture is favorable, based on a favorable benefit—cost ratio from previous interac-
tions and based on a favorable forecast for the future, then the budding relationship progresses. If this
picture is unfavorable, then the budding relationship stops or slows down in development (Altman &
Taylor, 1973, pp. 46—47). Although self-disclosure is a behavioral component of the social penetration
process, social penetration includes any behavior that is interpersonal—verbal (e.g., self-disclosure),
nonverbal (e.g., frowns, smiling, handshakes, hugs, and kissing), or environmental (e.g., moving chairs
to sit closer to or farther away from one another)—and that affects relationship development.
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Close relationships develop in variable ways. But whatever the specific pattern, social penetra-
tion theory gives a distinctive emphasis to self-disclosing behaviors because a relationship begins
and is maintained by the “the gradual overlapping and exploration of their mutual selves by parties
to a relationship” (Altman & Taylor, 1973, p. 15). Social penetration theory identified several dimen-
sions of self-disclosure that are associated with the development of a close relationship: how many
different topics are disclosed (topic breadth), how much information is disclosed about a particular
topic (breadth frequency), how much time is spent talking about a particular topic (topic time), and
how intimate the level of disclosure is (topic depth).

Social penetration theory generates a number of predictions about the pattern of self-disclosure
that may occur as a relationship progresses: At each stage of relationship development, there is a
distinctive “wedge-shaped pattern” to disclosure associated with greater disclosure at superficial
than at intimate levels, there is a gradual increase in disclosure from superficial to intimate levels
of exchange as a relationship develops, there is a gradual widening of information being exchanged
at a particular level of intimacy as a relationship develops, and there is a slowing down of self-dis-
closure (in the manner of a negatively accelerated curve) as it moves into more intimate topic areas.
Although self-disclosure is predicted to be generally linear as a relationship develops, there are also
certain topics that may be identified unilaterally or mutually as off-limits to talk about, including
family secrets and topics that are perceived as too personal (see Baxter & Wilmot, 1985, who distin-
guished between taboo and disclosive topics).

An early study by Taylor (1968) illustrates how self-disclosure progresses during the early stages
of a relationship—as predicted by social penetration theory. College students, who were originally
strangers, were assigned as dormitory roommates at the beginning of an academic semester. They
were administered self-disclosure questionnaires several times during the semester to measure how
much information the roommates had shared with one another. Results indicated that breadth of
disclosure at various levels of intimacy increased over the semester for the roommates. Breadth of
disclosure also occurred at a higher level and at a faster rate for superficial than for more intimate
topics, supporting the notion that people may be cautious in revealing personal information at the
beginning of a relationship. These results are also consistent with the wedge-shaped pattern pre-
dicted by social penetration theory for disclosure at different stages in a relationship: Breadth of
disclosure was always greater at superficial than at more intimate levels of disclosure regardless of
how long the college roommates knew one another.

It is interesting to note a renaissance of interest in social penetration theory in studying relationships
that begin on the Internet. For instance, based in part on social penetration theory, Parks and Floyd
(1996) constructed straightforward measures of social communications and relationship development
on the Internet. Two measures overlap with indices of breadth (e.g., “Our communication is limited to
just a few specific topics”) and depth (e.g., “T usually tell this person exactly how I feel”) of self-disclosure.
Other measures constructed by Parks and Floyd focus on relationship commitment (e.g., “The two of us
depend on each other”), code change (e.g., “We have special nicknames that we just use with each other”),
predictability (e.g., “I do not know this person very well”), commitment (e.g,, “The relationship is a big part
of who I am”), and network covergence (e.g., “We have overlapping social circles on the Net”). Parks and
Floyd found that people reported “moderate to high levels of breadth and depth” (p. 88) in relationships
started online. Note, though, that the majority of the participants in Parks and Floyd’s study had been in
an online relationship for an average of 9.62 months when they completed the survey. Parks and Floyd did
not examine breadth and depth of disclosure when participants first met online.

Using a version of the online questionnaire devised by Parks and Floyd (1996), Chan and Cheng
(2004) found that online communications tend to increase gradually in breadth and depth of disclo-
sure over the length of time in an online relationship—consistent with social penetration theory’s
predictions. Yum and Hara (2005) also reported that increases in breadth and depth of self-disclo-
sure in Internet communications were associated with increased feelings of liking, love, and interde-
pendence with one’s partner, based on a survey of Japanese, American, and South Korean Internet
users. These results are consistent with social penetration’s prediction that changes in self-disclosure
are associated with the development of a close relationship.
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The Clicking Model

Social penetration theory predicts that relationship development is a continuous and usually a grad-
ual process. Self-disclosure in social interactions moves from superficial to more personal levels (i.e.,
increases in topic depth) and the partners divulge information about a wider range of topics (i.e.,
increases in topic breadth) as a relationship progresses. In contrast, John Berg and Margaret Clark
(1986) proposed a “clicking model” of relationship development, suggesting that relatively high levels
of self-disclosure and the development of close relationships may occur quickly rather than gradually
over time. The clicking model assumes that relationship partners make an assessment rather soon
after meeting someone that the other person fits (or may fit) the prototype for a friend or intimate
dating partner. In turn, these rapid assessments about the “new relationship” fitting the picture of a
“close relationship” lead to an acceleration of intimacy-linked behaviors—including greater breadth
and depth of self-disclosure, spending lots of time in social activities together, accommodation to
one another’s needs, and identifying each other as a “partner” or “close friend.”

Several studies in the literature on self-disclosure and close relationships support the clicking
model (Berg, 1984; Berg & McQuinn, 1986; Hays, 1984, 1985). For instance, Hays (1985) asked
undergraduate students to complete questionnaires every 3 weeks about their interactions with two
persons of the same sex “whom they did not know before the school term began and with whom
they thought they ‘might become good friends as the school year progressles]™ (p. 911). Ratings
were obtained on a variety of behaviors, including the breadth and depth of communication (i.e.,
self-disclosure), companionship, affection, and consideration. Partners who later became “friends”
versus “not friends” differed in the number of these behaviors they engaged in during the length of
the study, all of which appeared quickly. At the time of the first assessment, during the third week of
the semester, individuals who at the end of the semester described themselves as close rather than
not close were more likely to engage in a variety of behaviors—at superficial, casual, and intimate
levels—associated with communication, companionship, consideration, and affection. Partners who
reported being “friends” by the end of the semester also increased their interaction rates on most of
the behavioral measures from the third to the ninth week of the study; in fact, partners reached a
peak in intimate communications at 9 weeks.

Berg and Clark’s (1986) clicking model is supported by recent research. For instance, Sunna-
frank and Ramirez (2004) found that college classmates make decisions about “how positive a future
relationship with a new acquaintance would be” (p. 370) after talking with someone for just 3 to 10
minutes. These short, initial impressions are, in turn, associated with how frequently the classmates
communicate with one another as well as with how close their relationship becomes after 9 weeks
have elapsed. This research is based on predicted outcome value theory (POVT; Sunnafrank, 1986,
1988; Sunnafrank & Ramirez, 2004). This theory, like the clicking model, predicts that new acquain-
tances will organize their interactions (including self-disclosure) to promote the development of a
close relationship with someone with whom they expect positive outcomes in the future.

Dialectical and Privacy Perspectives about Self-
Disclosure at the Beginning of a Relationship

Self-disclosure in the development of a close relationship may accelerate quickly, as the clicking
model argues. But it is also not inevitable that self-disclosure and close relationships will evolve or
progress in a linear fashion. Altman and his colleagues (Altman et al., 1981) elaborated on the notion
that there may be different patterns of self-disclosure that occur between relationship partners as
they negotiate how accessible (open) or closed they decide to be with one another. Relationship part-
ners may “ebb and flow” between the disclosure of superficial versus personal information; partners
may not move into more personal areas of disclosure with one another, and may simply exchange
information at superficial or maybe moderately personal levels of disclosure; or partners may decide
to restrict disclosure to certain topic areas and maintain other topic areas as off-limits. Hence, Alt-
man’s theory of privacy regulation emphasizes that at every stage in a relationship’s growth, there are
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dialectical or oppositional forces that lead to getting close to or keeping a distance from the other
person. For instance, there may be pushes for self-disclosure (e.g., nurturing a friendship, gaining
social support, and acquiring a confidant). But there are also pulls against self-disclosure (e.g., con-
cerns about being rejected, being ridiculed, hurting someone else’s feelings, or burdening someone
with sharing one’s emotional problems).

Altman (Altman et al., 1981) assumed that partners in a relationship will have to balance the
oppositional tendencies to be open versus closed with one another. But there will also be changes
in frequency, amplitude, relative duration, and regularity of occurrence of these cyclical tendencies
toward openness and closedness based on the partners” needs, situational requirements, and the
nature of each relationship. There may also be an intrinsic opposition between openness and clos-
edness: The more open that partners are with one another (associated with concerns about being
rejected or losing independence), the more they may be drawn in the opposite direction to be more
closed with one another.

There is considerable support for the notion of the openness—closedness contradiction as an
important issue as couples start and manage their relationships. For instance, Baxter and Erbert
(1999) found that many romantic couples retrospectively report that dealing with contradic-
tory pressures to be open versus closed was an important consideration at a number of “turn-
ing points” in their relationship, including when they were getting to know one another. The
dialectical notion of openness and closedness in self-disclosure is also consistent with research
documenting the occurrence of cycling in self-disclosure when conversations between new
acquaintances are recorded and coded. Vanlear (1991; also see Vanlear, 1998) coded conversa-
tions between new acquaintances who met once a week to talk with one another for 30 minutes
over a 4-week period. Although conversations were more open over time (indicating a linear
trend), there were also cyclical patterns of openness and closedness (reflecting changes in the
personalness of self-disclosure) within and across conversations. The new acquaintances in Van-
lear’s (1991) research also tended to match one another in the timing and frequency of their
cycles of openness and closedness.

The notion of “privacy boundaries” is another component in Altman’s (1975, 1977; Altman et
al., 1981) theory of privacy regulation, and it illustrates how prospective partners regulate privacy
and openness—closedness at the beginning of a relationship. For instance, when partners disclose or
do not disclose, they are adjusting a self or personal boundary regulating how open or closed they
want to be with the other person (Altman, 1977; also see Derlega & Chaikin, 1977). There is also a
collective boundary that surrounds the information that relationship partners reveal to one another
(Petronio, 2002). Partners may share similar perceptions of a collective boundary within which the
information is safe and protected and both may feel secure that the information will not be leaked to
unwanted third parties. Prospective partners’ willingness to share co-ownership and mutual respon-
sibility for protecting and managing this collective boundary is an important milestone in transition-
ing from being strangers or new acquaintances to being friends and/or romantic partners (Levinger
& Snoek, 1972; Petronio, 2002).

The dialectical and privacy perspective pioneered by Altman et al. (1981) has been important
and influential in theory and research on relationship development (see Margulis, 2003, for a recent
critique). It has contributed to a number of dialectical models that examine basic contradictions
(including openness—closedness) that partners experience in starting and maintaining a relationship
(e.g., Baxter, 1990, 2004; Montgomery & Baxter, 1998; Petronio, 2002). It has encouraged research-
ers to consider how and why self-disclosure may cycle up and down over time, and how and why
decisions are made in a new relationship about what thoughts and feelings to disclose versus not to
disclose (Afifi & Guerrero, 2000; Knobloch & Carpenter-Theune, 2004). The notion of boundaries
in Altman’s (1975, 1977) theory of privacy has also proved useful in conceptualizing how people
make adjustments in disclosure to a new acquaintance (based on regulating the self boundary) and
in understanding how individuals come to identify themselves as a “couple” as they accept “shared
ownership” over mutually disclosed information (based on mutually regulating the collective bound-
ary; Petronio, 2002).
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Comments on Social Penetration, Clicking, and Dialectical-Privacy Theories

Although levels of self-disclosure are often associated with the status of a close relationship, social
penetration, clicking, and dialectical-privacy theories do not assume that changes in self-disclosure
per se are equivalent to changes in the development of a relationship. Instead, self-disclosure input,
along with the initial discloser’s and the disclosure recipient’s reactions, is expected to provide a
context for new acquaintances to get to know one another, to make assessments about the future of
a possible relationship, to infer how they feel about one another, and to decide whether or not they
want to construct a closer relationship. Partners who begin to identify as friends or intimate partners
have other ways besides self-disclosure to demonstrate closeness, including sharing time together,
doing favors for one another, and being companions (e.g., Berg, 1984; Hays, 1984, 1985). Especially
in social penetration and dialectical-privacy theories, it is also expected that partners will avoid talk-
ing about certain topics or keep certain secrets from one another to maintain privacy and/or to pro-
tect the relationship from deteriorating (cf. Caughlin & Afifi, 2004; Finkenauer & Hazam, 2000).

More research is necessary on when self-disclosure progresses gradually (as social penetration
theory might predict), quickly (as the clicking model might predict), or in a cyclical or spiraling man-
ner (as dialectical-privacy models might predict) as a relationship develops. Based on differences
in personality (e.g., a predisposition to be a high versus a low discloser or high versus low in avoid-
ance and/or anxiety attachment; Taylor, Wheeler, & Altman, 1973; Wei, Russell, & Zakalik, 2005),
dyadic factors (e.g., partners “feeling connected” or not when they first meet), and situational factors
(e.g., face-to-face versus computer-mediated communication), different patterns of self-disclosure
and possibly relationship development may occur. The availability of statistics to examine distinct
developmental trajectories (based on latent growth mixture models) will be useful in identifying pat-
terns of change in self-disclosure and in relationship growth (e.g., Muthén & Muthén, 2000) as well
as variables that predict the likelihood of different trajectories.

BACKGROUND FACTORS AFFECTING SELF-DISCLOSURE
BETWEEN INITIAL STRANGERS OR ACQUAINTANCES

A number of background factors influence if, when, and how disclosure occurs between strangers
or new acquaintances, including cultural norms and expectations, prior access to a social network of
friends and/or an intimate partner, and personality and individual characteristics of the prospective
relationship partners. For instance, although there may be certain cross-cultural differences, many
societies share rules and scripts that regulate self-disclosure and intimate conversations generally
between strangers or new acquaintances as opposed to, say, close friends or romantic partners. Peo-
ple in different cultures (e.g., in the United States and in Japan) may expect to limit their talk to
polite and superficial conversation with a stranger or new acquaintance; they do not expect to reveal
moderately or highly personal information to this person, and they may also risk social rejection if
they do disclose at a personal level (Chaikin & Derlega, 1974; Nakanishi, 1986; Petronio, 2002).

Parenthetically, abiding by cultural sanctions restricting self-disclosure between new acquain-
tances does not mean that individuals are not gathering information about one another. In conversa-
tions between new partners (Miell & Duck, 1986), individuals are gathering information based on
one another’s body language and verbal behavior as they talk about general topics (e.g., about mutual
interests, biographical information, and temperament). Disclosing about superficial topics has an
additional bonus for the participants—it eases the flow of conversation between individuals who are
previously unacquainted (Miell & Duck, 1986).

Cultural rules are likely to inhibit high levels of self-disclosure between strangers or new acquain-
tances. But cultural expectations internalized as “relationship prototypes” or “interaction scripts”
that support self-disclosure between friends and romantic partners (Baxter, Dun, & Sahlstein, 2001;
Fehr, 2004a, 2004b; Hassebrauck & Fehr, 2002; Rose & Frieze, 1993) may actually increase self-

disclosure between strangers or new acquaintances. If a stranger or new acquaintance resembles a
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mental representation for a “positive significant other,” such as a parent, close friend, or previous
dating partner, then unconscious processes via transference are activated that increase liking for and
possibly self-disclosure to this person (Andersen & Adil Saribay, 2005).

Whether or not someone already has a network of friends and/or an intimate partner may also affect
if and how self-disclosure occurs with a prospective relationship partner: If someone has close friends or
an intimate partner, she or he may be less motivated to initiate another relationship compared to someone
who has no friends or relationship partners (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Brashears, 2006). A lack of inter-
est in starting a new relationship may cause someone to restrict self-disclosure with a new acquaintance
or to act unresponsive to the other person’s disclosure input. On the other hand, friends and family may
affect relationship development, including self-disclosure, in other ways, too. In particular, if they support
the budding relationship, we speculate that the relationship is more likely to develop.

There are individual differences in traits that influence the desire to start a new relationship
and one’s willingness to disclose. People with a secure attachment—who combine low attachment
anxiety (i.e., those with high self-worth) and low attachment avoidance (i.e., those with high regard
for others)—are motivated to have close and intimate relationships, and they perceive new acquain-
tances as “safe” to get to know and as trustworthy (Mikulincer, 1998; Mikulincer & Erev, 1991). This
high level of trust that “secure” persons feel toward a prospective partner is, in turn, associated with
increased self-disclosure to new acquaintances (Mikulincer & Nachshon, 1991; Wei et al., 2005).

There are also individual differences in interpersonal skills that influence the likelihood of self-dis-
closure occurring in a conversation between new acquaintances. For instance, high openers (measured
by the Opener Scale; Miller, Berg, & Archer, 1983) are people who encourage others to self-disclose and
to engage in intimate conversations because they are attentive and responsive to what the other person is
saying. Miller et al. (1983; also see Purvis, Dabbs, & Hopper, 1984) found that high openers (who endorse
statements such as “I enjoy listening to people,” “I encourage people to tell me how they are feeling,”
and “T'm very accepting of others”), compared to low openers, were more successful in stimulating low
disclosers (that is, someone who scored low on a scale measuring willingness to self-disclose to a same-sex
stranger) to reveal personal information about themselves during a “getting acquainted” exercise.

Gender differences may occur in comfort with self-disclosure—especially among adolescent boys
and girls who have limited experiences with dating and/or romantic relationships. A recent survey of
adolescents in the United States (Giordano, Longmore, & Manning, 2006) found that boys, compared
to girls, felt more awkward in talking about their feelings to a prospective or actual dating partner (e.g.,
“I would be uncomfortable having intimate conversations with X,” or “Sometimes I feel I need to watch
what I say to X”) and have lower confidence in communicating about relationship-based concerns to
the partner (e.g., “How confident are you that you could ... refuse a date?” or “... tell your girlfriend/
boyfriend how to treat you?”; p. 268). Giordano et al. (2006) suggested that young men’s awkwardness in
talking to their female partners about relationship-based dilemmas may be due, in part, to a discomfort
and sense of inadequacy in fulfilling gender stereotypes about the “male as initiator” at the beginning
of a dating and/or romantic relationship. These findings reflect heterosexual assumptions about gen-
der roles influencing self-disclosure at the start of an intimate relationship between men and women.
Heterosexual assumptions about “who initiates” may not necessarily be a barrier to self-disclosure and/
or starting a relationship for lesbian and gay male couples (Klineberg & Rose, 1994; Rose, 2000; Rose
& Zand, 2000). For a further description of gender roles and self-disclosure, see a later section in this
chapter on the different use of self-disclosure by men and women to initiate a relationship.

SELF-DISCLOSURE AND “INTENSIFYING” VERSUS
“RESTRICTING” SCRIPTS FOR INCREASING OR DECREASING
THE PACE OF AN INTERACTION AND/OR A RELATIONSHIP

There are a number of interactional strategies for assessing and making forecasts about the suitability
of a new acquaintance for a possible relationship (see Baxter & Wilmot, 1984; Berger & Bradac, 1982;
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Berger & Calabrese, 1975; Miell & Duck, 1986; Tolhuizen, 1989). Information-seeking strategies may
initially focus on gathering general information about the new acquaintance—perhaps asking direct
questions about the other person’s interests and recent activities as well as observing the other’s (and
one’s own) reactions during conversations. People may also draw inferences about someone’s potential
as a relationship partner from the general tone of a conversation (e.g., “Does the other person seem
friendly and responsive?”). But people may also hold back and show a desire to play safe in talking
initially with the new partner (e.g., acting reserved and polite, exchanging superficial disclosures, and
limiting social contact) to avoid appearing “inappropriate.” However, when individuals identify some-
one who is potentially interesting to get to know, they may adopt an “intensifying script” (Miell &
Duck, 1986; also see Klineberg & Rose, 1994) that includes a willingness to talk about a wide range of
disclosure topics as well as a more intimate level of self-disclosure to accelerate the level of intimacy in
the relationship. The new partners may also decide to spend more time together (Miell & Duck, 1986;
Tolhuizen, 1989). How the partners react to the intensification of the relationship will in turn be used
to further assess the partner and forecast the future of the relationship.

On the other hand, individuals may decide, after interacting with someone, that they do not want
a relationship with the new partner. The new partner may be perceived as “unacceptable” for any of
a variety of reasons, including having different interests and attitudes, already being in an exclusive
dating relationship, or being difficult to get along with (Miell & Duck, 1986). If partners want to
“end” a budding relationship, they may engage in behaviors that are designed to restrict closeness
(Miell & Duck, 1986). The “restricting script” may include behaviors that are viewed as appropriate
with a new partner (e.g., limiting the range of topics in a conversation, disclosing at a superficial level,
and infrequent or limited social contacts)—at least when the new partners are trying to be polite
and not too revealing. But it also may include behaviors that are viewed as inappropriate with a new
partner (e.g., acting disinterested, distancing, and nonresponsive). The restricting script is designed
to “trivialize” the partners’ social interactions and conversations and to convey the message that the
relationship has no future (Miell & Duck). Hays (1985) reported research consistent with the notion
of a restricting script in social interactions. New acquaintances who did not become close friends by
the end of the first semester in college restricted interactions (including intimate communication)
with their partner as early as the third week of school.

MANAGING THE RISKS (INCLUDING SELF-
DISCLOSURE) IN STARTING A RELATIONSHIP

Despite the usefulness of self-disclosure in beginning a relationship, people must weigh the benefits
of self-disclosure against its risks, including uncertainty about the other’s reaction, and concerns
about trusting the other not to divulge sensitive information to unwanted third parties (i.e., gossip).
A study by Boon and Pasveer (1999) illustrates, based on college students” accounts of past dating
experiences, concerns that were reported (“in which [they] felt somehow at risk™ p. 320) in starting
and/or being in a dating relationship. Based on a content analysis of the risk accounts, participants
described many fears that were not directly related to self-disclosure, including the following: Is
the partner going to judge me negatively? Is my partner trustworthy, caring, and reliable? Should I
be concerned about being romantically involved with someone whom I do not know very well? But
participants also frequently reported risks that were directly associated with self-disclosure to a
relationship partner, including “[cloncerns about the unpleasant consequences that arise when con-
fidences are betrayed; [and] fears about disclosing feelings for the partner” (Boon & Pasveer, 1999,
p- 322). Participants also reported risks linked to deception and/or lack of honesty in their dating
relationships, including “[f]ear that the partner is withholding information. Fear of the consequences
if the partner detects the respondent’s dishonesty” (Boon & Pasveer, 1999, p. 323).

Research by Baxter (1990) indicates how partners may choose different strategies to address the
risks associated with disclosure as well as to resolve contradictory demands about “telling everything
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to a partner” versus “being discreet and not divulging anything personal about oneself.” For instance,
prospective partners frequently rely on the strategy of “separation/segmentation” to select topic
areas that are acceptable for disclosure and other topic areas that are considered to be “taboo” or
“off-limits” for disclosure. Partners may also use “neutralization through moderation,” where there
is reliance on lots of small talk while maintaining discretion in disclosing about certain topic areas.
Another strategy called “selection” involves choosing a strategy focusing on being “totally open” with
a prospective partner versus “totally withholding.”

Given concerns about possible rejection by disclosing potentially sensitive information (e.g., “I
had an abortion” or “T have low self-esteem”), prospective partners may also make the decision fairly
early to “plunge in” and reveal personal information as a sort of “relationship test.” Consider someone
who is diagnosed with HIV. She or he may disclose information about the seropositive diagnosis at
the beginning of a relationship to test the other’s reactions (e.g., “Does this person want to begin
or to have a relationship with me?”). Disclosure of the HIV diagnosis early in the relationship will
allow the person with the disease to find out how the other feels about him or her before either has
made a substantial investment in the relationship (Derlega & Winstead, 2001; Greene, Derlega, Yep,
& Petronio, 2003; Winstead et al., 2002). An “up-front” strategy of disclosure about the diagnosis is
also consistent with laboratory research indicating that people who delay disclosure of discreditable
information (meaning that the stigmatizing characteristic is not visible or known) are liked less than
those who reveal this information early in a conversation with a new acquaintance (Jones & Archer,
1976; Jones & Gordon, 1972; also see Goffman, 1963).

RESPONSIVENESS IN CONVERSATIONS AND
PERCEPTIONS OF RELATIONSHIP INTIMACY

The term relational responsiveness refers to partners’ perceptions that each person “demonstrates
that he or she is taking another’s outcomes, needs, or wishes into consideration” (Miller & Berg,
1984, p. 197). Rather than just providing “rewards” or benefits for one’s partner to repay that partner
for benefits previously given or expected to be given (reflecting an exchange orientation), “develop-
ing a close relationship” is associated with partners’ perceptions that each is doing what is most help-
ful to meet the other person’s needs (reflecting a communal orientation; Clark & Mills, 1979). How
each partner reacts to the self-disclosure input in an interaction (e.g,, is the listener acting supportive
and caring, and/or does the discloser perceive her or himself to be understood and supported by
the listener’s response?) contributes to the perception of responsiveness in a conversation and, over
a number of interactions, to perceptions of relational responsiveness and intimacy (Reis, Clark, &
Holmes, 2004; Reis & Patrick, 1996; Reis & Shaver, 1988). Let us review the evidence linking self-
disclosure with responsiveness in conversations between new acquaintances and how this interac-
tion process may influence the development of an intimate relationship.

Partners may use responsiveness in initial interactions with a new acquaintance to assess whether
or not they and/or their partner want to start a relationship. This conversational responsiveness
“refers to behaviors made by the recipient of another’s communications through which the recipi-
ent indicates interest in and understanding of that communication” (Miller & Berg, 1984, p. 193). It
includes three components: content, style, and timing (Berg, 1987; Davis, 1982; Davis & Perkowitz,
1979; Miller & Berg, 1984). Content refers to the extent to which the disclosure recipient’s response
addresses the discloser’s previous communication (e.g., expressing concern about what the speaker
said, matching disclosure topics, matching intimacy, or elaborating on what the initial discloser said).
Style refers to showing enthusiasm and interest in what the other person said as opposed to acting
disengaged or uninterested (e.g., involving “immediacy” cues such as direct eye contact, head nods,
standing close to the speaker, longer speech responses to the discloser’s input, and saying, “I see”).
Timing refers to how quickly a response occurs to the discloser’s input (e.g., responding immediately
or delaying one’s response).
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Research by Deborah Davis and William Perkowitz (1979) documents that content responsive-
ness in a conversation affects liking in interactions involving strangers. Davis and Perkowitz (Study
2) arranged for a confederate (a stranger) to answer the same questions as a research participant in
what was described as a study of the “acquaintanceship process.” Based on prearranged responses,
the confederate answered the same questions as the research participant either 80% or 20% of the
time. The topics of the questions were generally superficial in content (e.g., “What would you do if
you suddenly inherited a million dollars?”), but the proportion of content-related responses by the
confederate affected liking and how much participants felt that they had become acquainted with
the confederate. Davis and Perkowitz concluded that the proportion of content-related responsive-
ness (or conversational responsiveness) “affected something more basic than attraction, namely the
perception of a ‘bond’ or ‘relationship’ between the subject and the confederate” (p. 546).

Davis and Perkowitz’s (1979) research on conversational responsiveness supports the notion that
self-disclosure is part of a transactional process in the development of a relationship. The disclosure
recipient’s reactions are as important as the disclosure input from an initial discloser in influenc-
ing what happens in a conversation and perhaps in influencing a relationship’s development. But
this research does not necessarily support an often held assumption in the self-disclosure literature
that there is a “norm of disclosure reciprocity” in initial conversations between new acquaintances,
whereby self-disclosure input by one partner must be matched by self-disclosure output from the
other partner (Altman, 1973; Chaikin & Derlega, 1974; Derlega, Wilson, & Chaikin, 1976; Won-
Doornik, 1979, 1985). For instance, Berg and Archer (1980) found that people react more favorably
to expressions of concern and interest in what is said in a conversation and/or social interaction than
to reciprocation of intimacy of disclosure. Berg and Archer presented research participants with a
description of an initial meeting between two women in a student union, where one person revealed
either low- or high-intimacy information. The second person responded by revealing either low- or
high-intimacy information, by expressing concern about what the first person said, or by combining
low- or high-intimacy disclosure output along with expressions of concern. Liking for the second
person was higher when the intimacy of the response matched the intimacy of the disclosure input.
But regardless of disclosure input, the highest level of liking for the second person occurred in the
condition where she simply expressed concern for what the first person had said.

The results of Berg and Archer’s (1980) research are theoretically important because they indi-
cate that the initial bond between new acquaintances may depend not so much on a “tit-for-tat”
matching of disclosure input, but in enacting an appropriate expression of concern and/or social
support in response to someone’s disclosure input. The recipient of disclosure intimacy can best
communicate interest in a possible relationship by tailoring his or her response to the needs of the
initial discloser—maybe by matching disclosure input, if that is perceived to be appropriate, or by
listening supportively (Berg, 1987; Miller & Berg, 1984).

The interpersonal process model of intimacy (Reis et al., 2004; Reis & Patrick, 1996; Reis &
Shaver, 1988; also see Prager, 1995; Prager & Roberts, 2004) integrates research on self-disclosure
and responsiveness to describe the development of intimacy in interactions and in a close relation-
ship generally. In the interpersonal model, intimacy is an emergent feature in a conversation and/
or close relationship based on one person’s self-disclosure input and the other’s reactions: The first
person (in the role of discloser) reveals or, more generally, “self-expresses” thoughts and feelings to
a second person (in the role of listener). The term self-expression most often refers to voluntary self-
disclosures, but it also encompasses any involuntary and/or unconscious behaviors that reveal some-
one’s thoughts and feelings. The intimacy process continues based on the listener’s behavioral and
emotional responses that may convey either interest or disinterest in the initial disclosure. According
to Reis and Patrick, if the discloser based on the listener’s response “feels understood, validated, and
cared for, then the interaction is likely to be experienced as intimate” (p. 537). On the other hand,
if the discloser feels misunderstood, invalidated, and nonsupported—or if the listener’s response
is inappropriate—then the interaction may be seen as nonintimate, and the budding relationship
discontinued. Also, if the listener feels appreciated because “his or her response allowed ... [the
initial discloser] to feel understood, validated, and cared for” (Reis & Patrick, 1996, p. 537), then the
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listener may also experience the interaction as more intimate, leading him or her to self-disclose and/
or self-express. On the other hand, if the “listener” does not feel appreciated, he or she may choose
to end the conversation as well as the budding relationship (Miell & Duck, 1986).

The intimacy process model predicts that emotional disclosures (revealing feelings and opinions)
have more impact than descriptive disclosures (revealing facts and information about oneself) in
accelerating perceptions of intimacy in a social interaction. Emotional or evaluative disclosures are
considered to represent the “innermost aspects of the self” (Reis & Patrick, 1996, p. 544) and reflect
individuals™ desires to have an authentic and/or honest relationship with another person. Reactions
by a listener to these emotional as opposed to descriptive disclosures have been found to influence
among college students and married couples keeping a diary of their social interactions how much
the discloser feels understood, validated, and cared for and, in turn, if the conversation is perceived
to be intimate (Laurenceau et al., 1998; Laurenceau, Barrett, & Rovine, 2005).

Research by Susan Cross and her colleagues illustrates how individual differences in a personal-
ity variable (i.e., relational self-construal) influence via self-disclosure perceptions of responsiveness
in interactions and in the development of intimate relationships—especially among persons who are
initially unacquainted or do not know one another very well before being in the research. The Rela-
tional Interdependent Self-Construal Scale taps “individual differences in the extent to which people
define themselves in terms of close relationships” (Gore, Cross, & Morris, 2006, p. 84). Persons who
are high in relational interdependent self-construal identify themselves in terms of being connected
with others, especially in valuing the development and maintenance of close relationships. Typical
items on the Relational Interdependent Self-Construal Scale (Cross, Bacon, & Morris, 2000, p. 795)
include the following: “My close relationships are an important reflection of who I am” and “When
I establish a close friendship with someone, I usually develop a strong sense of identification with
that person.” Someone scoring high, compared to low, in relational self-construal is perceived by new
acquaintances as being more disclosing and as being especially caring and responsive to his or her
partner’s concerns (Cross et al., 2000, Study 3).

A recent longitudinal study among previously unacquainted dormitory roommates (Gore et al.,
2006) documents how self-disclosure by persons high in relational self-construal accelerates rela-
tionship development. Time 1 results demonstrated that persons who were high, compared to low,
in relational self-construal were more likely to engage in emotional disclosure to their new room-
mate at the beginning of the academic semester. Higher emotional disclosure predicted higher
perceptions of responsiveness (e.g., “My roommate seems sensitive to my feelings”) by the disclo-
sure recipient that, in turn, predicted the recipient’s perception of a higher quality relationship
(based on measures of relationship strength, commitment, depth, liking, closeness, and conflict)
and the recipient’s own higher emotional disclosure. Time 2 results indicated, after one month
had elapsed in the roommates’ relationship, how the intimacy process sustains itself over time:
The disclosure recipient’s own emotional disclosure at Time 1 was associated with the initial dis-
closer’s perceptions of his or her partner’s responsiveness at Time 2, predicting in turn the initial
discloser’s perceptions of the quality of the relationship at Time 2 as well as the initial discloser’s
own emotional disclosure at Time 2.

Cross and her colleagues’ research (Cross et al., 2000; Gore et al., 2006) is impressive in docu-
menting the roles of self-disclosure and responsiveness at the beginning of a relationship. It also
provides an interesting “twist” on the original intimacy process model of Reis and Shaver (1988):
High levels of emotional disclosure by itself (associated with an individual difference variable such
as scoring high on the Relational Construal Scale) may increase perceptions of responsiveness
(e.g., “My partner cares about me”) by disclosure recipients that, in turn, strengthen perceptions
of intimacy in an interaction and in a close relationship. If the disclosure recipient feels closer to
the initial discloser, then he or she may increase disclosure to the new partner. The disclosure
recipient’s own emotional disclosure may, in turn, lead the initial discloser to reciprocate infer-
ences about her or his partner’s responsiveness and likeability—leading to the initial discloser’s
further emotional disclosure on a later occasion and to the development of intimacy between the
new acquaintances.
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GENDER’S IMPACT ON SELF-DISCLOSURE AT
THE START OF A RELATIONSHIP

Prior research on gender differences in self-disclosure (summarized in a meta-analysis by Dindia &
Allen, 1992) has found statistically reliable, albeit small, gender differences in disclosure: Women
generally disclose more about themselves than men in various kinds of relationships. But the gender
difference in self-disclosure to a relationship partner is also greater in close relationships (e.g., a
friend, spouse, or parent) than in interactions with a stranger or new acquaintance (Dindia, 2002;
Dindia & Allen; Reis, 1998; also see Giordano et al., 2006). Researchers should not exaggerate the
magnitude of gender differences in self-disclosure in either beginning or ongoing relationships (Din-
dia & Allen, 1992; Reis, 1998; Rubin, Hill, Peplau, & Dunkel-Schetter, 1980). But the literature on
gender differences in self-disclosure is consistent with earlier findings in “impression rating” studies
(Chelune, 1976; Derlega & Chaikin, 1976; Kleinke & Kahn, 1980) that self-disclosure is perceived as
more appropriate for women than for men among new acquaintances.

We want to focus briefly on several studies cited in Dindia and Allen’s (1992) meta-analysis that
suggest an exception to the finding that women tend to exceed men in self-disclosure. These “excep-
tions” are studies that have focused on initial interactions between men and women in an acquain-
tance exercise, and they found that men either equaled or exceeded women in self-disclosure. These
studies suggest a strategic role for self-disclosure in the first encounter between a man and woman
as the partners abide by gender-related expectations about the role of initiator and reactor. When
someone has the goal of becoming better acquainted with their opposite-sex partner, then the man
may be more likely than the woman to use “his” self-disclosure input to accelerate “getting to know
one another”—to let his partner know more about himself and to find out more about his partner by
encouraging disclosure reciprocity.

Consider the following study by Derlega, Winstead, Wong, and Hunter (1985): Male and female
research participants who did not previously know one another first met in small groups to get
acquainted during a group conversation. Then they were assigned to a bogus partner (either a man
or woman) for the second phase—someone who purportedly had expressed an interest in getting to
know them based on the group conversation. The research participant was asked to prepare a self-
description for the partner. The results indicated that men disclosed more intimately than women
to an opposite-sex partner. The men with a female partner also disclosed more than women paired
with a female partner or men with a male partner. Consistent with the idea of the men in the role of
initiator, the men’s intimacy of disclosure in the opposite-sex pairs was positively correlated with how
much they perceived that their female partner liked and trusted them; but there was no correlation
between the women’s intimacy of disclosure and how much they thought their male partner liked
or trusted them.

Davis (1978) found similar results in a study with male and female college students engaged in
an acquaintance exercise with opposite-sex classmates: Consistent with the idea that men take the
initiator role in an initial meeting with an opposite-sex partner, the men selected more intimate top-
ics than the women to talk about, and they reported exercising more influence on the course of the
interaction. On the other hand, the women took on a reactive role. For instance, the women were
more likely than the men to reciprocate the level of intimacy of their partner’s disclosure input, and
the women took on a (sort of) “consensus role” by going along with the intimacy of topics selected
by the male partner. The women may have been “a shade reluctant” (Davis, 1978, p. 691) compared
to the men to participate in this acquaintanceship exercise: The women enjoyed the acquaintance
exercise less than the men in these mixed-gender pairs. There was also no significant association
between the women’s enjoyment of the mixed-sex encounters and their male partner’s intimacy of
disclosure, whereas there was a significant positive correlation between the men’s enjoyment and
their female partner’s intimacy of disclosure.

Gender differences in self-disclosure may be more likely to occur when the man and woman
in an opposite-sex interaction anticipate meeting again in a future interaction. Shaffer and Ogden
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(1986; also see Shaffer, Pegalis, & Bazzini, 1996) conducted an experimental study where partners
who met in an acquaintance exercise either expected or did not expect to interact subsequently.
Over a series of trials, the research participant (a man or woman) provided self-disclosures in
response to high- or low-disclosure input from a confederate of the opposite sex. The results indi-
cated that the men disclosed more intimately, albeit nonsignificantly, when future interaction with
the female partner was anticipated (i.e., working together on a decision-making task after an initial
acquaintanceship exercise was finished) versus not anticipated. On the other hand, the women
disclosed less intimately when future interaction with the male partner was anticipated versus
not anticipated. Consistent with the idea that men—in the role of initiator—use self-disclosure
to get acquainted with a woman who they liked initially, there was a positive correlation between
the men’s attraction for the female partner and how much they disclosed to her (based on judges’
ratings of disclosure intimacy and emotional investment in communicating about a topic) when
they expected future interaction compared to when they did not expect future interaction. For the
women, interestingly, there was a negative correlation between their attraction for the male part-
ner and how much they disclosed to him, but there was no correlation between their attraction and
disclosure when no future interaction was anticipated. Shaffer and Ogden (1986) speculated that
the women who expected future interaction may have been more concerned than the men about
maintaining a “professional relationship” during the acquaintance exercise and in the follow-up
study in which they were both participating. The women, compared to the men, may have reduced
self-disclosure during the acquaintance exercise to maintain an emotional distance with a future
work partner.

A comment is worthwhile about the contemporary relevance of this research on gender dif-
ferences in self-disclosure. The findings that men may exceed (or at least equal) women in self-
disclosure at the beginning of a relationship between a man and woman are generally unexpected
given the weight of studies indicating that women (compared to men) disclose more. But the find-
ings highlight the strategic role of self-disclosure in regulating topic intimacy in a conversation (see
Goffman, 1969) and in the development of closeness in a relationship: Men more than women in a
first encounter may increase self-disclosure to accelerate getting to know an attractive opposite-sex
partner; women more than men in an initial encounter with a man (especially if there is a future
prospect of a “professional relationship”) may restrict their own self-disclosure to establish a harmo-
nious, albeit somewhat emotionally distant, relationship with their opposite-sex partner (Shaffer &
Ogden, 1986).

The studies cited in this section on gender differences in disclosure in an initial acquaintance
exercise involving opposite-sex partners were mostly published in the 1970s and 1980s, but they are
consistent with current gender-related stereotypes about men’s and women’s roles in initiating a het-
erosexual dating and/or romantic relationship (Baxter et al., 2001). Nevertheless, it is not inevitable
that the man in the role of initiator will accelerate “getting to know his partner” by self-disclosing
to an attractive opposite-sex partner. If the man lacks the social skills or the confidence to intensify
closeness via self-disclosure and/or other immediacy behaviors (Garcia, Stinson, Ickes, Bissonnette,
& Briggs, 1991; Giordano et al., 2006), or if a “responsive” partner is unavailable (Miller et al., 1983),
then the potential relationship may fail from the start.

SELF-DISCLOSURE AND ‘JUMP STARTING” A
RELATIONSHIP ON THE INTERNET

Today, many people use the Internet as a medium for communicating with friends, family, and
romantic partners (Jones, 2002). But they may also use the Internet to start a personal relation-
ship (Bargh, McKenna, & Fitzsimons, 2002; Chan & Cheng, 2004; McKenna, Green, & Gleason,
2002; Parks & Floyd, 1996; Parks & Roberts, 1998; Ward & Tracey, 2004; also see the chapters by
McKenna [chapter 12] and Sprecher, Schwartz, Harvey, & Hatfield [chapter 13] in this Handbook
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about starting relationships online). There are features of the Internet that may increase self-disclo-
sure between online, compared to face-to-face, partners in an initial interaction and accelerate the
development of a close online relationship (McKenna et al., 2002). First, the relative anonymity of
many forms of Internet-based, compared to face-to-face, communications reduces the risk of rejec-
tion. People might disclose fairly intimate information to “strangers on the Internet” (Bargh et al.,
2002), based on the expectation that they are unlikely to interact with their online partners ever
again. Second, Internet venues may lack and/or filter out the sorts of “gating features” (e.g., physical
appearance and/or social skill deficits such as behavioral shyness and nervousness) that may inhibit
self-disclosure between new acquaintances in a face-to-face encounter (Garcia et al., 1991; McKenna
et al., 2002; Parks & Floyd, 1996; Ward & Tracey, 2004). Third, individuals may select Internet sites
where they are likely to meet others who share similar interests and/or opinions. For instance, if
someone joins a newsgroup focusing on, say, climate change, he or she knows that other persons who
access the site are likely to have common interests. The perception of common interests may, in turn,
increase self-disclosure (McKenna et al., 2002).

If people believe that they are disclosing their “authentic self” on the Internet and that the
other person has the qualities of an “ideal” friend, then the partners in an online encounter may
move more quickly in developing a relationship. Bargh et al. (2002) collected data consistent with
these predictions. Bargh et al. (2002, Studies 1 and 2) first demonstrated that an online, compared
to face-to-face, interaction is more likely to activate cognitions associated with what research
participants perceive to be their “true” or “authentic” self. At the beginning of these two studies,
participants were asked to list characteristics associated with their “actual self” (i.e., how they
typically present themselves in social settings) as opposed to their “true self” (i.e., how they see
themselves but what they usually do not express in social settings). Next, participants interacted
with another person either in an Internet chat room or in a face-to-face condition. The results
found that the “true self” was more accessible cognitively, based on responses to a reaction time,
self-description task, after interacting in an Internet chat room versus a face-to-face condition. On
the other hand, the actual self was more accessible after interacting in a face-to-face condition
than in an Internet chat room. In the next study, Bargh et al. (2002, Study 3) found that research
participants were more likely to disclose information about attributes associated with their “true
self” in an Internet chat room than in a face-to-face condition (based on the level of match after
the interaction between the other person’s description of the participant’s “true self” and the
participant’s self-description of his or her “true self”). Participants also expressed greater liking
for their partner after meeting in the Internet chat room than in person. Greater liking for the
partner in the Internet chat room but not in the face-to-face condition was also associated with a
greater tendency to project ideal or hoped-for qualities of a close friend onto the partner. Bargh
et al. argued that “this projection tendency over the Internet, facilitated by the absence of the
traditional gating features that dominate initial liking and relation formation, is a contributor to
the establishment of close relationships over the internet” (p. 45).

Other research by McKenna et al. (2002, Study 1) found that the tendency to disclose the “real
self” over the Internet and, in turn, to accelerate the development of personal relationships via
online versus offline interactions is greater among those who lack the social skills to communicate
effectively in face-to-face interactions. The participants for this research were recruited from Usenet
newsgroups. Individuals who were more, compared to less, lonely and anxious reported that it was
easier to disclose personal information to someone they knew on the Internet than in “real life.” In
turn, if participants found that it was easier to disclose to someone on the Internet than in real life
(locating the “real me” online versus offline), then they also reported greater intimacy and greater
speed of developing intimacy in these online relationships. These online interactions increased to
include interactions in offline settings (also see Parks & Floyd, 1996). The more participants reported
interacting with someone online (e.g., via Internet Relay Chat), the more likely they were to engage
in offline activities with these acquaintances such as writing postal letters, talking on the telephone,
and eventually meeting the other person. In a follow-up study, McKenna et al. (2002, Study 2; also
see Chan & Cheng, 2004) reported that friendships and romantic relationships started on the Inter-
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net were durable over time. After a 2-year period, relationships started online remained relatively
stable: 79% of the friendships started on the Internet were intact, and 71% of the romantic partner-
ships started on the Internet were still intact.

A word of caution is appropriate about the role of self-disclosure in starting a close relationship
over the Internet. As Bargh et al. (2002) indicated, the self-disclosure transaction may begin in rela-
tive anonymity on the Internet; and the “projection bias” associated with the tendency to perceive
idealized qualities in those initially liked on the Internet may intensify an online relationship before
the “real” qualities of the partner are revealed. Given a high motivation to find friends and romantic
partners in an online setting, important questions need to be addressed about the link between sat-
isfaction and stability in relationships that begin online and how individuals address boundary and
privacy issues about the control, protection, and ownership of information disclosed in these settings
(see Irvine, 2006; Petronio, 2002).

THE ACQUAINTANCE EXERCISE: A LABORATORY-BASED
PROCEDURE (INCORPORATING SELF-DISCLOSURE)
FOR DEVELOPING TEMPORARY CLOSENESS

Not surprisingly, research on new dormitory roommates (e.g., Gore et al., 2006; Hays, 1985) and
new dating couples (e.g., Berg & McQuinn, 1986) has contributed significantly to understanding the
development of relationships. This focus on “real” relationship partners at the beginning of a rela-
tionship avoids the pitfalls of studying relationship processes in laboratory settings—where strangers
and/or new acquaintances may have limited expectations about being in a relationship, given that
they expect to interact for (usually) one session or (less frequently) over several sessions. Nevertheless,
there are benefits to studying closeness in a laboratory setting, especially by manipulating the level
of disclosure input. For instance, Aron, Melinat, Aron, Vallone, and Bator (1997) have constructed
an acquaintance-building exercise that generates in new partners “a temporary feeling of closeness,
not an actual ongoing relationship” (p. 364), using self-disclosure and relationship-building tasks.
Pairs of individuals who do not know one another are assigned a series of tasks involving either self-
disclosure and relationship building (the “closeness condition”) or superficial talk (the “small talk
condition”). The interaction takes about 45 minutes.

The instructions for the acquaintance exercise involve the two partners completing three sets of
tasks. In the closeness condition, the depth of disclosure expected from participants increases within
a set and across the three sets of tasks. For instance, task slips to be completed by each participant
in Set I of the closeness condition include the following: “Given the choice of anyone in the world,
whom would you want as a dinner guest?” “Do you have a secret hunch about how you will die?”
“Take 4 minutes and tell your partner your life story in as much detail as possible.” Set II task slips
include the following: “If a crystal ball could tell you the truth about yourself, your life, the future,
or anything else, what would you want to know?” and “How close and warm is your family? Do you
feel your childhood was happier than most other people’s?” Set I1I task slips include the following:
“Make 3 true ‘we’ statements each. For instance, “We are both in this room feeling ...” In the small
talk condition, participants complete activities that, according to Aron et al. (1997, p. 366) “involved
minimal disclosure or focus on partner or relationship” across the three sets of tasks. Typical task
slips to be completed in the small talk condition include the following: “What is the best restaurant
you've been to in the last month that your partner hasn’t been to? Tell your partner about it” in Set
I; “What did you do this summer?” in Set IL; and “Do you subscribe to any magazines? Which ones?
What have you subscribed to in the past?” in Set III.

Aron et al. (1997, Study 1) found that partners in the closeness, compared to the small talk,
condition reported feeling closer to one another. “Closeness” was measured by a composite score
derived from responses to the Inclusion of Other in the Self Scale (Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992) and
the Subjective Closeness Index (Berscheid, Snyder, & Omoto, 1989). Additional results found that
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generating feelings of closeness, based on what happened in the closeness condition, was not moder-
ated by the attachment styles of the participants, whether or not participants disagreed on issues
rated as important, or explicit instructions about making closeness a goal for the interaction (Aron et
al., 1997, Studies 1, 2 and 3). Aron et al. (1997) also found that participants in the closeness condi-
tion adopted a more favorable working model of a relationship partner, from pre- to posttest, based
on responses to Bartholomew and Horowitz’s (1991) fourfold classification of attachment styles (i.e.,
secure and avoidant/dismissive attachment versus preoccupied and avoidant/fearful attachment).
Hence, interacting with someone in an acquaintance exercise that incorporates self-disclosure and
relationship-building tasks—especially when cautions are in place to create a “safe setting” for par-
ticipants (see Aron et al., 1997, n. 9)—may diminish concerns about rejection by any partner (Edel-
stein & Shaver, 2004) as well as increase feelings of closeness with the particular partner.

There are methodological limitations in using the acquaintance exercise to study processes
involved in the beginning of a close relationship. Researching “temporary closeness” in the labora-
tory definitely may not compare to studying new roommates or new dating partners (see Aron et
al., 1997; Duck, 1988). For instance, research participants may memorize and organize information
differently about a prospective partner if they expect to interact with a new acquaintance in a labo-
ratory setting only once or a few times as opposed to seeing someone on a number of occasions in a
real-life setting (cf. Devine, Sedikides, & Fuhrman, 1989). There may be unique demand character-
istics influencing research participants’ reactions to instructions in a laboratory setting that reduce
the generalizability of the results of an acquaintance exercise in understanding relationship phenom-
ena in comparison to a field study of actual relationship partners such as new dormitory roommates.
But the acquaintance exercise, using self-disclosure to “prime” closeness, allows researchers to test
in a laboratory situation the impact of theoretically important predictor variables (e.g., the impact
of anticipated future interaction and/or interaction goals, expectations of acceptance and rejection,
and individual differences in shyness and loneliness) and possible mediators (e.g., descriptive versus
evaluative disclosures, and perceptions of partner’s responsiveness) that are likely to affect the start
of a relationship (cf. Snapp & Leary, 2001).

SUMMARY

This chapter has covered a range of topics illustrating the importance of self-disclosure at the start of a
relationship. People will incorporate self-disclosure in conversations (including disclosing about super-
ficial and maybe more personal content) to assess one another’s interest, suitability, and trustworthiness
for starting a close relationship. Decisions about self-disclosure (either face-to-face or online) will affect
how new relationships develop or cycle over time. But, most importantly, the disclosure recipient’s and
the discloser’s reactions to self-disclosure input, including expressions of concern, understanding, and
acceptance, will influence perceptions of intimacy and whether or not they see themselves as partners
in a new relationship. In turn, the perception of intimacy and relationship closeness will affect subse-
quent decisions about self-disclosure between the new relationship partners.

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH AND CONCLUSIONS

The following issues might be examined in future research on self-disclosure and starting a close
relationship: First, the literature reviewed in this chapter focuses on “voluntary relationships,” where
the self-disclosure transaction contributes to making decisions about a partner’s suitability for a
relationship. This research may not be generalizable to relationships that start “involuntarily.” In
some conservative traditions (e.g., Muslim and Hindu cultures), partners may expect to meet for
the first time either shortly before or at the time of an “arranged” marriage, or individuals (in a
supervised setting) may have only a brief opportunity to assess one another’s suitability as a spouse



SELF-DISCLOSURE AND STARTING A CLOSE RELATIONSHIP

(MacFarquhar, 2006). Research is necessary on the relevance of self-disclosure for starting and
developing closeness in these “arranged” relationships.

Second, persons who incorporate values associated with their culture of origin (e.g., individu-
alistic in the United States versus collectivistic in China and Japan) may have different expecta-
tions about whether or not, what, and how much to disclose to a relationship partner (Gudykunst &
Nishida, 1983; Seki, Matsumoto, & Imahori, 2002; Ting-Toomey, 1991; Wang & Mallinckrodt, 2006).
If collectivistic societies favor emotional restraint and individualistic societies favor self-expression,
then it would be worthwhile to study the impact of culture on how prospective partners acquire
information about one another and the status of their relationship.

Third, the research on self-disclosure and beginning a friendship or romantic relationship focuses
mostly on heterosexual individuals as research participants. It would be useful to examine the role
of self-disclosure in starting a relationship among gay men and leshians—for whom stereotypical
expectations about gender roles and masculinity—femininity affecting self-disclosure may be less
important than among heterosexual men and women (Klinkenberg & Rose, 1994; Rose, 2000; Rose
& Frieze, 1993; Rose & Zand, 2000).

Fourth, more research is necessary on the “ebb and flow” of self-disclosure on an everyday
basis as partners begin their relationship. The construction of diary methods for collecting data
about daily experiences and advances in statistical techniques to analyze developmental trajectories
(Bolger, Davis, & Rafaeli, 2003; Jones, Nagin, & Roeder, 2001; Kashy, Campbell, & Harris, 2006;
Singer & Willett, 2003) will allow researchers to document changes and cycling in self-disclosure
(and its association with responsiveness, intimacy, and relationship closeness) over repeated social
interactions for new relationship partners.

Fifth, experimental and laboratory-based research on self-disclosure at the start of a relationship
should be expanded. The acquaintance procedure incorporating self-disclosure and relationship
building (Aron et al., 1997) could be combined with social-cognitive manipulations of “transference”
(i.e., priming mental representations of significant others; Andersen & Adil Saribay, 2005) to exam-
ine how mental models and experiences with self-disclosure jointly affect interactions and feelings
of closeness between new partners.

Sixth, this chapter has focused on the self-disclosure transaction between prospective partners
(in the roles of discloser and disclosure recipient) and how it influences the start of their relationship.
But the development of the relationship also depends on the support and reactions that the partners
receive from members of their social networks (including friends, family, and coworkers). Leslie Bax-
ter and her colleagues (Baxter & Erbert, 1999; Baxter & Widenmann, 1993) have examined when
and how someone reveals information about a new romantic relationship to network members. It
would be appropriate to examine how self-disclosure input to members of the social network about
new relationships (including network members’ reactions) also impacts on a relationship’s progress.

Rick Archer (1987) wrote a commentary two decades ago arguing that self-disclosure is a
“useful behavior,” particularly for studying the development of close relationships. We agree! Self-
disclosure, including reactions by the disclosure recipient, is useful for prospective partners to
learn about one another, to assess their interest in starting a relationship, and to infer how they feel
about each other and their relationship. It is useful in intensifying or limiting social interactions
and/or the development of closeness and intimacy. It is also at the crux of a major dilemma in start-
ing a new relationship: how to balance the risks of openness (e.g., being rejected, exploited, hurt,
or shunned) against its potential benefits (e.g., being authentic, accepted, and loved by a friend or
an intimate partner).

AUTHOR NOTE

Thanks are expressed to the editors (Susan Sprecher, Amy Wenzel, and John Harvey) and to an
anonymous reviewer for their helpful comments. Appreciation is also extended to Dawn Braith-
waite, James Bliss, and Matt Henson for their input.
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On Becoming “More Than Friends”

The Transition from Friendship
to Romantic Relationship

LAURA K. GUERRERO and PAUL A. MONGEAU

attraction, and quickly develop a committed romantic relationship. Other times roman-

tic relationships unfold more gradually as two people who are physically attracted to one
another become increasingly committed over time. This chapter focuses on another trajectory that
relationships sometimes take—the transition from an established friendship to romance in hetero-
sexual relationships. Even within this narrow focus, the transition can follow various paths. For
example, long-term platonic friends may suddenly experience romantic or sexual feelings for one
another, friends may become free to pursue a romantic relationship when they are no longer dating
other people, or “friends with benefits” (i.e., friends who have sex but do not consider themselves to
be in a romantic relationship; Mongeau, Ramirez, & Vorell, 2003) may decide to become a romantic
couple. As Afifi and Lucas (this volume) suggest, the process of relationship initiation reemerges
during these types of transitions.

Although most people recognize that a considerable proportion of romances start out as friend-
ships, there has been little research on the transition from friendship to romance. Part of the dif-
ficulty may be conceptual. Our title of “more than friends” suggests that romantic relationships have
some element(s) that other relationships (e.g., friendships) lack, but identifying those characteristics
is more difficult than it seems at first blush. Mongeau, Serewicz, Henningsen, and Davis (2006)
argued that, in some cases at least, friendships and romantic relationships do not differ in emotional
intensity or sexual behavior. In the end, one of the important characteristics that differentiates a
friendship and a romantic relationship is the partners’ mutual definition for their particular entan-
glement. A romantic relationship, given this view, is a relationship labeled as such by partners.

The understudied topic of transitions to romance deserves scholarly attention for at least two
reasons. First, research has demonstrated that friendship is an important component within, or
foundation for, many romantic relationships (Hendrick & Hendrick, 2000). People tend to be espe-
cially satisfied with their romantic relationships when they consider their partner to be a close friend
(Metts, Sprecher & Regan, 1998). This suggests that friendships provide a good starting point for
many romantic relationships. Second, as we demonstrate in this chapter, the transition from friend-
ship to romance challenges traditional explanations of relationship development and extends theo-
ries related to uncertainty and expectancies.

To understand this understudied yet important topic more completely, this chapter begins by
reviewing four theoretical perspectives relevant to the friendship-to-romance transition. Next, we
look at the roles that topic avoidance, secret tests, and maintenance behavior play in the process of
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turning a friendship romantic. People sometimes use topic avoidance and secret tests to cope with
the ambiguity and uncertainty that characterize cross-sex friendships that have the potential to turn
romantic (Afifi & Burgoon, 1998; Baxter & Wilmot, 1984). Maintenance behaviors are important for
keeping cross-sex friendships satisfying during this period of uncertainty, as well as helping those
friendships transition successfully into romantic relationships (Guerrero & Chavez, 2005).

Before we begin, it is important to note that our review follows the extant literature and, as a
consequence, focuses exclusively on heterosexual relationships. Although transitions to heterosexual
romantic relationships are understudied, research on transitions to romantic same-sex relationships
is virtually nonexistent. Therefore, our review is limited because we do not know the extent to which
the claims we make generalize to gay male and lesbian relationships.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE
FRIENDSHIP-TO-ROMANCE TRANSITION

As is the case with many understudied topics, there is no single unified theoretical framework for
examining the transition from friendship to romance. However, stage theories of relationship devel-
opment, such as social penetration theory, are relevant to the transition from friendship to romance.
Ideas from three other theories—the turning point approach, uncertainty reduction theory, and
expectancy violations theory—have also been applied to study this transition point. We also review
research showing how relationship history and the social network influence the transition from
friendship to a romantic relationship.

Stage Theories of Relationship Development

The traditional trajectory of heterosexual romantic relationships goes something like this: Girl and
Boy meet. Boy is physically attracted to Girl, so he asks her out (Laner & Ventrone, 2000). Boy and
Girl go on a few dates. Their physical attraction deepens as they get to know and like one another.
As their relationship becomes more emotionally close and committed, they engage in increasingly
intimate sexual activities (Christopher & Cate, 1985). If their relationship continues to progress over
time, eventually they marry. Of course, this scenario represents only one way that romantic relation-
ships evolve. In this section, we discuss how stage theories explain (or fail to explain) three trajecto-
ries: (a) acquaintanceship to romantic relationship, (b) platonic friendship to romantic relationship,
and (¢) “friends with benefits” to romantic relationship (see Cate & Lloyd, 1992, for a more detailed
survey of stage models).

The Traditional Trajectory: Acquaintanceship to Romantic Relationship The tradi-
tional romantic development trajectory is marked by a gradual increase in intimate self-disclosure,
emotional closeness, and sexual intimacy that is preceded by physical attraction. Such linear trajec-
tories are common in stage theories of relational development. For example, Altman and Taylor’s
(1973) seminal work on social penetration theory suggested that relationships often (but not always)
follow a gradual linear path, with people in a typical relationship moving through four stages that
represent increasing intimacy—orientation, exploratory affective exchange, affective exchange,
and stable exchange. Small talk marks the initial stages of relationship development as partners
get to know and feel comfortable with one another. If the relationship progresses, self-disclosure
becomes more personal until partners feel free to exchange all types of intimate information with
one another.

Knapp developed a similar stage theory. He argued that couples typically go through five stages
of relationship development (Knapp & Vangelisti, 2005). The initiating stage involves greetings and
superficial information exchange. The experimenting stage is similar to the exploratory affective
exchange stage in social penetration theory; partners engage in small talk to discover commonalities



ON BECOMING “MORE THAN FRIENDS”

and reduce uncertainty. The intensifying stage occurs when partners become emotionally connected
and decide to move their relationship to the next level. Romantic couples often first say, “I love
you,” during this stage. The next stage, integrating, is marked by a fusion of the individuals so that
they share a relational identity. When couples reach this stage, not only do they see themselves as a
couple, but other members of their social network also regard them as a pair. Finally, the last stage,
bonding, occurs when couples institutionalize their relationship by making a formal commitment
such as marriage.

It is important to note that these models are less linear than they might appear. The stages within
both social penetration theory (Altman & Taylor, 1973) and Knapp’s model (Knapp & Vangelisti,
2005) are designed to be flexible enough to cover a wide variety of trajectories. Altman and Taylor,
for example, claimed that there is no set number of relationship stages. Knapp and Vangelisti, along
similar lines, presumed that all directions of movement are possible from each stage. However, these
stage models provide only a detailed account of how relationships develop linearly; they provide less
concrete information about how alternative trajectories might unfold.

The Trajectory from Platonic Friendship to Romantic Relationship Although the
stage theories reviewed above fit the trajectory of some romantic relationships fairly well, they are
less well suited to explain relationships that transition from friendship to romance. This is because
stage theories of relationship development depict the various types of intimacy as developing simul-
taneously. Yet scholars have argued that intimacy is located in different types of interactions, ranging
from sexual activity and physical contact to warm, cozy interactions that can occur between friends,
family members, and lovers (Andersen, Guerrero, & Jones, 2006; Prager, 1995). Lewis (1973), for
example, posited that relationships progress through a series of processes that reflect these various
forms of intimacy. The initial stages in this model (i.e., perceiving similarities, achieving rapport, and
inducing self-disclosure) likely reflect building communicative intimacies. The latter stages in the
model (i.e., role taking, achieving interpersonal role fit, and achieving dyadic crystallization) likely
include more cognitive forms of intimacy.

It is also important to distinguish between friendship-based intimacy, which arises out of emo-
tional connection, warmth, and understanding; and passion-based intimacy, which is based on
romantic and sexual feelings. Scholars have made similar distinctions between companionate and
passionate love (Hatfield & Rapson, 1987; Sternberg, 1987), as well as between physical and social
attraction (McCroskey & McCain, 1974). In her work on cross-sex friendships, Reeder (2000, 2003)
distinguished between three types of attraction: friendship attraction, physical-sexual attraction,
and romantic attraction (i.e., the desire to form a romantic relationship with the friend). The major-
ity of cross-sex friends that Reeder studied reported experiencing only friendship attraction; roman-
tic attraction was reported the most rarely. Men were more likely to report physical-sexual attraction
than women (see also Bleske-Rechek & Buss, 2001; Rose, 1985). These findings suggest that many
friendships that transition into romantic relationships are initially developed based only on friend-
ship attraction, especially for women.

Yet within the traditional romantic relationship trajectory, passion-based intimacy and physi-
cal-sexual attraction are viewed as preceding, or at least accompanying, the development of friend-
ship-based intimacy. Indeed, stage theories suggest that developing a romantic relationship involves
exchanging self-disclosure and nonverbal communication that simultaneously reflect both these types
of intimacy. Murstein’s (1970) idea of an “open field” also suggests that physical attraction is often
what draws people together. In an open field, strangers or nodding acquaintances have the ability to
communicate for the first time (e.g, at a party). These conditions facilitate the choice of a partner
based on physical attractiveness, a context ripe for the early development of passion-based intimacy.

There are many cases, however, in which partners who are transitioning from friendship to
romance have already developed high levels of friendship-based intimacy. Murstein (1970), for
example, asserted that in “closed field” encounters, partners are forced to interact “by reason of the
environmental setting in which they find themselves” (p. 466). In short, partners have a chance to
interact (e.g., at work), get to know one another, and develop friendship-based intimacy. In these
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cases, friendship-based intimacy might exist long (e.g., many months or even years) before passion-
based intimacy. When considered from a linear trajectory, these partners may need to retrace their
steps (so to speak) to develop the newly passionate part of their relationship. For these couples, the
transition from friendship to romance likely represents a new relationship stage. In this case, couples
sustain high levels of friendship-based intimacy while adding passion-based intimacy. In a sense,
these couples have already laid part of the groundwork for building a close romantic relationship.

The Trajectory from “Friends with Benefits” to Romantic Relationship Another
alternative to the traditional trajectory is a move from being “friends with benefits” (FWB) to becom-
ing a romantic couple. People define themselves as FWB when they have sex with one another on
more than one occasion, but do not label their relationship as romantic (Mongeau et al., 2003). An
FWB relationship is different than a hookup. Hookups are sexual encounters (usually one-night
stands) that occur between strangers or mere acquaintances without the expectation of developing
any type of relationship (Paul & Hayes, 2002; see also Paul, Wenzel, & Harvey, this volume). FWB
relationships, in contrast, typically occur between people who hope to maintain a friendship. Recent
research suggests that the FWB relationship is not uncommon. Mongeau et al. (2003) found that
around 55% of the students they surveyed on two college campuses reported that they had had (or
currently had) at least one FWB relationship. The rules for maintaining this type of friendship often
include staying emotionally detached, promising not to get jealous, and agreeing not to fall in love
(Hughes, Morrison, & Asada, 2005). Of course, in some cases people in FWB relationships cannot
help getting jealous or falling in love. Hughes et al. (2005) found that although some people were
able to maintain the status quo and stay “friends” despite being lovers, others stopped having sex or
ended their friendship altogether, whereas still others ended up becoming a romantic couple despite
their initial intentions not to.

For those who transition from an FWB to a romantic relationship, passion-based intimacy has
already developed, at least in terms of sexual intimacy. In fact, these couples may face special chal-
lenges because the passion that often characterizes new romantic relationships may have already
waned somewhat. As Berscheid (1983) lamented, passion is often swift and intense, but also fleeting
and fragile. Depending on how close their friendship is, these couples may or may not need to increase
their level of emotional and communicative closeness when they become a romantic couple.

Couples who move from being friends with benefits to being a romantic couple challenge tra-
ditional perspectives about how romantic relationships develop. They also challenge both scholarly
and lay notions of what it means to be “friends” versus a “romantic couple.” For example, Davis and
Todd (1982) suggested that passion, mutual love, and exclusivity distinguish romantic relationships
from friendships. FWB relationships defy the passion part of this distinction, leaving mutual love
and exclusivity as the defining features of a romantic relationship. Thus, communicating mutual love
and negotiating exclusivity may be critical components of the process involved in changing an FWB
relationship into a romantic relationship.

The Influence of Relationship History As our discussion of stage theories suggests, people
who transition from friendship to a romantic relationship differ in terms of the kinds of intimacy they
have developed. Thus, it follows that relationship history would play a substantial role in determining
the relationship trajectory. Specifically, how the transition to a romantic relationship works depends,
in part at least, on the type of relationship (if any) two people shared prior to the transition.
Mongeau and Teubner (2002) investigated, among other issues, how relationship history influ-
enced romantic relationship transitions. They reported that how well partners knew each other
exerted an important influence on the transition to a romantic relationship. Partners who knew each
other well tended to engage in relatively slow transitions and dated before the friendship was rede-
fined as a romantic relationship. Dating served as a testing ground rather than as a clear marker that
the relationship had turned romantic. In these cases, partners tended to ease into a new relation-
ship definition while at the same time making sure that they did not harm the existing friendship.
By using dating as a testing ground, {friends could try the new relationship “on for size” before fully
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commiitting to it. Partners wanted the ability to move back to a friendship if the transition did not
work out well. Although research suggests that cross-sex friends often avoid talking about the state
of their relationship (Afifi & Burgoon, 1998; Baxter & Wilmot, 1984), a surprisingly large proportion
of participants broke the taboo and talked about the relationship and the transition, although exactly
when this talk took place was not perfectly clear. At some point during the dating process, cross-sex
friends may begin to feel comfortable talking about their romantic feelings. Thus, dating before the
transition may serve the important function of allowing cross-sex friends to gauge one another’s feel-
ings and reduce uncertainty—a point that is discussed in more detail later in this chapter.

Partners who did not know each other well before the transition tended to have very quick tran-
sitions, often facilitated by alcohol (Mongeau & Teubner, 2002). A typical scenario indicated that
partners met initially at a bar or party, drank and danced together, and engaged in some mild sexual
intimacy before the end of the evening. Within the space of a few days or a week, the couple found
themselves in a romantic relationship. Partners in these relationships reported dating following the
transition, in large part, because there was so little time to date before the transition.

Mongeau et al. (2006) reported that relationship history also influences behavior during the
transition to a romantic relationship. Moreover, in terms of first dates, first sexual interaction, and
first significant disclosure, they argued that the nature of the relationship tends to exert a stronger
impact on women’s behavior when compared with men’s behavior. For example, Baumeister (2000)
posited that women’s sexual responses would be more strongly influenced by relationship status
and history than would be true for men. Men tend to have much more positive views of casual sex
than do women; however, men and women are much more similar in their views of sex in the con-
text of a close personal relationship (Hyde & Oliver, 2000). Along similar lines, Morr and Mongeau
(2004) reported relationship history effects on first-date communication expectations such that close
friends were expected to communicate much more intimately than acquaintances. This relationship
history effect, however, was significantly stronger for women when compared with men. In other
words, just as was true with sexual interaction, relationship history played a more important role in
women’s (when compared with men’s) communicative expectations for first dates.

The Influence of the Social Network Romantic relationships do not occur in a vacuum.
Instead, they occur in the context (and many times in the presence) of family, friends, and cowork-
ers. A romantic couple does not spend all their time together alone. Instead, they spend consider-
able time with their social network. The social network may affect the trajectory of a relationship
that moves from friendship to romance. Mongeau, Shaw, and Bacue (2000) discussed the concept
of “group dating,” or the process of “hanging out” in mixed-sex groups on repeated occasions. These
social contexts allow people to interact and reduce uncertainty without the anxiety and pressure of
an “on-record” first date. The social network can be useful in facilitating (or inhibiting) interaction
between potential partners. When partners discover mutual attraction, they can split off from the
group and develop a dyadic identity while alone. This pattern differs quite a bit from the traditional
trajectory of romantic relationships wherein couples get to know each other first and then introduce
one another to their social networks. Instead, dating partners in many cases come from the same
social network. The Mongeau et al. (2000) research indicated that group dating is now a fairly com-
mon phenomenon among U.S. college students. In addition to challenging traditional ways of view-
ing the dating process, this finding also suggests that a considerable portion of romantic relationships
among college students emerge out of the friendships that are first forged from group interaction,
making the move from friendship to romantic relationship commonplace.

The social network can influence romantic relationships at more developed stages as well. In
Knapp and Vangelisti’s (2005) integrating stage, the social network considers the romantic dyad as
a single unit rather than two individuals. Thus, many stage theories imply that the social network is
integral to the process of relationship development. As people become closer and more committed
to each other, there is more overlap between their social networks (Milardo, 1982; Sprecher & Felm-
lee, 1992), and increased communication with one another’s family and friends (Parks & Adelman,
1983). The results from a study by Guerrero and Chavez (2005) imply that people may be aware that
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integration into one’s social network is an important part of relationship development. In their study
on cross-sex friendships, Guerrero and Chavez found that women tended to report relatively low
levels of social networking (i.e., hanging out with each other’s friends and family, and having com-
mon {riends) when they wanted to keep the friendship platonic but perceived their friend wanted
the relationship to turn romantic.

Interestingly, O’'Meara (1989) claimed that many cross-sex friends face a public presentation
challenge. In other words, cross-sex friends have to cope with how people outside of their rela-
tionship, including their social network, perceive their friendship. Cross-sex friends are sometimes
asked to explain the state of their relationship to others who question whether they are really “just
friends.” This may help explain why women report using less social networking with male friends
who they are rejecting as romantic partners. Women may not want to lead the man on or to send the
wrong signal to their social networks. For those transitioning from friendship to a romantic relation-
ship, similar questions regarding the nature of the relationship are likely to surface, with the newly
emerging couple needing to explain the change in their relationship to the social network. If friends
and family approve of the change in relationship status, the transition from friendship to romantic
relationship is likely to go more smoothly than if the social network disapproves. Generally speak-
ing, others™ positive evaluations of one’s potential partner likely facilitate romantic intentions (e.g.,
Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). If one’s family and close friends like a potential partner, it likely makes it
easier to form a romantic relationship with him or her. Indeed, studies have shown that romantic
relationships are more satisfying and enduring when they are supported by family and friends (Parks
& Adelman, 1983; Sprecher & Felmlee, 1992). On the other hand, disapproval from important net-
work members likely inhibits the ability to form romantic entanglements.

The Turning Point Approach

In contrast to stage theories, the turning point approach emphasizes that relationships often develop
in a nonlinear fashion. Baxter and Bullis (1986) defined a turning point as “any event or occurrence
that is associated with change in a relationship” (p. 469). Specifically, turning points are often related
to changes in commitment or relational satisfaction. When turning points are mapped out based on
people’s recollections, they often show a pattern of highs and lows rather than a gradual increase
or decrease in intimacy. Indeed, studies suggest that the linear trajectory of gradually increasing
or decreasing intimacy only fits about 40 to 50% of friendships (Johnson et al., 2004; Johnson, Wit-
tenberg, Villagran, Mazur, & Villagran, 2003). Chang and Chan (2007) found a similar pattern for
newlyweds. Relationships transitioning from friendship to romance may be particularly unlikely to
unfold in a linear fashion for two reasons. First, the transition itself may be a period of turbulence,
and, second, they may experience turning points in the context of both their friendship and their
newly forming romantic relationship.

This leads to the question: What are the common turning points in romantic relationships and
friendships? In romantic relationships, common turning points include get-to-know time, conflict,
disengagement, special occasions (e.g., taking a trip together and meeting someone’s family), pas-
sionate events (e.g,, first kiss, first sex, and saying, “I love you”), signs of commitment (e.g., dropping
rivals, moving in together, and getting married), physical separation, and reunion (Baxter & Bullis,
1986). In friendships, engaging in special activities together and helping each other in times of crisis
are common turning points related to increased closeness (Johnson et al., 2003, 2004). Johnson and
her colleagues also found that turning points such as physical distance and moving out after being
roommates were common turning points related to decreased closeness in friendships. Baxter and
Bullis’ (1986) study suggests that exclusivity, serious commitment, and external competition (such as
feeling jealous) are turning points that distinguish romantic relationships from friendships. Interest-
ingly, “friends with benefits” appear to understand the importance of these turning points because
they often try to stay emotionally detached, uncommitted, and nonjealous (Hughes et al., 2005).
These turning points may also mark the transition to romance. For example, when people feel jeal-
ous they might realize they have romantic feelings for their friend.
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This type of realization is just one of many microlevel turning points that might occur during the
friendship-to-romance transition. Mongeau et al. (2006) defined the romantic relationship transi-
tion (RRT) as a macrolevel turning point that captures “that point or period in time when a rela-
tionship changes from being either platonic or nonexistent to being romantic” (p. 338). All romantic
relationships contain at least one RRT, whether they evolved from friendships, acquaintanceships,
or “friends with benefits,” or occurred when the couple “fell in love at first sight” (p. 338). Turning
points within RRTs can include, but are not limited to, disclosure of romantic feelings, a first kiss, a
first date, or first sex. Mongeau et al. (2006) contended that “RRTs do not represent a single turning
point; they are multifaceted processes that involve a number of affective, behavioral, and cognitive
changes that can represent” smaller turning points that occur during the process of developing or
changing a relationship (p. 340).

Dates, especially those that occur early in the transition (like the first date), are likely to consti-
tute a major turning point and to provide a context for many microlevel turning points such as the
first disclosure of romantic feelings or the first romantic kiss. Dates provide a context where partners
can express their own interest and gauge their partner’s interest in a romantic relationship. The
ability to express and gauge romantic interest on a first date is complicated, as we noted previously,
by the fact that the state of the relationship is often a taboo topic (Baxter & Wilmot, 1984). Abbey
(1987) asserted that asking someone for a date is a fairly direct way of expressing sexual interest, so
such expressions on the date itself are likely to be relatively subtle. Thus, although the discovery of
feelings of romantic and sexual interest can be regarded as important turning points in all roman-
tic relationships, they may be especially critical in relationships that transition from friendships to
romance (Aron, Dutton, Aron, & Iverson, 1989).

Uncertainty Reduction Theory

Discovering a friend’s romantic and/or sexual interest may also constitute an important turning
point. Sometimes such a discovery helps reduce uncertainty about the nature of the relationship
two people share. Paradoxically, however, such a discovery can also increase uncertainty about one’s
own feelings and/or the direction the relationships might take. Uncertainty reduction theory helps
explain the process of seeking information to be able to better understand other people and our rela-
tionships with them (Afifi & Lucas, this volume; Baxter & Wilmot, 1985; Berger, 1979; Knobloch &
Miller, this volume). The theory was originally advanced to explain how people seek information to
reduce uncertainty during initial encounters (Berger & Calabrese, 1975). According to the theory,
people are uncomfortable when they perceive that they cannot predict and explain the behavior of
others. Therefore, in initial interactions people seek information to reduce this uncertainty.

People also experience uncertainty in established relationships. In fact, Planalp and Honeyc-
utt (1985) found that around 90% of the college students they surveyed could recall a time when
something caused them to experience uncertainty in a close relationship. Common events lead-
ing to uncertainty included competing relationships (e.g., a friend suddenly starts dating someone),
unexplained loss of contact or closeness (e.g., a friend stops calling for no particular reason), sexual
behavior (e.g., a friend reveals something surprising about her or his sexual history), deception (e.g.,
a friend is caught lying or concealing important information), change in personality or values (e.g.,
a friend starts acting more flirtatious than usual), and betraying confidence (e.g., a friend shares
private information with a third party).

All six of these events could occur within cross-sex friendships that are transitioning to romance,
but some of these events might be more relevant to the friendship-to-romance transition than oth-
ers. For instance, competing relationships could make a person realize how much he or she cares
for a friend. Changes in personality or values could also trigger a transition. Acting more affection-
ate and flirtatious might signal romantic interest, and friends who formerly thought they would be
incompatible as a romantic couple might change their minds if they perceive themselves to be more
similar in values. As these possibilities suggest, more research needs to be conducted to determine
how uncertainty-increasing events affect the transition from friendship to romance.
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In addition to identifying events that cause uncertainty in established relationships, researchers
have described various types of uncertainty, including uncertainty about one’s self, one’s partner,
and one’s relationship (see Knobloch & Miller, this volume). Knobloch and Solomon (1999) identi-
fied four types of relational uncertainty. Behavioral norms uncertainty refers to uncertainty about
what constitutes acceptable versus unacceptable behavior in a relationship. Mutuality uncertainty
comprises uncertainty about whether or not one’s feelings are reciprocated. Definitional uncertainty
occurs when people experience uncertainty about the nature or state of the relationship. Finally,
future uncertainty taps into uncertainty about commitment and the direction the relationship will
take in the future. All four types of relational uncertainty can surface in cross-sex friendships that
are in the process of transitioning into a romantic relationship. For example, imagine that Car-
rie starts to fall in love with her good friend, Brandon. Carrie might be confused regarding the
acceptability of kissing or touching Brandon (behavioral norm uncertainty). She might also wonder
if Brandon feels the same level of attraction that she feels (mutuality uncertainty), if their recent
activities together mark the beginning of a dating relationship or just a continuation of their friend-
ship (definitional uncertainty), and if they would be better off staying friends or becoming a couple
in the long run (future uncertainty).

As the example of Carrie and Brandon illustrates, cross-sex friends are likely to experience some
degree of relational uncertainty as they transition into a romantic relationship. In fact, some theory
and research suggest that transition points are more likely to be marked by uncertainty than are
the beginning stages of a relationship. Solomon and Knobloch developed a model of relational tur-
bulence that is based on this premise (Knobloch & Solomon, 2002; Solomon & Knobloch, 2001,
2004). According to their model, people are especially likely to experience uncertainty during the
transition from a casual to a committed relationship. The increased uncertainty that marks this tran-
sitional stage is theorized to stem from having to renegotiate levels of interdependence and adjust
relationship expectations. In contrast to stage models that predict that uncertainty decreases linearly
as relationships develop, the turbulence model specifies that uncertainty peaks during the middle
stages of relationship development. Of course, some types of uncertainty (such as uncertainty about
a friend’s values or personality) may decline linearly as a relationship develops, whereas relational
uncertainty may peak as partners renegotiate their relationships. Although Solomon and her col-
leagues have examined their model of relational turbulence only in dating relationships, the model
seems especially applicable to cross-sex friends who are transitioning into a romantic relationship
because they are likely in the process of renegotiating the nature of their relationship as well as the
commitment level.

In fact, theory and research suggest that cross-sex friendships are generally characterized
by more relational uncertainty than dating relationships (Afifi & Burgoon, 1998; Rawlins, 1982)
because people have a tendency to classify relationships between men and women as romantic or
sexual rather than platonic (Baxter & Wilmot, 1985). Furthermore, the characteristics associated
with romantic relationships and friendships overlap; both types of relationships typically include
openness, caring, and comfort, which often make for “fuzzy distinctions” between friendship and
romance that produce relational uncertainty (Baxter & Wilmot, 1985, p. 175; see also Baxter &
Wilmot, 1984). Baxter and Wilmot (1985) also argued that cross-sex friendships that have romantic
potential are fraught with more ambiguity than either romantic relationships or platonic cross-sex
friendships. As they put it,

Unlike the more stable platonic and romantic types, in which both parties have agreed on the
definition of the relationship, the romantic potential relationship is in transition. One or both of
the relationship parties desires a romantic relationship, but such a transformation has not been
explicitly negotiated by both parties. Thus, relational uncertainty is high because of the absence
of recognized consensus on the relationship definition. (p. 177)

O’Meara’s (1989) classic work on tensions in cross-sex friendships also helps explain why uncer-
tainty is a feature of some friendships between men and women. Of the four tensions originally
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proposed by O’Meara, two seem particularly relevant to uncertainty in cross-sex friendships that
have the potential to transition into romantic relationships. First, the emotional bond challenge
refers to the tension cross-sex friends sometimes feel regarding the potential romantic nature of
their relationship. Because men and women are socialized to see one another as potential romantic
partners rather than friends, cross-sex friends may be confused by their feelings of intimacy and
closeness. Thought of in a different way, people may feel uncertainty over where the line between
friendship- and passion-based intimacy is drawn in cross-sex {riendships.

Second, the sexual challenge involves coping with the potential sexual attraction that can occur
in cross-sex friendships among heterosexuals. Although many cross-sex friends consider their rela-
tionships to be completely platonic (Guerrero & Chavez, 2005; Messman, Canary, & Hause, 2000),
others must deal with the issue of sexual attraction. Indeed, Afifi and Faulkner (2000) found that
almost half of the college students they surveyed reported having sex with a friend at least once. This
finding, along with the research on FWB, suggests that sexual tension does exist in many cross-sex
friendships. Many of the students in Afifi and Faulkner’s study reported experiencing aversive uncer-
tainty after having sex with a cross-sex friend. Sexual activity can lead to uncertainty about the state
of the relationship at the present time as well as in the future.

Interestingly, cross-sex friends may be especially likely to experience uncertainty when they per-
ceive that their goals for the relationship differ from their friend’s goals. Guerrero and Chavez (2005)
found that cross-sex friends reported relatively high relational uncertainty when they wanted their
friendship to turn romantic but suspected that their friend wanted to keep the relationship platonic.
Importantly, however, uncertainty levels were not very high in this study or in Afifi and Burgoon’s
(1998) study of cross-sex friends and daters. Thus, the results can be best described as showing that
people in cross-sex friendships tend to experience moderate levels of uncertainty, especially if they
have romantic feelings and are unsure if their friend feels the same way. Still, even moderate levels
of uncertainty can prompt people to engage in information-seeking behaviors or in topic avoidance,
as will be discussed later in this chapter.

Attempts to seek information, as well as partner disclosures, may also influence the transition
from friendship to romance. For example, uncertainty might be reduced when partners disclose
previously hidden feelings from one another, discuss the future of their relationship, or begin intro-
ducing one another as boyfriend or girlfriend rather than friend. If these types of events reduce
rather than increase uncertainty, they might mark a transition to a more stable and less turbulent
relationship stage.

Expectancy Violations Theory

People usually have general expectancies of how friends and romantic partners will and should
act. These expectations can change dramatically throughout the course of a relationship, as would
likely be the case if friends transitioned into a romantic relationship. Part of the turbulence inher-
ent in romantic relationship transitions comes from changing expectancies (Solomon & Knobloch,
2001). Given the differences in expectancies between relationship types and given the centrality
of expectancy change to relationship turbulence, Burgoon and Hale’s (1988) expectancy violation
theory (EVT) can help explain the process of transition from friendship to a romantic relationship.
According to EVT, expectancies come from three sources: what we know about the other person
(i.e., communicator characteristics), what we know about the situation (i.e., context characteristics),
and what we know about the relationship (i.e., relational characteristics). In short, we might expect
one set of behaviors when going to a movie with a friend as opposed to going to a movie with a
romantic partner. Suppose that Carrie and Brandon are at the beginning of a romantic relationship
transition. Brandon asks Carrie out to a movie—something that they have done before, but now
with the potentially changing relational landscape, this may or may not be a date. The different sets
of expectations may set up a conundrum for cross-sex friends who are uncertain about the nature
of their relationship. Specifically, who should drive? Should they each pay for their own ticket and
refreshments, or should one friend offer to pay for the other? Is a kiss goodnight acceptable, or would
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such behavior be inappropriate? Part of navigating the waters between friendship and romance
likely involves renegotiating expectancies such as these. If the state of the relationship is a primary
taboo topic, it is unlikely that these expectations will be a direct topic of conversation.

Sometimes expectancy violations are unambiguous. Showing up an hour late normally consti-
tutes a negative violation of expectancies, whereas giving a good friend an extra-nice gift normally
constitutes a positive violation. In other cases, however, unexpected behavior has no inherent evalua-
tion. According to EVT, ambiguous and unexpected behaviors (e.g., Carrie reaches over and puts her
hand on top of Brandon’s during a movie) generate arousal, uncertainty, and an attempt to explain
the unexpected behavior (Burgoon & Hale, 1988). Brandon’s attribution search likely focuses on pos-
sible causes related to the context and Carrie’s personality or mood (e.g., is the movie sad or scary, is
Carrie stressed out and in need of comfort, etc.).

Carrie’s level of attractiveness is also likely to influence Brandon’s evaluation of the expectancy
violation. In EVT, the term reward value or rewardingness captures the overall degree of liking and
regard a person has for someone. Reward value is associated with characteristics such as physical
attractiveness, social attractiveness, and status (Burgoon, Stern, & Dillman, 1995). Someone who is
highly rewarding can violate expectancies without as much penalty as someone who is unreward-
ing. In fact, highly rewarding communicators are usually perceived more positively after violating
behavioral expectations (Burgoon et al., 1995). For example, people are much more likely to respond
positively to a display of affection by a rewarding than nonrewarding person. Furthermore, when a
rewarding person engages in a negative behavior, such as acting unusually crabby and surly, people
are likely to compensate by asking the rewarding person, “What’s wrong? Is there anything I can do
for you?” rather than reciprocating the negative behavior as they would for a less rewarding person.
Guerrero, Jones, and Burgoon (2000) found just this—people in romantic relationships were likely
to verbally compensate for a partner’s negative behavior even if they ended up reciprocating negative
affect nonverbally.

The predictions for reactions to expectancy violations are undoubtedly complicated for
cross-sex friends who are considering a transition to a romantic relationship. For example, if
Carrie reaches over and puts her hand on top of Brandon’s during a movie, will Brandon’s high
regard for Carrie cause him to evaluate her behavior positively and reciprocate by closing his
hand around hers? Perhaps, but it may be more likely that Brandon’s interpretation of their
relationship (as “friends only” or as “potentially romantic”) would be the determining factor in
how Brandon reacts. Of course, if Brandon is unsure about the nature of his friendship with
Carrie, the reward value he associates with her may end up influencing how he reacts as well
as if he considers pursuing a romantic relationship. Thus, in the context of a possible transition
from friendship to romantic relationship, the reward value of a partner likely is placed within
the context of the broader relationship.

As this example illustrates, expectancy violations provide an interesting explanatory mechanism
for studying the friendship to romantic relationship transition because they focus, in part, on how
the nature of the relationship influences expectations for one’s partner’s behavior. As the relationship
definition shifts, the behavioral expectancies for the partner should shift as well. Therefore, what
might have been an expectancy violation (e.g., a prolonged goodnight kiss at the end of a mutual out-
ing) is likely what is merely expected once the relational transition takes place.

Expectancy violations may also mark important turning points in cross-sex friendships that evolve
into romantic relationships. Afifi and Metts (1998) asked people to describe something a friend or
romantic partner recently said or did that was unexpected. They uncovered a number of common
expectancy violations, many of which can be evaluated either positively or negatively depending on
the circumstances. Some of the expectancy violations they identified seem especially relevant to the
transition from friendship to romance. For example, relationship escalation includes behaviors that
intensify commitment, such as saying, “I love you,” or giving an especially personal gift. Acts of devo-
tion include behaviors that show that someone is important and special, such as helping someone
during a crisis or doing a favor for someone. Uncharacteristic relational behavior refers to actions
that are inconsistent with how a person defines the relationship, such as wanting to have sex with a
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friend or asking a friend out on a formal date. Finally, gestures of inclusion refer to behaviors that
show a person’s desire to include someone in her or his social network by actions such as asking the
person to meet one’s parents or spend the holidays together.

In and of themselves, these acts do not constitute positive or negative expectancy violations;
rather, the valence of these violations is dependent upon how they are interpreted. Thus, the positive
interpretation of these types of events may be a key predictor of whether a friendship evolves into a
romantic relationship. When such events are interpreted negatively, the transition may be much less
likely to occur. In some cases, negative interpretations of expectancy violations may even lead to the
breakdown of the friendship. In Afifi and Metts™ (1998) study, many of the expectancy violations they
identified (including events that are more commonly associated with negativity, such as acts of dis-
regard, transgressions, and relational de-escalation) were associated with uncertainty. If uncertainty
persists, it could eventually damage the friendship.

As Afifi and Metts™ (1998) work showed, the act of initiating a first date is an expectancy viola-
tion in some cross-sex friendships. Dates differ from going out with a friend in that the former have
romantic overtones that the latter lacks. Therefore, what people do on a date (e.g., go to a movie or
concert) might look very similar to what friends do when they go out together, but expectations and
goals differ strongly across these events (e.g., Mongeau, Jacobsen, & Donnerstein, 2007).

Research has also examined expectancies related to who initiates a date. Throughout most of
the past century, the prerogative to initiate dates has been within the male’s domain. Therefore,
until recently at least, female date initiation was unexpected behavior (Mongeau, Hale, Johnson,
& Hillis, 1993). It should come as no surprise, then, that female date initiation influences males’
perceptions of their date partner and expectations for the date. Women who initiate dates are
perceived as more active, extroverted, liberal, and open than women who wait to be asked out by a
man, but they are also perceived as less attractive (Mongeau & Carey, 1996; Mongeau et al., 1993).
Men also have higher sexual expectations when the woman initiates the date (e.g., Bostwick &
DeLucia, 1992; Mongeau & Carey, 1996). When actual male- and female-initiated first dates are
compared, however, there is evidence of less intimacy, both in terms of communication (Mongeau,
Yeazell, & Hale, 1994) and sexual activity (Mongeau & Johnson, 1995) on female-initiated first
dates when compared with male-initiated ones. This pattern of results has typically been inter-
preted in terms of expectancy violations. Men have unrealistically high sexual expectations that
are violated on the date itself. These violations, however, do not appear to damage the budding
romantic relationship. Specifically, Mongeau et al. (1993) reported that female-initiated first dates
generated nearly the same number of subsequent dates as did male-initiated first dates (see also,
however, Kelley, Pilchowicz, & Byrne, 1981).

In addition to examining female date initiation as an expectancy violation, Mongeau, Serewicz,
and Therrien (2004) have investigated how relationship history influences goals and expectations on
first dates. Specifically, they have demonstrated that partners who have already established a friend-
ship have different goals and expectations for first dates than those who were previously strang-
ers or acquaintances. Common first-date goals include having fun, reducing uncertainty about the
partner, investigating romantic potential, developing a friendship, and engaging in sexual activity
(Mongeau et al., 2004). In general, having fun and reducing uncertainty about the partner are the
most common goals for first dates, whereas engaging in sexual activity is the least common of these
five goals. However, partners who are friends prior to the date are more likely to pursue goals related
to investigating romantic potential and engaging in sexual activity than those who were strangers
or acquaintances prior to the date (Mongeau et al., 2004). Furthermore, friends are likely to expect
higher levels of intimacy and affection on first dates (Morr & Mongeau, 2004), which comports with
our earlier argument regarding stage theories of relationship development: New dating partners who
were previously friends have already developed friendship- and communication-based intimacy, so
therefore they may focus on developing the more passionate, romantic aspects of their relationship
during the transition from friendship to romantic relationship. This line of thinking led Morr and
Mongeau to suggest that friends may be disappointed if their first “real date” does not contain higher
levels of intimacy than a typical date between acquaintances.

185



186

LAURA K. GUERRERO AND PAUL A. MONGEAU

COMMUNICATION IN CROSS-SEX FRIENDSHIPS
WITH ROMANTIC POTENTIAL

Ultimately, the transition from friendship to romantic relationship is accomplished via communica-
tion. Research suggests that, prior to the transition, {riends may have some trepidation about disclos-
ing romantic feelings (Baxter & Wilmot, 1984). It is somewhat ironic, then, that at a very important
point in romantic relationship development, the topic that partners are sometimes least likely to
discuss is the state of the relationship. This may lead them to avoid talking about certain topics,
such as their feelings of attraction or liking, with their friend. They may also use a number of secret
tests (i.e., indirect strategies used to try to determine how one’s partner feels) before disclosing their
feelings. In some cases, secret tests may help friends reduce uncertainty by determining whether
their feelings are mutual or not. Research has also demonstrated that friends report using different
maintenance behaviors on the basis of romantic intent and perceived mutuality. Specifically, when
people perceive that the desire to move the friendship toward romance is mutual, they report engag-
ing in especially high levels of relational maintenance. Accordingly, we turn to a discussion of three
communication issues next: topic avoidance, secret tests, and maintenance behavior.

Topic Avoidance

Whereas theories such as social penetration theory (Altman & Taylor, 1973) emphasize the role that
self-disclosure plays in the process of developing and intensifying relationships, other scholars have
examined topic avoidance in regard to relationship development. Topic avoidance occurs when a
person deliberately decides to avoid disclosing information on a particular subject (Guerrero, Ander-
sen, & Afifi, 2007). In one of the first studies related to topic avoidance, Baxter and Wilmot (1984)
examined taboo topics in friendships and dating relationships. About 95% of the college students
they surveyed named at least one topic they considered taboo in the relationship they referenced.

According to Guerrero and Afifi’s (1995) summary of the literature on topic avoidance, commonly
reported taboo topics in friendships and dating relationships include relationship issues (e.g., talking
about the “state” of the relationship, or sharing feelings for one another), negative experiences and
failures (e.g., rejection, embarrassing situations, or being abused), romantic relationship experiences
(e.g., past dating or marital partners), sexual experiences (e.g., sexual preferences or sexual history),
and outside friendships (e.g., feelings for other friends or activities engaged in with other friends).
Cross-sex friends are more likely to avoid talking about certain topics, such as romantic relationship
experiences and sexual experiences, than same-sex friends (Afifi & Guerrero, 1998).

Several studies suggest that cross-sex friends are also especially likely to mention relationship
issues as a taboo topic, presumably because there could be uncertainty regarding the friend’s pos-
sible romantic feelings or intentions. Baxter and Wilmot (1984) found the “state of the relation-
ship” to be a fairly common taboo topic in cross-sex friendships. Similarly, Afifi and Burgoon (1998)
found that cross-sex friends were more likely to report avoiding sensitive topics such as the “state of
the relationship” than were dating partners. They reasoned that cross-sex friends sometimes worry
that discussing their feelings could have negative relational consequences, such as scaring away the
partner or ruining the friendship. Messman et al.’s (2000) study supported this reasoning: Cross-
sex friends in platonic relationships reported avoiding certain topics as a way of safeguarding their
friendship. Other studies have shown that the desire to protect one’s relationship is the strongest
predictor of topic avoidance across various types of close relationships (e.g., Afifi & Guerrero, 1998;
Baxter & Wilmot, 1985; Guerrero & Afifi, 1995).

Uncertainty is also associated with topic avoidance in cross-sex friendships. In Afifi and Burgoon’s
(1998) study, individuals who reported experiencing uncertainty in their cross-sex friendships also
tended to report engaging in less relationship talk with their friends. Afifi and Burgoon noted that
the causal path underlying this finding is unclear. On the one hand, cross-sex friends might avoid
talking about their relationship because they are uncertain about their friend’s reaction and they
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fear that revealing their feelings could harm the friendship. On the other hand, cross-sex friends
may experience relational uncertainty precisely because they have not talked with their friend about
their feelings. At some point, cross-sex friends who transition from friendship to romance probably
talk about their feelings—an event that could mark a significant turning point in the relationship
(Mongeau et al., 2006).

To our knowledge, no studies have examined how topic avoidance changes as cross-sex friend-
ships transition into romantic relationships. However, Knobloch and Carpenter-Theune’s (2004)
study on dating relationships provides insight into how topic avoidance is associated with relational
development in general. They found that topic avoidance occurs most frequently at moderate levels
of intimacy, when dating partners are in the process of escalating their relationship from casual to
serious. At this point, dating partners may be especially careful not to discuss topics that could dam-
age the relationship or lead to negative judgments. Instead, they may focus on managing positive
impressions and engaging in prosocial behavior that promotes relationship growth. The same may be
true for cross-sex friends who are in the process of becoming romantic partners, but this hypothesis
has yet to be tested.

Cross-sex friends may be especially likely to avoid discussing the state of their relationship when
they worry that their romantic interest is not reciprocated. Guerrero and Chavez (2005) found that
people reported the least relationship talk when they perceived that they wanted the friendship
to evolve into a romantic relationship but their cross-sex friend did not. By contrast, the most rela-
tionship talk was reported by cross-sex friends who perceived that both friends either wanted the
friendship to stay platonic or wanted the friendship to turn romantic. These findings suggest that
the transition from friendship to romance may be marked by the most topic avoidance in situations
where one or both friends are uncertain about the other friend’s feelings. If uncertainty is reduced
and friends feel more confident that their romantic feelings will be reciprocated, they are likely to
feel less of a need to avoid discussing the state of the relationship.

This reasoning is consonant with Afifi and Weiner’s (2004) theory of motivated information man-
agement. According to this theory, people’s strategies for reducing uncertainty are based on two
judgments: how positive or negative they expect the information they receive will be, and how effec-
tive they expect to be in gathering and coping with the information. Thus, this theory helps explain
why cross-sex friends would be most likely to avoid relationship talk when they fear their romantic
advances will be rejected. In cases where cross-sex friends believe that their partner reciprocates
their romantic interest, direct strategies for reducing uncertainty, such as disclosing one’s feelings
or questioning the partner, may be much less threatening. Moreover, cross-sex {riends may be most
likely to discuss the state of the relationship when they believe they can cope with rejection and their
friendship can survive the turbulence that could accompany such a disclosure. In some cases, people
may maintain uncertainty rather than risk the potential rejection and negative consequences that
could follow a disclosure of unreciprocated feelings of romantic attraction. Thus, friendships char-
acterized by only one person wanting to turn the relationship romantic may exemplify a situation
where uncertainty does not necessarily lead to increased information seeking (see also Afifi & Lucas,
this volume; Knobloch & Miller, this volume).

Secret Tests

In cases where cross-sex friends fear rejection and/or worry about negative consequences of disclos-
ing their feelings, they may decide to use secret tests to reduce their uncertainty about the nature of
the friendship. Secret tests are indirect strategies that help people determine their partner’s feelings
without directly asking them for information (Baxter & Wilmot, 1985; see also Afifi & Lucas, this
volume). Such strategies, if undetected, allow people to save face if the information they receive is
not what they wanted or expected.

In a classic study, Baxter and Wilmot (1985) interviewed people in three types of relationships—
cross-sex friendships with romantic potential, cross-sex platonic friendships, and romantic relation-
ships—and asked them how they obtained information to reduce their uncertainty. Participants in
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cross-sex friendships with romantic potential typically described their relationship as “more than
friends,” even though the relationship was “not yet mutually recognized and defined as romantic.
Typically, these relationships were in transition ... at least one of the parties wanted to become
romantically involved but the mutual consensus on redefinition had not yet been achieved” (Baxter
& Wilmot, 1985, p. 179).

Baxter and Wilmot (1985) described six types of secret tests: third-party tests (e.g., asking a
mutual friend to find out if your cross-sex friend is romantically interested in you), ¢riangle tests
(e.g., seeing if your cross-sex friend gets jealous when you flirt with someone else), separation tests
(e.g., taking a break from each other to see if your friend misses you), endurance tests (e.g., decreas-
ing rewards to see if your friend will still stick by you), public presentation tests (e.g., introducing a
friend as your “boyfriend” or “girlfriend” to see how he or she reacts), and indirect suggestion tests
(e.g., joking or hinting about becoming a “couple” to see how your friend reacts). They also discussed
directness, which involves self-disclosure and direct questioning.

As the examples we have given illustrate, all of these secret tests are applicable to {riendships in
transition to romantic relationships. Indeed, Baxter and Wilmot (1985) found that people in friend-
ships with romantic potential were, in general, more likely to report using secret tests than people
in platonic friendships or romantic relationships. In particular, people in friendships with romantic
potential were more likely to report using indirect suggestion tests and separation tests than were
people in the other two relationships. These two secret tests appear to be fairly common in friend-
ships characterized by romantic potential, with 52% of participants in this type of friendship report-
ing indirect suggestion tests and 44% reporting separation tests. Although triangle tests were used
most often in romantic relationships (i.e., 34% of participants in romantic relationships reported this
type of test), they were also reported by 28% of the participants who referenced a friendship with
romantic potential.

Only about 16% of participants reported using direct communication to reduce uncertainty in
friendships with romantic potential. Apparently, people feel more comfortable using indirect rather
than direct strategies for acquiring information when the relationship is in transition from friendship
to romance. As relationships develop past this transition point, research suggests that partners will
use less secret tests in general (Baxter & Wilmot, 1984) and more direct communication to reduce
uncertainty (Bell & Buerkel-Rothfuss, 1990).

Finally, people in friendships with romantic potential seldom reported using secret tests that
involve the social network, with only 8% and 4% of the participants in Baxter and Wilmot’s (1985)
study reporting use of public presentation and third-party tests, respectively. If Carrie does not want
to go “on the record” with her feelings toward Brandon, she probably does not want to go public with
her friends either.

Relational Maintenance Behavior

So far we have discussed the difficulty that cross-sex friends sometimes have in talking about the
state of their relationship and using direct communication to reduce uncertainty, especially when
romantic feelings surface for one of the partners. Obviously, however, some cross-sex friends talk
about their feelings and eventually make the transition to a romantic relationship. One way to accom-
plish such a transition is through the use of relational maintenance behavior.

Researchers have identified a host of maintenance behaviors that are associated with relation-
ship satisfaction, trust, and commitment across a variety of relationships, including those between
romantic partners and friends (Dainton, Zelley, & Langan, 2003; Stafford, 2003; Stafford & Canary,
1991). Although some scholars regard relational maintenance as behavior that keeps a relationship
at a particular level or stage, Dindia (2003) argued that the term relational maintenance “need not
imply that a relationship is static and unchanging” (p. 3). Indeed, relationships are dynamic entities.
Adapting to the changing needs and goals that characterize a relationship is a critical ingredient in
maintaining satisfying relationships (Guerrero & Chavez, 2005). Friendships that are transitioning
from a friendship to a romantic relationship exemplify how change can be integral to maintaining
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relationships. If one or both friends become interested in starting a romantic relationship, the friend-
ship could stagnate or become dissatisfying (or even distressing) if those goals are not pursued.

Guerrero and Chavez (2005) compared self-reported maintenance behavior in four types of
cross-sex friendships: strictly platonic, mutual romance, desires romance, and rejects romance. Par-
ticipants in the strictly platonic situation perceived that neither they nor their partner wanted the
friendship to turn romantic. Those in the mutual romance situation perceived that both they and
their partner wanted the friendship to evolve into a romantic relationship. People in the desires
romance situation reported that they wanted a romantic relationship but thought that their friend
did not. Conversely, those in the rejects romance situation reported that they did not want the
friendship to turn romantic, but thought their friend did.

Their results demonstrated that cross-sex friends were especially likely to report using prosocial
maintenance behaviors if they perceived themselves to be in the mutual romance situation. Specifi-
cally, those in the mutual romance situation reported relatively high levels of routine contact and
activity (e.g., calling or visiting each other and doing things together), emotional support and positiv-
ity (e.g., providing comfort and acting optimistic and cheerful), relationship talk (e.g., talking about
the state of their friendship and the feelings they have for one another), instrumental support (e.g.,
sharing tasks and giving advice), and flirtation. The finding for flirting parallels that of Messman et
al. (2000), who found that cross-sex friends in platonic relationships avoid flirtation as a way of keep-
ing the friendship from turning romantic.

The finding that those in the mutual romance situation showed the most consistent pattern of
high maintenance behavior also complements results from a study by Guerrero, Eloy, and Wabnik
(1993). In that study, dating partners completed measures related to maintenance and relationship
commitment at the beginning and end of an 8-week period. Participants who reported especially
high levels of relational maintenance at Time 1 were more likely to report that their relationships had
become more serious and committed at Time 2. Taken together, these studies suggest that increases
in prosocial maintenance behavior may mark transition points in various types of relationships. For
dating partners, high levels of maintenance may promote and/or reflect increased closeness and
commitment. High levels of maintenance behavior may also help cross-sex friends transition into a
romantic relationship.

Guerrero and Chavez’s (2005) findings also highlight how important mutuality is for a successful
romantic relationship transition. In order to have a functional romantic relationship, both partners
have to agree that the relationship is, in fact, romantic in nature. For example, Aron et al. (1989)
found that the two predominant factors evident in “falling in love” narratives were mutual liking and
the other having desirable characteristics. “Indeed, reading the actual narratives leads to the impres-
sion that people are just waiting for an attractive person to do something they can interpret as liking
them” (Aron et al., p. 251). In many cases, however, there is not sufficient mutual liking to facilitate
a romantic relationship. For example, mutuality likely differentiates a romantic relationship from a
FWB relationship. In some FWB relationships, one partner might desire a romantic relationship
much more than the other. This person might maintain the FWB relationship with the hope that the
partner will eventually develop romantic feelings and desires. Indeed, Reeder (2000, 2003) found
that cross-sex friends often have different goals related to sex and romance.

Let’s assume that Carrie likes Brandon and wants to transform their friendship into a romantic
relationship. Brandon, in turn, likes Carrie, but has no desire for a romantic relationship with her.
If Carrie suspects that her feelings are not reciprocated, she can either divulge her feelings or keep
quiet. Of course, neither option is optimal. Keeping quiet might cause her to lose an opportunity for
romantic interactions, whereas communicating them ineffectively might create the loss of a friend-
ship (Baumeister, Worman, & Stillwell, 1993).

If Carrie communicates her feelings and Brandon rejects the idea of a romantic relationship, a
difficult situation is created for both partners. Based on repeated media portrayals of unrequited
love, Baumeister et al. (1993) argued that in this case Carrie (the rejected) has a fairly clear cultural
script. Simply put, she is expected to doggedly pursue Brandon in hopes that he will change his
feelings or give in. Many cases of obsessive relational intrusion or stalking occur as a function of just
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this sort of situation, where one partner doesn’t want to take “no” for a relational answer (Cupach
& Spitzberg, 2004.) Cupach and Spitzberg (this volume) argue that some would-be lovers continue
to see the goal of eventually establishing a romantic relationship as realistic despite evidence to the
contrary, leading them to continue engaging in obsessive relational intrusion behavior.

Although Carrie has a clear script on how to pursue her would-be lover, Brandon (as the rejector)
has no such cultural-level script to rely upon. There simply are not as many media portrayals of how
the rejector is supposed to act (Baumeister et al., 1993). Brandon, in this case, is caught between a
desire not to enter into a romantic relationship with Carrie and, at the same time, not wanting to hurt
her feelings. In answer to this conundrum, research indicates that Brandon would be indirect; he
would try to help Carrie save face by not communicating his real reasons for rejection (e.g., Baumeis-
ter et al., 1993; Folkes 1982). The problem with indirect refusals, though, is that these responses may
not be taken seriously (see Cupach & Spitzberg, this volume). In response to his carefully worded
rejection (e.g., “I'm just too busy to date anyone right now”), Carrie might see considerable room for
a positive interpretation (e.g., “If I do a lot of favors for him, he’ll have the time to date me”).

Guerrero and Chavez’s (2005) study sheds further light on how cross-sex friends in the rejector
versus would-be lover positions communicate. They found that women in the desires romance posi-
tion tended to report using relatively high levels of antisocial behavior, such as arguing, complaining,
and expressing frustration. Women in the desires romance position likely experience negative affect
when their cross-sex friend rejects their romantic overtures, leading them to report more antisocial
behavior. Interestingly, men did not report higher than usual levels of antisocial behavior when they
were in the would-be lover position. One explanation for this sex difference is that women are less
accustomed than men to having their romantic advances rejected (Motley & Reeder, 1995), which
causes them to experience more negative affect.

Several other differences also emerged in the self-reported maintenance behaviors of those who
were in the rejecting position versus the would-be lover position (Guerrero & Chavez, 2005). Specifi-
cally, would-be lovers were more likely than rejectors to report using routine contact and activity,
as well as flirtation. Rejectors, on the other hand, were more likely than would-be lovers to report
talking about the state of the relationship and their romantic relationships with other people. Notice
that this finding introduces a potential caveat to the finding that cross-sex friends tend to treat talk
about the relationship as a taboo topic. In some cases, people in the rejecting position may feel that
it is necessary to talk about the relationship in order to thwart the would-be lovers” attempts to turn
a friendship romantic.

CONCLUSION

The transition from a friendship to a romantic relationship is fairly commonplace, yet little schol-
arly research has investigated this issue directly. Nonetheless, a few tentative conclusions emerge
from the literature. First, traditional stage theories may not adequately describe the developmen-
tal path that typically characterizes romantic relationships that began as friendships. Therefore,
researchers should examine how various types of intimacy develop within these relationships.
Researchers should also identify common turning points that mark significant changes in the
nature of the relationship.

Second, theories of uncertainty reduction and expectancy violations can inform scholarly knowl-
edge regarding the friendship-to-romance transition. There is much to learn in this area. For exam-
ple, which secret tests are most effective in reducing uncertainty for friends with romantic potential?
Does uncertainty increase right before or during the transition, as Solomon and Knobloch’s (2004)
relational turbulence model suggests? The reduction of uncertainty may serve as a pathway for con-
firming one another’s romantic feelings and redefining the relationship. There may also be times
when cross-sex friends prefer uncertainty to possible rejection or the potential destruction of their
relationships. The principles underlying Afifi and Weiner’s (2004) theory of motivated information
management may help explain if and how cross-sex friends attempt to reduce uncertainty when
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one (or both) of the partners is interested in turning the friendship romantic. Considerable work
also needs to be conducted on how expectations and goals impact the transition from friendship
to romance, including how positive and negative expectancy violations might impede or enhance
the probability that a friendship will evolve into a romantic relationship. Mongeau’s work (reviewed
throughout this chapter) illustrates that goals and expectations for first dates differ on the basis of
relationship history, but little is known about how goals and expectations operate beyond the first
date in transitioned relationships.

Third, research on topic avoidance, secret tests, and relational maintenance suggests that the
transition between friendship and romance can be marked by both decreases and increases in com-
munication. Although the state of the relationship may be a taboo topic in some cross-sex {riend-
ships, people may be most likely to avoid relationship talk when they are interested in moving a
friendship toward romance but fear that their friend is not. By contrast, people may talk about the
state of the relationship and engage in increased maintenance behavior when they perceive romantic
interest to be mutual. Topic avoidance and secret tests may dominate up until the point when part-
ners perceive mutuality, then increased maintenance and openness about the state of the relation-
ship may flourish.

Finally, research on the transition from friendships to romantic relationships should diversify its
contextual base above and beyond the readily available sample of undergraduate college students
(Sears, 1986). As we noted earlier, we know very little about, and desperately need research on, how
friendships transition from platonic to romantic in gay male or lesbian relationships. As another
example, research generally should focus on a greater variety of age groups. A greater concern for
long-term entanglements among middle-aged adults (Mongeau et al., 2007) may influence how part-
ners approach friendships and their transitions to romantic relationships. Extending the age limit
even further by focusing on senior citizens would provide an interesting perspective on these transi-
tions. This is an age group that is growing rapidly in size yet is nearly absent from research on rela-
tionship development. Investigating transitions in older populations might also allow us to consider
how relationships interlay with health and caregiving issues. Examining how research generalizes
across gay and straight relationships, as well as different age groups, will help scholars further under-
stand the complexities involved in the transition from a friendship to a romantic relationship.
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factors may influence whether two people are more or less likely to meet (e.g., whether they

have overlapping social circles), likely to interact (e.g., whether they tend to visit similar estab-
lishments), and likely to continue on a course toward a relationship (e.g., whether they enjoy doing
the same things). In this chapter we examine a specific set of factors, namely, the social and physical
environments in which relationships are situated, that play a significant role in guiding the onset and
course of close relationships. One of our goals is to discuss extant research on social and physical
factors that influence relationship initiation. However, a second, more central goal is to elucidate
how such factors are considered in explaining relationship initiation from an interdependence theory
framework (Holmes, 2004; Kelley et al., 2003). As such, we limit our review of social and physical
factors insofar as they are relevant to an interdependence analysis (see Parks, 2007, as well as Fehr,
this volume, for a review of additional social and physical factors).

In this chapter we use concepts from interdependence theory to describe social and physical
factors that influence when, how, and in what form relationships begin. We begin by defining social
and physical environments, and thereafter discuss how influences from others and from the physical
setting can be understood in terms of four major interdependence concepts: (a) expectations about
interactions; (b) the immediate situation in which interaction partners find themselves; (c) the motives
they bring to the interaction as determined by their respective histories, individual characteristics,
relationship goals, and adherence to broader social norms; and (d) the role of inferences they each
draw about their interaction in directing future behavior.

T here are a myriad of factors that might influence the onset of a romantic relationship. Various

OVERVIEW OF SOCIAL AND PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENTS

We have previously used the term social environment to refer to the network of important individu-
als with whom couple members feel close bonds (Arriaga, Goodfriend, & Lohmann, 2004). Milardo
(1982) has similarly conceptualized social environments as comprising the interrelations linking
couples to their respective networks of kin relations and friends. Here, we broaden social environ-
ment to include all persons who potentially affect relationship processes, even persons who are mere
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acquaintances but nonetheless exert an influence. This can include, among others, family members,
friends, past partners, religious groups, and work groups.

We define the physical environment in relationship settings as the physical properties of a situation
that affect interpersonal behavior. Roger Barker (1978) suggested that people organize their environ-
ment based on their immediate activities and that their environment may influence activities. Similarly,
we suggest that people seek relationships in particular physical environments and that some environ-
ments allow for relationship initiation more than others. For example, those interested in meeting
others are more likely to go to an informal restaurant with a bar area than a formal restaurant, cir-
cular chair arrangements for group meetings are more conducive to interacting with others than line
arrangements in which everyone faces the front of a room, and a lecture to the same group of students
may differ if it is to be delivered in a pizza parlor versus a classroom. Throughout this chapter we iden-
tify instances in which the physical environment influences relationship initiation behavior.

Social and physical environments share the characteristics of influencing a couple’s behavior
and yet existing independent of the couple members themselves. A substantial body of research
documents the ways in which social environments exert direct and indirect influences on couples’
behaviors. Indeed, being embedded in social networks can create opportunities to meet others and
initiate relationships. Parks (2007) described “social proximity effects” on relationship initiation,
namely, that two people are more likely to initiate a relationship with each other if they are embed-
ded in social networks that have linkages (i.e., chances of meeting increase as the number of social
“links” separating any two people decreases). For example, Parks and Eggert (1991) revealed that
two people who initiate same-sex {riendships and premarital romantic relationships often knew one
or more persons in common prior to meeting each other.

Less research has been devoted to studying the manner in which physical environments influ-
ence relationships. That said, groundbreaking research on this topic has shown how people become
friendlier when their physical proximity provides more opportunities to meet, although physical
proximity may no longer be a necessary condition for relationship initiation given the proliferation
of computer-mediated interaction (Festinger, Schachter, & Back, 1950; Parks, 2007). Even factors as
subtle as the ambient temperature, ambient music, and concentration of ions in the air (atmospheric
electricity) can influence whether two individuals become attracted to one another (Baron, 1987,
Griffiitt, 1970; Houston, Wright, Ellis, Holloway, & Hudson, 2005). Other research has focused
on how physical locations and objects are meaningful to individuals and cultural groups (Valsiner,
2000). Despite this groundbreaking work, there has not been a systematic theoretical analysis (one
that can generalize from one set of relationship-promoting physical factors to another) as to how
physical characteristics of a given situation direct expectations, interaction motives and behavior, or
attribution of partner motives.

EXPECTATIONS AND THE ONSET OF RELATIONSHIPS

Expectations about Anticipated Interactions

In many anticipated interactions, people have expectations, or hunches, about aspects of interac-
tions—for example, expectations about what each person will say or do, how rewarding the interac-
tion will be, or whether there will be future interactions. Visits with friends, the home environment,
the workplace, and other settings in which people spend significant amounts of time typically are
saturated with opportunities to interact with others in predictable ways, so much so that people often
give little thought to their expectations about the interaction (e.g., automatically greeting someone at
work by saying, “Hey, how’s it going?” and anticipating a reply such as “Fine, and you?” rather than
a genuine analysis of how it really is going). In contrast, some anticipated interactions generate a fair
amount of uncertainty, often because they are with unfamiliar others, they are interactions that are
not well rehearsed (e.g., meeting an extremely powerful or celebrated person), or the appropriate
level of intimacy has yet to be established (cf. Solomon & Knobloch, 2001).
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Either within or beyond awareness, people perpetually evaluate situations for their desirability
or value, that is, for the outcomes they afford. New situations are evaluated by comparing the new
experiences with one’s generalized expectations based on previous experiences. Interdependence
theory describes expectations in terms of a comparison level, or CL (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). A CL
is the standard against which individuals evaluate the “goodness versus badness” of specific inter-
action outcomes. Outcomes that exceed one’s CL are experienced as positive and satisfying, and
outcomes that are below one’s CL are experienced as negative and dissatisfying. In short, the dis-
crepancy between one’s current outcomes and one’s expectations directly affects one’s current level
of satisfaction. Research has shown that people are happier with their close partners to the extent
that the partner matches or exceeds their internal standards (Sternberg & Barnes, 1985; Wetzel &
Insko, 1982).

An individual’s CL is shaped by his or her own prior and current experiences, by observing
interactions and relationships of comparable friends and kin, and by noting norms for relationships
that are conveyed in popular media and other sources of information. Expectation-relevant informa-
tion (from one’s own or others’ experiences) that is most memorable or salient has greater weight in
shaping an individual’s CL than less salient information. New experiences and information, because
of their recency, may be weighed heavily in setting expectations; first impressions and early interac-
tions with a potential partner will “set the tone” for what to expect with that person in the immediate
future. In sum, expectations provide a heuristic for what to anticipate in each new interaction and
play a significant role in determining how satisfying particular interactions are experienced to be.

Expectations about Interactions Not Experienced

In addition to expectations about a current interaction, interdependence theory describes expec-
tations regarding alternative interactions in terms of a comparison level for alternatives, or CL,,
(Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). CL,;, describes the quality of the best alternative to the current relation-
ship. What might be the best available alternative? The current involvement may be judged against
other involvements or situations that would seem to be attainable, such as initiating another relation-
ship, going back to a previous relationship, having multiple relationships, or having none at all. Most
individuals have expectations about what their alternate situation(s) to the current one might be.

In contrast to CL and its influence on satisfaction, expectations about the best alternate situa-
tion influence one’s level of dependence, or the extent to which an individual relies uniquely on the
current situation for attaining good outcomes. When current outcomes exceed CL,,, an individual is
increasingly dependent or reliant on the current situation for good outcomes; when current outcomes
remain below CL,, an individual becomes increasingly less dependent on the current situation and
thus more likely to abandon the current situation for the very best one. Existing research reveals
that dependence on a relationship is lower—and the likelihood of voluntarily ending a relationship
is greater—among individuals who experience poor outcomes in the current relationship and regard
their alternatives as attractive (Agnew, Arriaga, & Wilson, in press; Bui, Peplau, & Hill, 1996; Drigo-
tas & Rusbult, 1992; Felmlee, Sprecher, & Bassin, 1990; Le & Agnew, 2003; Rusbult, 1983; Simp-
son, 1987).

Physical and Social Influences on Expectations

Characteristics of the physical environment influence generalized expectations for the type of inter-
action that might occur. Physical settings are saturated with expectations that have been learned as
aresult of being raised in a particular culture (Valsiner, 2000); for example, people anticipate somber
interactions rather than joyous ones in funeral homes (even when a funeral is not taking place), lively
interactions at a wedding reception, low-key interactions in a library, and respectful interactions in
a doctor’s office.

Physical settings can influence a person’s generalized expectations in ongoing relationships, as is
the case in long-distance relationships (i.e., those in which couple members see each other less than
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they would otherwise because they are separated by a large physical distance). The general shared
expectation about long-distance relationships is that they are doomed to failure. One study reported
that 66% of individuals in a long-distance relationship believed that the average long-distance relation-
ship would end within a year (Helgeson, 1994). Why continue in a relationship that is expected to fail?
Trust, which is an expectation about whether a partner will be caring, responsive, and faithful (see Hol-
mes & Rempel, 1989), is a key factor in any relationship, but it is particularly important in long-distance
relationships. Some individuals may be less likely to venture into a long-distance relationship because
they are insecure and unable to trust others, or because they had negative past experiences in similar
situations, making the prospect of a long-distance relationship much less likely. Other individuals are
more secure and trusting of others and have strong desires to make a relationship work.

Physical settings and objects may also influence a person’s more specific expectations when ini-
tiating a relationship. For example, a “first date” at a country club social function is likely to elicit a
different set of anticipated interactions than one at a bikini mud-wrestling match. Whether or not
these interactions are satisfying will by affected by past experiences and other factors that weigh into
one’s CL; a person who has had bad (or perhaps boring) experiences at country clubs may feel more
satisfied when the partner departs from the formal club traditions, and a woman who has come to
see bikini mud wrestling as a new form of free feminine expression may take pleasure in knowing
her partner likes the sport.

Social influences on interaction expectations abound. Research has shown peers can directly
affect one’s standard for appropriate behavior in relationships (i.e., one’s CL) and one’s standard
for remaining in a relationship (i.e., one’s CL,;,). For example, friends have opinions about others’
relationships (Agnew, Loving, & Drigotas, 2001), and these opinions may influence whether a rela-
tionship continues or ends (Etcheverry & Agnew, 2004; Felmlee, 2001; Lehmiller & Agnew, 2006).
At a broader social level, fraternities and sororities set norms for what is considered appropriate
versus inappropriate behavior for those who just joined the group (“pledges”) and thus are in the
early stages of establishing relationships; norms for them differ from norms for established members
(Keltner, Young, Heerey, Oemig, & Monarch, 1998). Merely being a member of certain social groups
may influence generalized expectations about the types of interactions one has. For example, merely
being a member of a sorority or fraternity has been shown to increase the likelihood of dating,
as compared with nonmembers (Whitbeck & Hoyt, 1991). Similarly, being affiliated with religious
groups that set restrictions on their members can influence expectations about appropriate behav-
iors and even appropriate partners, namely, those with the appropriate values. We speculate that the
vast number of Internet chat groups that have emerged in the last decade may influence what chat
members seek in a partner and what expectations they have about interactions.

In summary, expectations figure prominently in the mental state a person has upon entering a
situation. In the next section, we consider the situational and personal underpinnings that explain
interaction behaviors. Interdependence theory provides an account of the process by which some
behaviors make their way into an interaction but others do not.

INTERACTION: THE ROLE OF SITUATIONS AND PERSONAL MOTIVES

“Interaction is a function of the Situation, Person A, and Person B” (Kelley et al., 2003). This seem-
ingly straightforward statement is a major premise of interdependence theory, so we elaborate on its
meaning with respect to relationship initiation.

The Given Situation

Theoretical Background What is meant by “the Situation” in the statement above? The situ-
ation (also referred to as the “given matrix” by Kelley and Thibaut, 1978, and the “geo-behavioral
environment” by Kelley, 1991) has been defined as having two components.
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One component is the environment in which two interaction partners find themselves (the “geo-
graphic environment”; Kelley, 1991). The environment refers to the physical setting (i.e., the immedi-
ate space within which an interaction takes place, the objects within immediate reach that may be
of use to the interaction partners, and primes or objects that bring to mind specific ideas, such as
posters, music, bookshelves, guns, and other symbols) as well as the social setting (e.g., the type of
social event, knowledge of the typical social behaviors for that social event, and the actual or implied
presence of known or unknown others).

The second component of the given situation concerns what one can refer to as the generic
qualities of interaction partners: their generalized characteristics at the time of interaction (i.e.,
their current mental and physical states, broadly speaking), how most people of a particular social
group would approach the given interaction in light of their physical abilities (e.g., being able to move
around freely, and being capable of given physical tasks), and generally shared assumptions that have
been acquired through basic learning processes (e.g., carrying more things is more onerous than
carrying fewer things, being around happy people is more pleasant than being around sad people,
and a $10 bill is better to have than a $1 bill). Although people vary in their basic physical abilities
and generally shared assumptions, the important distinction to be made is that these personal char-
acteristics are ones that a person brings to any interpersonal interaction, not ones that are unique or
tailored to the given interaction.

To illustrate the given situation and other interdependence concepts, we will refer to a hypo-
thetical example of relationship initiation. This example involves Mike and Mona, two college stu-
dents in a typical midsize college town in the United States. They do not know each other, but they
separately show up at a bar that is populated by other college students, and they happen to sit next
to each other. They are each there with friends; Mike’s friends brought Mike with the hope that he
could forget about his recent breakup by “hooking up” with someone (see Paul, Wenzel, & Harvey,
this volume); that is, they anticipated he would have a single-occurrence sexual encounter in which
there would be no expectations of emotional intimacy. Mona’s friends were having their weekly
“girls’ night out,” in which they go to a social setting with the purpose of enjoying each other’s com-
pany. In the course of an hour, Mike and Mona each had several drinks, the lights dimmed, and the
bar became extremely crowded. At one point while making his way through the crowded bar, Mike
accidentally bumped into Mona and spilled his bloody Mary on her white shirt.

This given situation can be described in terms of the environment defined above. From an inter-
dependence standpoint, some of the relevant aspects of the physical and social setting include the
following: Mike and Mona are in a bar populated by other college students in a social setting, where
a typical behavior is to meet others; the music is not too loud, making it possible to talk; they are
drinking alcohol, which may have the effect of lowering their inhibitions; Mike causes an accident
that forces the issue of whether they will make contact with one another; and the presence of their
friends makes it ambiguous whether they are at the bar to meet others or to enjoy a bar environment
with their friends, without the goal of meeting others.

A more formal interdependence analysis would involve representing this (or any) given situation
in terms of possible responses by Mike and Mona, as well as the outcomes attached to different
behavior options in the given situation. One attaches specific outcomes to Mike and Mona’s potential
responses by assuming they each have no concern for the other, and without considering their unique
hopes, concerns, or considerations that might ensue in the interaction. As such, when Mike spills his
drink on Mona, the outcomes represented in the given situation are those that a reasonable, typi-
cal, peer college student would make, ignoring potential interaction hopes or considerations. Mike’s
choices at this juncture may be to pretend the spill did not happen and ignore Mona, acknowledge
the spill but make no overtures to amend the situation, take responsibility for the spill and make
some amends, or a variation of these options. Ignoring any social or interaction considerations (e.g.,
“She’s attractive, and I hate to do this to her,” “If T ignore her, she may spill her drink on me to get
me back,” and “The Tight” thing to do is to apologize”), the most rational behavior for a person who
has no concern for the other (i.e., the behavior with the highest outcome) is to ignore the situation
and not be hassled by the accident; making amends may be the most costly behavior.
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So far, we have provided a simplified description of a hypothetical situation by describing some
(but not all) of the factors relevant to the given situation. Interdependence theory provides a sophis-
ticated set of ideas for analyzing given situations, which we only briefly mention here (see Kelley et
al., 2003, or Rusbult and Van Lange, 2003, for a more detailed description). It suggests that there
are a few key characteristics or properties that are most relevant for understanding and predicting
the interactions that are likely to take place in a given situation.

One set of properties concerns the pattern of outcomes for different response options and the
ways in which partners affect each other’s outcomes (namely, whether they strongly versus weakly
affect each other, whether they share preferences for certain behavior or instead differ in their pref-
erences, whether a person’s outcomes are a function of his or her own behavior versus the partner’s
behavior versus their coordinated behavior, and whether each affects the other to a similar degree
or instead one affects the other more; see Kelley et al., 2003, Sections 2.3 to 2.5). A second set of
properties concerns whether both persons are aware of, and can communicate about, the outcome
patterns at hand (see “information conditions” in Kelley et al., 2003). A third set of properties con-
cerns the temporal and sequential order of two persons’ actions (whether the situation is such that
either could respond at any time, both could or must respond simultaneously, or they must take turns
responding; see “response conditions” in Kelley et al., 2003). These are particular features that dif-
ferentiate situations in ways that matter for interactions.

On their own and without knowledge of interdependence concepts, laypeople frequently (albeit
not always) differentiate situations on the basis of some of these features. Even people unlikely to use
the interdependence term unilateral dependence are familiar with situations in which one person
“has the upper hand”; without formal knowledge of “response conditions,” many people can recog-
nize the meaning of failing to get a return phone call from a potential suitor; partners can recognize
when they both tend to enjoy doing the same kinds of things, without labeling it correspondence
of outcomes; and people intrinsically know which relationships affect them a lot and which affect
them very little, without making references to specific “levels of dependence” in different relation-
ships. Failing to detect key characteristics of situations—for example, that one is more affected by
the partner’s behavior than the partner is affected by one’s behavior—is likely to be maladaptive, as
partners will not be aware of the positives that are afforded in a given situation and may fall prey to
costly interactions (Kelley et al., 2003, p. 8).

What is the nature of relationship initiation situations? Initiating intimate relationships fre-
quently poses a dilemma between wanting to seek greater closeness yet having to take the risk
inherent in revealing relatively personal information (Murray, 2005). Getting too close too fast may
raise the desire to maintain autonomy. As such, “at early stages of relationship development, part-
ners may alternate between selecting situations characterized by closeness and interdependence
versus selecting situations characterized by autonomy and independence” (Kelley et al., 2003, p.
442). Situations in which partners seek more closeness reflect a shift in the properties of a situation,
from one characterized by affecting each other’s outcomes very little (i.e., more independent) to one
characterized by being affected more (i.e., more interdependent). Partners may avoid situations that
elicit differences in what they prefer to do (i.e., noncorrespondent outcomes) rather than highlight
similarities (i.e., correspondent outcomes). Moreover, recently initiated relationships are likely to
face issues of each partner having incomplete information about each other or about the future
prospects of their relationship. Indeed, partners face substantial uncertainty in the early stages of
intimacy (Solomon & Knobloch, 2001).

The Given Situation as Defined by Social Network Members and Physical Fea-
tures It seems obvious that many situations are created, and others avoided, at the behest of social
network members. Family members, peers, and other members of one’s network repeatedly define
the interaction situations one might face. As one example, parents of young children may put effort
into arranging “play dates” with children whom they can coach toward positive interactions (Pettit,
Brown, Mize, & Lindsey, 1998). Later in life, parents may attempt to disrupt the romantic involve-
ments of their teenaged children when they do not like or approve of the partner (Dowdy & Kliewer,
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1998); their teenagers may conceal information regarding a romantic partner from their parents that
they believe may lead to negative impressions (Baxter & Widenmann, 1993). Even the mere sugges-
tion of repercussions from one’s network may be enough to direct the new situations one seeks with
a relationship partner. For example, the mere possibility that a couple’s friendships may be disrupted
may be enough to keep the couple’s relationship intact (Milardo, 1986).

More specific to relationship initiation, arranging a child’s marriage is still practiced in a number
of cultures (Malhotra, 1991; Netting, 2006; Quinn, 1993). Typically parents select mates for their
children with little or no input from the children themselves. In this way, parents directly influence
with whom one will marry and thus have spousal interactions. At a broader level, religious institu-
tions frequently influence the specific type of relationship initiation situation one faces, organizing
highly structured social functions that encourage meeting potential dating partners. In light of atti-
tudes opposing interfaith dating (Marshall & Markstrom-Adams, 1995), many recent “speed-dating”
programs are sponsored by religious institutions so as to spark relationships among same-faith part-
ners (visit, for example, http:/www.offlinespeeddating.com). As another example, fundamentalist
Christian groups in the United States that oppose homosexuality will frequently have programs for
gay men to “reprogram” them so that they become heterosexual (Harvey, 1987), although there is
little to no evidence that such “reparative” therapies work (see Haldeman, 1994). As such, these pro-
grams attempt to directly influence which relationships will not be initiated as well as which will.

What may be less obvious are the physical features of given situations that direct subsequent
behavior (cf. Roger Barker’s concept of a “behavior setting”; Barker, 1978). In general, people give
little thought to how a physical setting might influence social interaction; if any influence is acknowl-
edged, the physical setting is considered the mere background in which interactions take their own
course. However, on occasion, the physical setting strongly imposes itself on social interaction. To
illustrate this point, Kelley used the example of strangers who find themselves sitting next to each
other on an airplane and must share the armrest (Kelley et al., 2003, pp. 338-342). They immedi-
ately become interdependent insofar as they each may affect the other’s experience (e.g., each might
make the other physically uncomfortable, each can interrupt the other’s reading, and one may have
to get up and thus must ask the other to move). This presents a physical constraint that directly influ-
ences the given situation.

Past research confirms that the physical setting can heavily influence the immediate situation
in which initial interactions occur. There are even physical objects that infuse a situation with par-
ticular meaning and direct behavior uniformly across individuals. For example, early research by
Berkowitz (1968) demonstrated how guns may bring to mind (or prime) an aggressive context; in one
study, participants who interacted in a lab experiment in the presence (versus absence) of a hand-
gun became more aggressive. Another study found that prior exposure to a business-related object
(such as a briefcase) led participants to behave more competitively (Kay, Wheeler, Bargh, & Ross,
2004). What is particularly interesting about these research examples is that physical characteris-
tics (in this case, a handgun and a briefcase) elicited a response to the given situation, and yet their
heavy-handed effect was beyond the awareness of the participants. The general finding that objects
and situations can act as cognitive and behavioral primes has become a hallmark of modern social
psychological theory and research (Bargh & Chartrand, 2000).

The physical properties of a given situation may direct the course of close relationships. New col-
lege roommates must share a small dorm room and thus face immediate decisions about how to man-
age their physical space. They must also contend with differences in their individual personalities and
propensities to get along with others (e.g., their respective levels of agreeableness may contribute to
initial and sustained liking; Graziano & Eisenberg, 1997). However, research on naval recruits suggests
(Altman, Taylor, & Wheeler, 1971) that, beyond these physical and personal constraints, what may be
most likely to influence whether they have an amicable or contentious relationship is what they make
of the situation, as we discuss in the next section. The physical constraints test their ability to set rules
for use of the space and for their interactions, issues that involve taking into account the broader rela-
tionship (e.g., they must be around each other for many months, and cooperative roommate relation-
ships are easier to manage than conflictive ones). Although such broader considerations may ultimately
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direct the course of the relationship (as we discuss in the next section), the given situation also exerts a
direct influence in that it creates circumstances that make possible broader considerations; were new
roommates living in individual rooms connected by a shared suite, their interaction considerations,
resultant rules, and actions from that point forward might take a very different course. Couples who
move into the same household face similar constraints; newlywed husbands in particular are more
distressed shortly after moving in together than later (Kurdek, 1991).

Having described the concept of a given situation, we now turn to analyzing behavioral responses
to the given situation. The interdependence concept relevant to analyzing the process leading up to
actual behavior is that of transforming a situation (Kelley et al., 2003; also referred to as “transfor-
mation of motivation” in Kelley, 1979, 1991; Kelley & Thibaut, 1978).

Transforming a Given Situation and Resulting Behavior

Theoretical Background How do the interaction partners respond to the given situation?
For example, what does Mike do immediately after he spills his drink on Mona? His response may
remain in the realm of the given situation. Specifically, he may not have noticed he spilled his drink
and do nothing, thus demonstrating a lack of awareness of the given situation. Alternatively, he may
have noticed he spilled the drink but choose not to be responsive to the broader social or interper-
sonal situation, and instead act on the basis of the given situation; as such, he may walk away, acting
on the immediate urge of a person who does not consider Mona’s circumstances or what he may want
to achieve in the given situation.

Mike’s response moves beyond the given situation once he considers Mona and how he will coor-
dinate his behavior with her to achieve his interaction goals. He may recognize the immediate urge
to walk away but instead take a moment to reflect on the broader normative and interpersonal con-
siderations surrounding his blunder. If he considers social norms, he might be inclined to apologize;
doing nothing becomes an aversive (low-outcome) option because social norms would lead him to
perceive himself (and for others to perceive him) as a louse. If he is generally selfish in social interac-
tions with strangers and he brings this generalized tendency to bear here, he may consider whether
he is likely to see Mona again. If he is, the most attractive option may be to do the minimum so that
she will not treat him badly in the future; if he is not likely to see her again, he may walk away. If
Mike derives satisfaction from knowing he is a particularly selfless person—that is, he has a motive
to be selfless—he may apologize, help Mona clean up, give her money to pay for the shirt, and offer
to pay for a cab so that she may go home and change her clothes. If Mike considers his friends’ efforts
to make him forget his recent breakup by having a one-night stand—that is, he is motivated to heed
his friends” expectations, directly falling prey to peer influence—he may not only apologize but also
seize the opportunity to get to know her better with the hope of hooking up with her. The main point
is that the given situation provides an immediate context or backdrop for an interaction. The actual
response (vis-a-vis the situation) is the forefront of interaction. Either a person acts in the realm of
the given situation (Mike walks away) or comes to see the situation in a new way that allows one to
invoke broader social considerations and interaction goals.!

Whereas the given situation is defined in terms of behavioral choices and outcomes that are
determined by factors external to the specific relationship itself, actual behavior frequently reflects
what persons make of the given situation in light of their social and interpersonal considerations
(Kelley et al., 2003; Kelley & Thibaut, 1978, pp. 16-17). Importantly, these considerations are highly
individualized, more so than the given situation reactions of a generic person void of any concerns
for the interaction partner (as reflected in reactions based on the given situation). As Kelley (1991)
reflected on why he and John Thibaut developed the concept of transforming the situation, he wrote,
“Thibaut and I were led to introduce this transformation step by the growing evidence (and obvious
fact) that different subclasses of people act in consistently different ways in the same given [situa-
tion]” (p. 223).2 People act in different ways because they typically do take into account where they
stand with another person and have individualized motives, attitudes, and behavioral tendencies that
they bring to bear in situations.
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We have suggested that the situation as well as personal interaction motives or social consider-
ations are crucial causal factors directing interpersonal behavior. The key elements to the analysis of
behavior are the given situation, the interactants” actual behavior, and the intermediary psychologi-
cal process that involves transforming the situation by reflecting on broader social and interpersonal
considerations. Which element is most important? In most cases, all are necessary considerations in
predicting behavior, but none can sufficiently account for behavior in the absence of the others. The
situation plays a causal role in what interaction partners do; if the situation were different, the inter-
action that ensues would likely be different (or possibly not occur at all). However, behavior is only
partly attributable to the given situation, and largely attributable to what a specific person makes of
the given situation. As Kelley (Kelley et al., 2003) suggested, “[TThe behavior cannot be explained
simply by the ‘psychophysical” or given situation, but requires an attribution to a ‘social person’™ (p.
75; cf. Parks, 2007, p. 59). The social person reinterprets the current situation in light of his or her
interaction goals, assessing which behavioral option would be most consistent with those goals.

In this way, behaviors based on transforming the given situation reflect the social aspects or
“social personality” of a person (Kelley et al., 2003, p. 75). The more a specific behavior departs
from given situation choices, the more the behavior reflects unique aspects of a particular individual
(Kelley, 1991). For example, if Mike apologizes so as to conform to social norms, he would have
transformed the given situation in ways that many people would have, and this would not say much
about him as a person; a cad might use the situation to “help” Mona clean her shirt and seize the
opportunity to touch her breast, an even bigger departure from an expected response but not among
a subset of people seeking sexual contact; and if Mike is instantly attracted to Mona in ways that
other men have never been, he might apologize profusely in an effort to see her again, a response
that would convey a lot about Mike as a person. Thus, immediate responses to the spill vary in how
much they communicate things about Mike individually. The same holds for what transpires after
the spill. There is a possibility that Mike and Mona interact further, and Mona asks Mike if he would
like to come with her to her apartment but he declines, stating he would like to take her out on a
formal date another night. His decline of her invitation and request to see her again would reflect a
sharp departure from expected behavior in the given situation; as such, his behavior would reveal
much about his personal goal in this specific relationship and very little about the situation at hand,
his general approach to relationships, or generalized norms and values. The more a behavior departs
from what might be expected given the situation, the social norms, the general type of interaction,
or even what generally occurs in a particular relationship, the more that behavior provides rich infor-
mation about specialized motives driving a person. (Of course, some norms are specific to certain
groups rather than generally shared, such as perceiving that certain types of partner violence are
acceptable; see Capezza & Arriaga, in press.)

Influence of Social Network Members on Interaction Motives  Just as network members
influence how a given situation is defined, they also influence the motives one invokes in an interac-
tion. For example, although parents deter their children’s risky and deviant behaviors by monitoring
them, they also teach their children how to respond to such situations by invoking considerations of
what is “right,” thereby preempting deviant behavior (e.g., Dishion & Kavanagh, 2003). People may
also be directed toward the “right” relationships. In one study, individuals in relationships expe-
rienced less uncertainty about their romantic partners and were less likely to break up when they
communicated more often with their partners’ family and friends, and received greater support for
their romantic relationship from their own family and friends (Parks & Adelman, 1983).

Research on the influence of a “third party”—a common friend or acquaintance—also exempli-
fies how interactions may follow the influence of social network members. A third party may bring
together two individuals and jump-start their relationship using various direct and indirect strate-
gies (Parks, 2007). The two individuals are usually aware of the third party’s efforts to join them.
Thus, one of their interaction goals may be to please (or at least appease) the third party. Research
suggests that two individuals are more likely to pursue a dating relationship when third parties bring
them together than without third-party intervention (Parks, 2007).
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Often the influence of others on one’s interaction motives is implied, rather than direct. For
example, members of high-status sororities and fraternities on average spend less money on dates
than members of low-status ones (Whitbeck & Hoyt, 1991); it stands to reason that high-status
members are not all acting on the basis of the given situation, but rather on the basis of directly or
indirectly communicated norms defined by their peers that low-status others should have to pay
to be on a date with them. Harris and Kalbfleisch (2000) demonstrated that the primary deterrent
reported to beginning an interracial relationship was the perception that others would disapprove
of the union. In this study, participants’ fear of disapproval not only was limited to social network
members (i.e., family and friends) but also extended to fear of disapproval in the workplace as well as
by strangers. This finding suggests that when interracial interactions occur with a potential partner,
as they often might on college campuses and other settings that bring together people from different
backgrounds, some students may respond based merely on the anticipated or even implied reactions
of others.

Influence of a Situation’s Physical Properties on Interaction Motives Earlier we
provided several examples of how given situations may be strongly influenced by physical proper-
ties. For example, one may have to share an armrest on an airplane. The key question is, What do
people make of the physical properties in the given situation? One or both may act solely on the
basis of the given situation and attempt to hoard the armrest for the entire flight. More typically
(but not always), the two people will assess the situation. As Kelley noted (Kelley et al., 2003),
each quickly takes into account the other person and thus begins to consider likely interaction
motives. Each would likely develop expectations about the other’s “dispositions” based on the
other’s appearance, nonverbal behavior, and general stereotypes, and each would anticipate how
the other will respond based on expectations.

Past research confirms that people consider, and act on, the broader interaction implications of
a given situation with salient physical properties. Early research by Altman (Altman & Haythorn,
1967; Altman, Taylor, & Wheeler, 1971) revealed how effective (versus ineffective) use of space
directed the quality of an ongoing interaction. Altman et al. (1971) studied naval recruits. They cre-
ated a given situation highly infused with physical constraints by simulating an isolation mission in
which pairs of men spent 8 days in confined quarters that were described as austere (bunks, a table,
two chairs, a file cabinet, task equipment, a lamp, a refrigerator, a chemical toilet, and basic living
supplies); the men lived on a survival-ration diet. The data suggested that men differed in what
they made of the situation. Compared to those who could not complete the mission, those who did
were more proactive in establishing rules about their social interactions and physical setting; more
specifically, they were more likely to establish daily routines, which directly affected the extent and
nature of their interactions, and they were more likely to designate use of a particular bed, chair, side
of the table, and other physical objects.

There may be very subtle physical properties of a situation that trigger thoughts about the rela-
tionship at hand. In the context of relationship initiation, Dutton and Aron (1974) induced varying
physiological states in male participants to examine what a person makes of an arousing versus non-
arousing situation. Following an arousal manipulation, participants interacted with a female research
assistant. When aroused by having to stand on a high, rickety bridge (versus a nonfrightening bridge),
participants transformed a nonromantic interaction into one affording romantic interests.

People actively use physical settings to reflect their personality and thus channel how others
might interact with them. Individuals who reside in a particular setting organize decorations and
personalize the setting in ways that convey their individual dispositions to others (Gosling, Ko,
Mannarelli, & Morris, 2002). Posters or color schemes frequently are used to decorate a bedroom,
and they also convey personal likes and dislikes as well as how a person wants to be perceived by
others. Indeed, others may form impressions of that person based on the physical setting. One study
revealed that the cleanliness of a person’s apartment led to various impressions of that individual’s
personality such that poor housekeepers received lower ratings of agreeableness, conscientiousness,
and intelligence (Harris & Sachau, 2005).
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Couple members similarly organize their physical settings to convey aspects of their “couple-
hood.” Altman (Altman, Brown, Staples, & Werner, 1992) used the term placemaking to capture
ways that a couple’s home communicates to others something about the couple. For example, couple
members may display photographs of them together, rather than photographs of them apart, to con-
vey they are a unit. In addition to communicating to others, home objects may remind the couple
members themselves of a special occasion or moment in their lives together (Arriaga et al., 2004).
These objects may have no meaning to others, but they hold special meaning for the couple and act
as behavioral cues. Even a token gift at the early stages of a relationship can take on special meaning
if the partners anticipate a committed, long-lasting relationship.

Are there relationship dispositions that guide couple members™ interaction behaviors and
that may be reflected in physical objects? By relationship dispositions, we are referring to those
stable tendencies that develop over the course of interaction that are dyadic in nature, such
as trust and commitment (Agnew, Van Lange, Rusbult, & Langston, 1998; Arriaga & Agnew,
2001; Holmes & Rempel, 1989). Recent research by Lohmann, Arriaga, and Goodfriend (2003)
revealed that couples” physical settings map onto their relationship-specific dispositions (as
would be suggested by an interdependence analysis). In their study, couple members living
together (married or cohabitating) were visited in their home; once in separate rooms, one com-
pleted a questionnaire tapping various relationship characteristics, and the other went to the
room in their home where they entertain others and answered questions regarding their favorite
objects in the room and the objects they wanted visitors to notice. Controlling for relationship
duration, couple members with a greater percentage of favorite and other-oriented objects that
were acquired together (as opposed to acquired individually) reported feeling closer to their
partner, having better relationship functioning, and having higher levels of commitment. Thus,
holding constant relationship duration, couple members who were more motivated to keep the
relationship intact resided in physical settings that were more “couple focused” (as compared
with “individual focused”).

Long-distance relationships provide another example in which the physical setting imposes itself
on interaction behaviors. For couple members in long-distance relationships, communication often
takes place either over the telephone or on a computer. As such, the immediate physical space for
these interactions is not a shared space. In this situation, the objects within each couple member’s
space may take on more meaning because they are used as reminders of the partner and the relation-
ship. For example, photographs from a special occasion or gifts from one’s partner are likely to serve
an important function in helping to maintain the sense of closeness despite the physical distance
between two partners.

Distinguishing a Given Situation versus Transformed Responses How can those
observing an interaction tell the difference between a given situation response versus a response that
occurred after transforming the given situation? Indeed, Mike generally may be a selfish person, and
as such, he might take into account broader considerations and still walk away, a response that would
be indistinguishable from acting on the basis of the given situation.

There are several ways to differentiate given situations versus transformed responses. One is to
assess the extent to which a response deviated from normative patterns of behavior. As stated above,
significant deviation from what one might expect another to do may be seen as a telltale sign of a
response that is tailored to an individual’s specific goals or concerns (e.g., Mike declining Mona’s
invitation to her apartment and asking her out for another night).

A second, related way is to assess whether a response differs from immediate self-interest;
many do. In committed relationships, partners frequently transform a situation in which their
and their partner’s preferences are at odds by forgoing self-interest and responding in ways that
further promote a strong commitment (Rusbult, Olsen, Davis, & Hannon, 2001). Committed part-
ners also tend to think and reveal their thinking about their relationship to others in increasingly
pluralistic ways (e.g., in terms of we and us as opposed to me and she or he; Agnew & Etcheverry,
2006; Agnew et al., 1998). In competitive relationships or others that reward self-interest, partners

207



208

XIMENA B. ARRIAGA, CHRISTOPHER R. AGNEW, NICOLE M. CAPEZZA, AND JUSTIN J. LEHMILLER

frequently transform a given competitive situation in ways that not only benefit themselves (a self-
interested response) but also are costly to the partner (for example, by maximizing the difference
in one’s outcomes).

However, there may still be cases where two responses “look” the same (e.g., Mike walking
away), but one is based on the given situation (e.g., it was in Mike’s immediate self-interest to ignore
broader considerations), whereas another is based on transforming the given situation (e.g., Mike
considered what “makes sense” in the situation; he inferred it unlikely that he would see Mona
again; and as a selfish person, he dreaded having to make amends, so he walked away). When given
situation responses and transformed responses are indistinguishable, one way to differentiate them
is based on their timing: Responses based on the given situation are faster than those that take into
account broader considerations, presumably because consideration of broader aspects of a situation
requires additional cognitive processing time (Yovetich & Rusbult, 1994). Although different reac-
tion times may be difficult to detect in everyday interaction, Yovetich and Rusbult demonstrated how
lab settings provide a controlled context in which measuring reaction times is not only feasible but
also telling of given versus transformed responses.

Continuing Interactions As individuals (Person A and Person B) respond to a given situ-
ation, the interaction does not stop there. Each person’s response creates a new given situation
for the other, and subsequent responses form the basis of an ongoing interaction. For example,
if Mona suggests to Mike that they go to her apartment and Mike invokes his specific interaction
goal by declining her invitation and suggesting they go out on a formal date, this poses a new
given situation for Mona in which she can invoke her own goals for the interaction. In weighing
whether to accept versus decline Mike’s date invitation, the immediate choice that involves little
consideration beyond the given situation is to accept; she can change her mind later, she can
accept his offer so as to obtain an evening of entertainment at no cost, she can avoid the possible
cost of rejecting someone, and so on. However, if, for example, she suffers from low self-esteem,
she may imagine that Mike will regret asking her out on a date and deem her to be an unworthy
relationship partner; she may decline in anticipation of his rejection of her. Alternatively, she
may be interested in Mike and motivated to see him again, and her past experiences in relation-
ships may have led her to develop a relatively secure attachment style (see Creasey & Jarvis,
this volume); she may be inclined to explore this opportunity with Mike and graciously accept
his offer.

Over time, individuals who repeatedly interact with each other invoke the same interaction
goals. They face many situations that are similar to each other, and transform them in typical
ways. As such, they develop expectations about interactions with a specific partner, expecta-
tions that differ from the ones we described earlier. Our initial analysis of expectations involved
generalized expectations about interacting with others; they are less fine-tuned than expecta-
tions that emerge from repeated interactions with a specific partner in a specific relationship.
As a couple with established expectations and interaction patterns comes across new situations
(as all inevitably do), they use their established expectations to guide their behavior in the new
situation. For example, Mona and Mike may establish a steady romantic relationship based on
each wanting to be a caring, loving partner to the other. When a new situation arises with the
potential for conflict—perhaps Mike’s friends make surprise plans to take him out on the same
night he had planned a date with Mona—Mike may be initially tempted to go with his friends
but then explain to them that he is not available, and Mona might even expect (albeit appreciate)
this response from Mike as she applies her expectations based on his past relationship-focused
acts to this new situation.

We have described how interaction is a function of the Situation, Person A, and Person B (Kelley
et al., 2003), in which Persons A and B exert their effects by bringing to bear their individual per-
spectives and motives. (If they fail to do this and act on the given situation, then interaction becomes
largely a function of the situation.)> We now describe how each person makes attributions about his
or her interaction partner.
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INTERACTION AND INFERRING PARTNER MOTIVES

Behaviors convey information about the interaction partners” personal motives for the interaction
and/or relationship. In inferring motives of people one does not know well, it is common to rely on
expectations or stereotypes for a given situation. For example, when Mona asked Mike whether he
would like to go to her apartment, the common expectation for college students in that particular
setting would be that he would agree to go with her (see Paul et al., this volume). If Mike declines
her request and instead suggests they make date plans for another night, he provides a response from
which she can begin to infer Mike’s personal motives; clearly, he is not interested in a short-term
sexual relationship. In short, personal motives can more readily be inferred when a person’s behavior
stands in contrast to what would have been expected in a situation.

The process of inferring a partner’s motives is not without its pitfalls. One potential pitfall occurs
frequently in the onset of new relationships: It becomes impossible to infer partner motives on the
basis of a single interaction (Kelley et al., 2003, p. 74). Mona simply has not observed Mike in enough
situations to ascertain his exact motives; she can rule out his interest in an immediate, short-term,
sexual interaction, but she cannot establish his exact motive beyond that, such as whether he is inter-
ested in a long-term relationship with her, whether he is morally opposed to sexual relationships,
whether he is strategically positioning himself as a “nice guy” but really has ulterior motives incon-
sistent with such a label, whether he prefers sexual relationships with men rather than women, and
so on. The attribution analysis suggested here—conditions under which one can identify a specific
motive—has been described more formally in several attribution theories (see Reeder, this volume).
Situations pertaining to relationship initiation are saturated with instances in which partners lack
information about each other and thus are limited in the motives they can accurately infer about
each other. The “speed-dating” situation described by Eastwick and Finkel (this volume) is one
particularly vivid example. Only over time can partners attain a level of certainty about each others’
motives that serves to sustain their relationship (Arriaga, Reed, Goodfriend, & Agnew, 2006).

Another pitfall in inferring partner motives is that not all given situations are good vehicles for this
(Kelley, 1979, pp. 142-145; Kelley & Thibaut, 1978, pp. 222-223). Some situations call for behaviors
that reflect clear social norms. For example, in U.S. culture, it is common (albeit paternalistic) for the
men to pay for expenses incurred on a date, particularly at the onset of a relationship. It is also norma-
tive (though increasingly less common) for the men to hold open doors for the women. These situations
do not provide an opportunity to infer specific motives held by a person. In contract, situations in which
there is a direct conflict of interest between two people may be particularly telling (see “diagnostic situ-
ations” in Holmes & Rempel, 1989)—what benefits one person hurts the other, and vice versa. When
a person responds to these situations by acting on self-interest, it remains ambiguous whether the per-
son was doing what many people would do or was revealing a unique tendency to be a self-interested
person. However, when a person forgoes the urge to act on self-interest and instead acts in favor of the
partner’s interest, this suggests the selfless person specifically wants to be good to the partner.

Although there are pitfalls in attempting to draw inferences when a relationship is just being
established, these pitfalls decline as the couple moves beyond the initiation stage. Over repeated
interactions, as one learns more about a partner’s behavior, it becomes easier to detect instances
in which the behavior is out of character for that situation or is perfectly consistent with his or her
character for that situation. As such, acts of uncharacteristic kindness or malice jump out from the
backdrop of ideographic knowledge about a partner’s behavioral tendencies (see Kelley, 1979, p. 228)
and suggest specific situations that strongly influence the partner’s behavior (that is, they influence
the partner enough that the partner suspends his or her more generalized motives).

COMPARISONS TO OTHER THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES

What can be gained from applying an interdependence analysis to understanding relationship
initiation, versus applying other theoretical frameworks? Interdependence theory provides a
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comprehensive account of many relationship processes, which is also the case with other theoretical
orientations (e.g., attachment theory; see Creasey & Jarvis, this volume). Here, we examined expec-
tations, interaction situations and behavior, and inferences relevant to relationship initiation, but
there other aspects of interpersonal processes that might also be explained with interdependence
theory (e.g., relationship maintenance behaviors, or ongoing conflicts).

Interdependence theory has been considered a theory of personality formation (see Kelley, 1983).
Where do personality traits, or “dispositions,” come from? Interdependence theory suggests that the
origins of personality dispositions lie in how people react to interpersonal situations over time (Kel-
ley, 1983). As Reis, Capobianco, and Tsai (2002) have noted, an interdependence approach stands
in contrast to personality approaches that emphasize the static dispositions of interaction partners
that change little over the course of personal interactions. What is gained from an interdependence
approach is greater precision in predicting how people react to specific interaction partners at spe-
cific junctures in their relationships with their partner.

Interdependence theory and attachment theory both advance explanations of how each interac-
tion partner’s interpersonal history comes into play in determining his or her respective behavior.
Attachment theory (see Hazan & Shaver, 1994) emphasizes past instances of the support versus
failed responsiveness of another on which one depends. However, other factors independent of
attachment processes may also define expectations, such as various individual differences (in addi-
tion to attachment style), relationship-specific goals, and more generalized social norms for a given
situation. Interdependence theory takes into account a history of being with others who are respon-
sive (or not) if this figures prominently in a person’s expectations about a current interaction, and
it also allows for other factors. Just as attachment theory accounts for how novel reassuring versus
distressing interactions may affect one’s attachment style, interdependence theory accounts for how
novel situations may affect one’s expectations in subsequent interactions.

In addition, like attachment theory, interdependence theory places emphasis on past experiences
in shaping expectations about anticipated or future interactions. The attachment theory concept of a
mental model and the interdependence theory concept of a comparison level both have expectations
at their core (Hazan & Shaver, 1994). Attachment theory tends to emphasize the general effect of
early childhood mental models on all adult caring relationships—including relationships with family
members, peers, and romantic partners. In contrast, interdependence theory suggests that expecta-
tions exert specific effects on specific interactions and relationships. For example, a person may have
one comparison level for initial dates with romantic partners and yet another for spending time with
a long-term partner. What is gained is greater precision in explaining variations in behaviors across
relationships—not all expectations are relevant.

We know of few theoretical perspectives that suggest how physical properties of a situation might
matter in predicting behavior. Evolutionary perspectives take into account the physical environment
in that people are presumed to have adapted to immediate environmental conditions (e.g., many
natives of western African regions are immune to malaria-infected mosquito bites as a result of
adapting to the physical environment). However, most evolutionary perspectives on romantic rela-
tionships seem to downplay the importance of the social context when it comes to initiating roman-
tic involvements. For instance, one of the main ideas behind sexual strategies theory (SST; Buss &
Schmitt, 1993) is that men and women have evolved different strategies when it comes to initiating
both short- and long-term sexual involvements. This explains general sex differences in behaviors rel-
evant to mating, but does not easily account for specific behaviors within a specific situation between
two partners, including initiation processes.

Interdependence theory can also be compared with other theoretical frameworks that describe
how perceived rewards and costs associated with interaction might influence behavior. Social
exchange theory (see Agnew & Lehmiller, in press; Homans, 1961) emphasizes the general role
that perceived cost-benefit ratios play in people’s social interactions and advances the hypothesis
that more favorable ratios lead to more satisfying and stable involvements. Social penetration theory
(Altman & Taylor, 1973) states that mutual self-disclosure is the key to developing intimate and sat-
isfying relationships. Drawing heavily on social exchange principles, however, this theory posits that
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the amount and type of personal information that one discloses depend upon the perceived rewards
and costs associated with revealing such information. Similarly, interdependence theory takes into
account the rewards and costs associated with a given social interaction. However, when it comes to
romantic relationships, people do not always act in self-centered ways (i.e., maximizing rewards and
minimizing costs). Rather, people may act altruistically or communally, knowing that their actions
may be costly to themselves but will ultimately be to the benefit of their partner and/or relationship.
Unlike most social exchange—based perspectives, interdependence theory can account for situations
in which partners do and do not act out of self-interest.

Finally, as is the case with many attribution theories that shed light on relationship initiation pro-
cesses (see Reeder, this volume), interdependence theory moves beyond an analysis focused on inter-
action per se and also emphasizes the inferences that each interaction partner draws about the other
over the course of the interaction. As such, this perspective fits squarely with those that emphasize
attribution processes in addition to behavior itself (e.g., Bradbury & Fincham, 1990). These infer-
ences shape expectations about the partner’s motives, expectations that influence whether future
interactions occur and what one anticipates getting from future interactions.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Interdependence theory stands to make unique contributions to theories of interpersonal behavior
in future research. Here, we highlight two ways in which future research may enrich a theoretical
understanding of relationship initiation. One concerns the outcomes associated with difficult given
situations. Situations vary in the extent to which partners want to do the same things or want to do
different things, and thus the extent to which one person has to give up what he or she wants for
the sake of the other person. Two couples in the relationship initiation stage may display similar
behaviors, but they may differ in what preceded their behaviors. For one couple, those behaviors
may have been preferred by both partners and thus come easily to them; they enjoy having similar
preferences and experience few conflicts. For the other, the behaviors may reflect a compromise,
where one person had to give up his or her own preferences for the sake of the other. How well
off will these two couples be? One might expect that the conflict-free couple will be more likely to
survive and the one with conflicting preferences would have “baggage” of past conflict. However,
the two couples will likely differ in the attributions they have made about their partners. The couple
members who had similar preferences may not give much thought to each other’s behavior; for the
other couple, the person who was able to do what he or she wanted will recognize the partner’s
sacrifice and make positive attributions about the partner (e.g., “He must really care for me because
he did what I wanted instead of what he wanted”). An important direction for future research is to
examine whether couples who successfully overcame differences at earlier moments, and thus had
more opportunities for positive partner attributions, are more likely to establish long-lasting, car-
ing relationships than couples who did not contend with such challenges (and thus, in theory, had
fewer opportunities for positive attributions). Although one might assume that couple members who
have less conflicting given preferences early in their relationship would have an easier path toward
establishing a lasting relationship, it could be argued that the absence of the positive attributions
that flow from the recognition of a partner’s sacrifice might actually jeopardize the relationship over
time. Exploring such provocative possibilities awaits future research.

The other direction for future research concerns examining whether a person’s behavior is pri-
marily directed by the physical and social properties of a given situation, or instead by one’s personal
motives. When situations are heavily defined by physical properties—such as being a naval recruit
in a confined space—there are normative pressures to react in specific ways. Although some people
may react in unexpected or highly individualized ways, many naval recruits would set up informal
rules governing each person’s territory, as noted above. Similarly, when situations are heavily defined
by social pressures from others beyond the relationship—such as not being interested in dating but
going on a blind date to appease a third-party friend—a person may limit interaction to small talk
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rather than disclose more personal information. In short, heavily constrained situations limit the
likelihood of highly personalized interactions and may stifle movement toward greater intimacy.
Comparing the situations that individuals face in the early stages of their relationship—the extent to
which they are highly constrained versus open to new directions and increased self-disclosure—may
predict whether, and the speed at which, a relationship moves to greater stages of intimacy (Reis &
Shaver, 1988). Such predictions rely on theoretically differentiating (and empirically partitioning)
the influence of a situation versus a person’s interaction motives.

FINAL THOUGHTS

Through the lens of interdependence theory, we have described the social and physical environments
in which relationships are initiated and sustained. Aspects of the social and physical environment
have clear, measurable, and strong impacts on the expectations partners have about interactions.
Moreover, these environmental factors influence not only the immediate situation in which interac-
tion partners find themselves but also the motives partners bring to the interaction as determined
by their respective backgrounds, goals, and adherence to broader social norms. It is our hope that
researchers interested in understanding the initiation of interpersonal relationships will recognize
both the complexities and the challenges inherent in the task. Grasping the true interdependencies
of social life is far from simple, yet it is crucial to forming a comprehensive understanding of the
onset and subsequent course of close relationships.
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NOTES

1. Readers familiar with Kurt Lewin’s seminal work on the life space might recognize that the idea of trans-
forming a given situation is similar to Lewin’s concept of “cognitively restructuring the field” (see Kelley,
1991, p. 223).

2. The idea that groups of people or individuals may vary in their interpretation of, and response to, a given
situation may seem obvious to social psychologists and others today. When it was proposed by Kelley and
Thibaut in 1978, however, it stood in sharp contrast to prevailing ideas borrowed from economic theo-
ries, namely, that individuals are rational beings who typically act in self-interested ways and thus act in
uniform ways to the same situation.

3. Readers may note that characteristics of a person enter the production of behavior at two different points.
There are person factors that influence how the given situation is defined; they are generic “preset” char-
acteristics that exist independently of interactions with others (such as one’s physical abilities and state).
These are distinct from person factors (Person A and Person B) defined as the unique interaction goals
(e.g., social norms, attachment style, trust, and commitment). See Kelley et al. (2003, sections 3.5 and
3.6) for a more complete discussion of this distinction.
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Speed-Dating
A Powerful and Flexible Paradigm for
Studying Romantic Relationship Initiation

PAUL W. EASTWICK and ELI J. FINKEL

ods available to them. Thankfully, new and generative methodological paradigms are frequently

born, often directly as a result of scientists” own ingenuity. Two prominent examples in psychol-
ogy include Thurstone’s (1928) insight that attitudes can be measured, a revelation that served as
the foundation for the myriad self-report measures in use today, and Byrne’s (1961) “bogus stranger”
experiment, which became one of the most enduring paradigms in the study of attraction. In other
cases, scientists have capitalized on the emergence of a new technology or some other product of
our evolving culture. For instance, as millions of people currently have access to the Internet, a mas-
sive participant pool is available for studies that choose to harness this resource (Fraley, 2004). We
have become increasingly enthusiastic about a promising methodological advance for researchers
interested in attraction and relationship initiation: a providential gift from popular singles’ culture
known as speed-dating.

Speed-dating was conceived by Rabbi Yaacov Deyo in the late 1990s as an efficient means for
Jewish singles in Los Angeles to meet one another. Since that time, it has rapidly become a fixture
of pop culture, spreading throughout metropolitan areas in the United States, Great Britain, and
Australia and recently emerging in nations as diverse as Japan and South Africa. In speed-dating,
individuals who are interested in meeting potential romantic partners pay to attend events (a typical
price in Chicago in 2008 was US$35) where they have a series of brief “dates” with other attendees.
Each date lasts a set number of minutes, though the duration will vary from event to event (typically
in the 3 to 8-minute range), as will the total number of dates. At the end of the evening, speed-daters
indicate (on either a short questionnaire or a website) whom they would (“yes”) or would not (“no”) be
interested in meeting again. The host of the speed-dating event then provides a means for mutually
interested parties to contact one another.

A speed-date bears little resemblance to a traditional, presumably longer date; instead, speed-
dating events are roughly analogous to parties, bars, or other social settings where single individuals
might hope to connect with other singles. Speed-dating possesses several unique advantages over
these alternatives, including (a) the assurance that the people one meets are (to some extent) roman-
tically available, (b) the fact that great confidence is not a prerequisite to approach the more desir-
able preferred-sex individuals present, and (c) the knowledge that any unpleasant dates will have a
mercifully quick end. Speed-dating is also a flexible concept; it has even been adapted for popula-
tions who generally disapprove of dating by allowing participants’ parents to chaperone the events

I n all areas of scientific inquiry, the ideas that researchers pursue are constrained by the meth-
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(MacFarquhar, 2006). For these reasons, thousands of people have turned to speed-dating as an
efficient and promising means of meeting new potential romantic partners.

Recently, researchers have begun to recognize the potential for speed-dating to reveal insights
about relationship initiation processes (e.g., Eastwick, Finkel, Mochon, & Ariely, 2007; Finkel, East-
wick, & Matthews, 2007; Fisman, Iyengar, Kamenica, & Simonson, 2006; Kurzban & Weeden, 2005).
Of course, when attraction research grew to prominence in the 1960s and 1970s, several ambitious
researchers indeed recognized the scientific value of studying participants’ impressions of real-life
dating partners. In these live dating studies, researchers set participants on an actual date, collected
impressions immediately after the date, and in some cases contacted participants later to see if any sub-
sequent dating had taken place. Most famous of these was the “computer dance” study conducted by
Elaine Hatfield (formerly Walster) and colleagues (Walster, Aronson, Abrahams, & Rottmann, 1966),
which is especially well cited for unearthing the large association between physical attractiveness and
romantic desirability. Even as recently as the 1990s, relationship scientists were generating new and
creative ways to study men and women on actual dates (e.g., Sprecher & Duck, 1994). Speed-dating
continues this tradition of live dating research, but also draws from the literature on “thin slices” of
behavior (Ambady & Rosenthal, 1992), which has demonstrated that individuals can make accurate
inferences about a target person after a very short observation of that target. For many research ques-
tions, therefore, it would not be necessary to send participants on full, evening-length dates; there
is good reason to believe that participants can make accurate judgments about a potential romantic
partner rather quickly. In this way, speed-dating satisfies scholars’ desire to understand romantic rela-
tionship initiation as it happens in real life while simultaneously maximizing data collection efficiency.

Elsewhere, we have provided a “rough-and-ready” manual that includes discussions of recruitment,
payment, possible institutional review board (IRB) concerns, and various methodological issues for
researchers who might wish to conduct their own speed-dating studies (Finkel et al., 2007). In this
chapter, we discuss in detail the myriad benefits that speed-dating can offer attraction and relationship
initiation research. We note how speed-dating takes advantage of several tried-and-true procedural
features already familiar to those who study attraction and close relationships; as a result, speed-dating
imports the strengths of these literatures and essentially provides a “greatest hits” compilation of meth-
ods to researchers who study relationship initiation. To further illustrate why we have become excited
about the potential of speed-dating to lead attraction research in new and generative directions, we
then present findings on a variety of topics—{rom ideal partner preferences to interracial romantic
desire—from the Northwestern Speed-Dating Study. Finally, we explore some potential limitations of
speed-dating methods and propose how they might be rectified in future research.

WHAT WOULD AN IDEAL PARADIGM FOR THE STUDY
OF RELATIONSHIP INITIATION LOOK LIKE?

Initial romantic attraction and early relationship development are complex processes that can be
understood only through diverse empirical investigations. Nevertheless, it is interesting to muse about
a comprehensive or ideal paradigm for the study of romantic relationship initiation. Given the lessons
of previous findings and the generative paradigms of past and present, what features would attraction
scholars in principle desire in an ideal empirical method? We describe eight features that would be
included in such an ideal method; later, we argue that speed-dating procedures (and straightforward
extensions thereof) can in principle incorporate all these ideal features, allowing investigators to address
a wide array of research questions relevant to initial attraction and early relationship development.

Eight Features of the Ideal Paradigm

1. Study Real Relationships with a Potential Future Relationships characterized by a
potential future (i.e., those that individuals hope or expect to persist) are qualitatively different from
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those with no possible future. One compelling illustration is provided by research comparing partici-
pants’ behavior during one-trial and iterated-trial prisoner’s dilemma games, research tools designed
to instill in participants conflicting motives to cooperate or compete. Although competitive behavior
dominates most single-trial games, complex interpersonal phenomena, including cooperation and
reciprocity, emerge during iterated games in which participants expect to interact with the same
partner repeatedly (Axelrod, 1984; Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Luce & Raiffa, 1957).

For logical reasons, close relationships researchers almost uniformly study relationships with a
future, and several important phenomena would likely have gone undetected if scholars had stud-
ied only relationships that were hypothetical or limited to the duration of a single experimental
session. One compelling example is research on the interpersonal nature of trust (e.g., Holmes &
Rempel, 1989; for a review, see Simpson, 2007). Although trust had previously been conceptualized
primarily as an individual difference, Holmes and Rempel argued that trust is best understood as
a product of an evolving relationship. Another construct that is central to relationships researchers
and is typically assessed within the context of an ongoing relationship is commitment (for a review,
see Rusbult, Olsen, Davis, & Hannon, 2001), which explicitly includes beliefs about the future of
the relationship (e.g., long-term orientation and an intent to persist). Intimacy (Laurenceau, Barrett,
& Pietromonaco, 1998; Reis & Shaver, 1988) is yet another key construct that grew to prominence
as researchers started to explore the relationships that genuinely held meaning and significance for
participants. Indeed, most contemporary research on romantic relationships takes place within the
context of ongoing relationships that participants hope or expect to persist.

Should attraction researchers similarly prioritize the study of relationships that have a potential
future? Although attraction research can certainly be generative and informative without assessing
participants’ responses to real-life potential romantic partners, there are several reasons to consider
such assessments to be a feature of the ideal attraction paradigm. Even at the most basic level, par-
ticipants pay much closer attention to strangers with whom they have a likely future than to strangers
with whom no such future is likely (Berscheid, Graziano, Monson, & Dermer, 1976). Furthermore,
participants show unique biases when they expect future interaction with someone. For example, a
recent study (Goodwin, Fiske, Rosen, & Rosenthal, 2002) found that participants successfully dis-
tinguished between the competent and incompetent work of an opposite-sex other with whom they
did not expect to interact. However, when participants anticipated that they would date the person
later in the week, they judged the work to be competent and coherent, regardless of its actual quality.
In addition, if participants are interacting with and reporting on individuals with whom they could
potentially form a relationship, it would likely increase the likelihood that participants will take the
experiment seriously and thereby provide valid and meaningful data. Attraction researchers can
therefore create a compelling paradigm by studying how participants evaluate real-life potential
partners, whether such fledgling couples meet in or out of a laboratory setting. In fact, the computer
dance study (Walster et al., 1966) is a paragon of social psychological research because, like other
classics such as the Robber’s Cave study (Sherif, Harvey, White, Hood, & Sherif, 1954/1961) and the
Stanford prison experiment (Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973), it exquisitely blurs the lines between
research study and real life, and thus manages to capture the best features of both. By providing or
allowing for a potential future in the relationships that attraction researchers study, it imbues them
with additional power and meaning in the moment for participants.

2. Study Both Interactants The ideal paradigm for studying initial romantic attraction would
also allow scholars to examine attraction as it emerges between two individuals. Because attraction
is fundamentally a social process whereby two individuals simultaneously perceive and are perceived
by one another, researchers may not detect important attraction phenomena unless they have the
ability to consider the dyad as the unit of analysis. In fact, several inherently dyadic phenomena
have been identified using the social relations model (SRM; Kenny, 1994) and the actor—partner
interdependence model (APIM; Kashy & Kenny, 2000), two powerful techniques that are especially
well suited to the study of attraction. For instance, these methods have revealed that strangers tend
to reciprocate nonromantic liking for one another after only a brief initial encounter (Chapdelaine,
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Kenny, & LaFontana, 1994) and that people tend to be happier in their relationships when they mea-
sure up to their partner’s ideals (Campbell, Simpson, Kashy, & Fletcher, 2001). Later in this chapter,
we will advocate the use of the social relations model in conjunction with speed-dating; for now, it is
sufficient to note that the ideal attraction paradigm has much to gain by analyzing romantic dynam-
ics in situations where both individuals may be interested in one another (Kenny, 1994). Although
research employing experimental confederates or other well-controlled stimuli will always remain
important for discerning the processes underlying romantic attraction, there is a deep and desirable
richness to be found in the data of naive interacting dyads.

3. Maintain Experimental Control Initial romantic attraction is enormously complex. The
ideal attraction paradigm would allow investigators to exert substantial methodological control
over the romantic context in which potential partners meet one another. Although the dynamics
of romantic attraction will surely remain complex even in a well-controlled environment, research-
ers will typically want to hold constant a large array of confounding factors such as location, light-
ing, food, music, and time of day. Of course, researchers can learn a great deal about relationship
initiation by simply asking participants about their naturally occurring dating experiences, but the
lack of control provided by such procedures could prove problematic. For example, if men’s wealth
correlated with their reported number of sexual partners, a researcher might want to argue that
wealthy men are naturally romantically desirable (e.g., Perusse, 1993). However, if wealthy men
experience less pressure to “punch in” at exactly 8:30 each morning, they might simply have more
sexual opportunities as a consequence of this extra freedom to stay out late. A paradigm that allowed
researchers to control for such factors would help rule out various alternative explanations for any
results revealed by the study.

4. Give Participants Multiple Romantic Options Imagine two different high-quality stud-
ies of initial romantic attraction, each of which lasts 2 hours. In one, participants go on a date with
one person for the allotted time (e.g., Walster et al., 1966). In the other, participants go on 12 brief
dates during the allotted time (e.g., Finkel et al., 2007). Although a single-date study has many excel-
lent features (e.g., the ability to observe romantic phenomena that might emerge only over the course
of an evening), here we emphasize two especially exciting advantages of the multiple-date study.
First, investigators can learn unique information about romantic attraction dynamics by examining
the choices individuals make when they select among several potential partners as opposed to when
they report their attraction to a single partner. For example, a study that sets participants on a single
date can indeed inform scholars about participants’ decisions to go out with their assigned partner
again. A multiple-date study provides this information and additionally sheds light on why some
partners and not others are more desirable to a particular individual. Of course, studies that have
examined real-life dating dyads are some of the most impressive examples of attraction research
(e.g., Byrne, Ervin, & Lamberth, 1970; Sprecher & Duck, 1994; Walster et al., 1966); what is exciting
is that a multiple-date study can provide a new kind of insight into romantic choice processes while
maintaining the identical time commitment for participants.

A second advantage of the multiple-date study (for both researchers and participants alike) is that
it may be more successful at introducing participants to at least one person who is a good romantic
fit for them. This point has not yet been addressed empirically, however, and it is certainly possible
that the shorter dates necessitated by the multiple-date study are wildly ineffective at inspiring
second dates among participants. Therefore, to get a cursory sense of speed-dating’s efficacy, we
conducted the following analysis using data from the 163 participants who took part in the North-
western Speed-Dating Study (NSDS). As part of the NSDS, we conducted a one-month longitudinal
follow-up that required participants to answer questions every 3 days about each of their matches.
Using these follow-up data, we determined that 33% of our speed-dating participants spent at least
some time “hanging out” with a match whom they did not know well prior to the speed-dating event,
and 21% of this subsample did so for at least two of their speed-dating matches. One could compare
the 33% value with that obtained, for example, in a relatively recent study that set men and women
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on single dates (Sprecher & Duck, 1994). Sprecher and Duck also included a follow-up component in
their study and found that 14% of participants answered in the affirmative to the question “Did you
ever go on a second date or get together again as friends?” Although such a cross-study comparison
is certainly imprecise, it provides reason to suspect that researchers may be more successful at gen-
erating fledgling relationships if they introduce participants to a larger number of romantic eligibles,
even if this requires making the interactions very short. (Intriguingly, this implication does not mean
that investigators should try to force as many dates into an evening as possible, as Iyengar, Simonson,
Fisman, and Mogilner, 2005, have reported that participants who had roughly 10 speed-dates in an
evening garnered more matches than participants who had roughly 20 dates.)

5. Get Background Characteristics before Participants Meet The ideal methodologi-
cal paradigm would assess a diverse range of background information on both members of the dyad
before they ever meet one another. Many research questions necessitate such information, and most
researchers are familiar with self-report techniques that assess background demographics, personal-
ity characteristics, ideal partner preferences, or self-evaluations. Although such measurements could
certainly be assessed once potential romantic partners have already met one another, this approach
could sacrifice explanatory clarity. One vivid illustration of this point is provided by Fletcher, Simp-
son, and Thomas (2000): Participants who held positive perceptions of their relationships were more
likely to change their ideal partner preferences over a 1 to 2-month period to become more congru-
ent with their current partner. This finding inspires caution against concluding, for example, that
selecting a romantic partner who closely matches one’s ideal will result in greater relationship satis-
faction unless those ideals were assessed before the partners met. In fact, relationship partners are
known to change the self in myriad ways (Aron, Paris, & Aron, 1995; Drigotas, Rusbult, Wieselquist,
& Whitton, 1999; Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 1996); if these changes can take place over time spans
as short as one month (Fletcher et al., 2000), attraction researchers need to be aware of such pos-
sibilities. Therefore, the ideal attraction paradigm would enable researchers to collect background
data on potential romantic partners before they ever have a chance to influence each other and cre-
ate explanatory confounds.

6. Implement Experimental Manipulations Depending on the researcher’s goals, he or
she might choose to extend experimental control by incorporating experimental manipulations into
the speed-dating event. For example, one might wish to manipulate how long individuals meet one
another, how closely they sit next to one another, or whether they are listening to Black Sabbath or
the Bee Gees. In fact, one classic live dating study (Byrne et al., 1970) manipulated whether partici-
pants went on a “Coke date” with either a similar or dissimilar opposite-sex participant. Moreover,
one could in principle employ trained research confederates to enact different behavioral strategies
while meeting naive participants in a romantic context (assuming the associated ethical concerns
associated with this deception could be addressed). Such procedures could allow for causal conclu-
sions about which strategies are most effective at making good impressions on potential romantic
partners. Of course, many researchers will initially be satisfied to observe the processes of romantic
attraction without including experimental manipulations, but the option is likely to be useful to
researchers as they hone in on the mechanism underlying an effect of interest.

7. Collect “Objective” Ratings of Participants A major difficulty of studying initial roman-
tic attraction is that the degree to which scholars can trust individuals® self-reports on the topic
remains unknown. Although self-reports are certainly a useful way to gather data on individuals’
subjective experiences, they can frequently be inaccurate due to diverse self-report biases, includ-
ing the tendency to deceive oneself (e.g., by believing that one is more desired by a partner than is
actually the case; Paulhus, 1984), the desire to present oneself positively (Paulhus, 1984), and the
failure to have accurate introspection regarding the motives underlying one’s own behaviors (Nis-
bett & Wilson, 1977). The ideal paradigm for studying romantic attraction would provide scholars
with the ability to collect “objective” ratings of independent or dependent variables of interest. The
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paradigm could borrow procedures from the clinical psychology literature investigating couple con-
flict, in which scholars record the interaction and later code it according to objective criteria (for a
review, see Heyman, 2001). In the initial romantic attraction domain, scholars could use similar pro-
cedures to record participants’ interactions and train raters who were not at the session to code the
participants for physical attractiveness, sense of humor, charisma, use of flattery or other romantic
strategies, and so forth. Of course, investigators may not possess the resources for such a procedure
(e.g., insufficient funds to collect video and audio data) or may be concerned that employing such
assessments would undesirably alter the dynamics of romantic attraction. Even so, researchers could
still collect “objective” ratings of physical attractiveness by simply taking a photograph of each par-
ticipant either before or after the session and having raters code the attractiveness of the photos.
Finally, a paradigm allowing ratings from both objective coders and the participants themselves has
the additional advantage of comparing these two sets of ratings to one another, a comparison that
could lead to novel insights into how involvement in a romantic interaction alters perceptions of it
(see Loving, 2006).

One additional type of data that is not solely based on one participant’s self-report is consensus
data, which emerge when researchers (a) collect data on both interactants (see feature 2, above),
and (b) have participants meet and rate multiple potential partners on various dimensions (see fea-
ture 4, above). Such ratings retain an objective quality because they are not subject to the biases
of a single individual, yet they still provide an “inside view” of the romantic attraction process that
nicely complements standard self-reports and the objective ratings provided by independent coders.
In addition, the consensus ratings are an essential ingredient in the social relations model (Kenny,
1994), which is a powerful analytic tool in its own right.

8. Follow Potential Relationships into the Future Previously, we discussed the impor-
tance of studying real relationships with a potential future (see feature 1, above). An ideal paradigm
for studying initial romantic attraction would also allow investigators to follow relationships into that
future, examining the processes taking place in the days, weeks, months, and even years following
the initial meeting. There exist countless fascinating questions about the development of romantic
relationships. For example, what factors distinguish relationships that evolve into long-term close
relationships from those that never make it to that stage? Under what circumstances do individuals
who had initially experienced little sexual desire toward a given partner develop increased desire
over time (or vice versa)? Such questions parallel those asked by close relationships researchers
who have used longitudinal designs for several decades to examine breakup (e.g., Bui, Peplau, &
Hill, 1996; Gottman, 1994; Karney & Bradbury, 1995) and relationship growth and maintenance
mechanisms (e.g., Drigotas et al., 1999). Because it is often difficult to recruit romantic partners for a
study until they are officially a “couple,” the span of time between the initial romantic encounter and
relationship formation is one of the great untouched canvasses of social scientific research. Further-
more, there exists very little empirical overlap at the present time between research in the attraction
tradition and in the close relationships tradition (see Finkel et al., 2007). The ideal attraction para-
digm would allow researchers to (a) extend attraction principles into the domain of close relation-
ships, and (b) use the theoretical orientations (e.g., attachment theory and interdependence theory)
and relationship-specific constructs (e.g., trust, commitment, and intimacy) of close relationships
research to connect these two disciplines. In this way, a longitudinal component provides a potent
tool for scholars to examine a large array of important and largely unexplored questions regarding
early relationship development.

Speed-Dating Can Incorporate All Eight Features

Speed-dating is a single method that can include all eight of these desirable features. By definition,
a speed-dating event entails that participants meet real-life potential romantic partners (feature
1), that these meetings happen in dyads (feature 2) in a well-controlled setting (feature 3), and that
participants are given multiple romantic options (feature 4). In addition, optional yet straightforward
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extensions of the basic paradigm allow researchers to obtain background information before the
event (feature 5), incorporate an experimental manipulation (feature 6), collect objective data by
recording the speed-dates (feature 7), and/or administer longitudinal follow-up questionnaires after
the event (feature 8). In addition, speed-dating procedures could be adapted to incorporate other
features that we have not thoroughly considered (e.g., recoding biomarkers such as blood pressure or
cortisol levels) or that the field itself has yet to provide. As new theory and new methods for the study
of attraction are continuously updated and innovated, speed-dating may remain a valuable method
that readily incorporates these developments.

To illustrate how speed-dating makes use of the eight ideal features of an attraction paradigm
that we have described, we present a hypothetical example. Imagine a researcher who is broadly
interested in the predictors and consequences of passionate love (e.g., Hatfield & Sprecher, 1986):
Would speed-dating be an effective tool to explore such a research agenda? We suggest that the
answer is “Absolutely.”

First, speed-dating naturally introduces participants to real-life potential romantic partners and
encourages them to obtain matches, thereby explicitly opening up the possibility of a future for each
dyad (feature 1). Such a context is ideal for exploring passionate love; in fact, it is difficult to imagine
that passionate love could emerge if feature 1 were not present. Although there are probably circum-
stances in which some individuals experience passionate love with no possibility of spending time
with the love object (e.g., a movie star crush), it is probably exceedingly rare that passion would be
aroused by anything other than an actual real-life person (as opposed to a hypothetical ideal or a
character in a vignette). Second, researchers are sure to uncover wonderful insights about passionate
love when it is studied as a dyadic process (feature 2). For example, Tennov (1979) described how
limerence, a state roughly synonymous with passionate love, is spawned by a delicate balance of hope
and uncertainty with regard to the love object’s feelings for the self. Surely, Participant A’s overtures
of romantic interest (or lack of interest) toward Participant B will impact B’s uncertainty, who may
in turn engage in behaviors that impact A’s level of uncertainty, and so forth. The dance of hope and
uncertainty that characterizes fledgling relationships is exquisitely dyadic at its core. Third, the abil-
ity to control for confounding factors could aid researchers who desire an extra degree of confidence
about the source of their effects (feature 3). The example provided above remains apropos: Wealthy
individuals could hypothetically inspire more passionate love, or they could simply have more free
time to frequent locations where people are eager for a passionate encounter. Fourth, if subsequent
dating is more likely to occur when participants are provided with multiple romantic options (feature
4; see our previous analysis of this issue, above), it is plausible that such a feature would increase the
odds that researchers will detect passionate love among their participants. Furthermore, if partici-
pants are meeting multiple possible targets for their romantic desire, it allows researchers to better
explore why passionate love emerged in one particular case but not in another.

The optional speed-dating features could also be useful to scholars who wish to study passion-
ate love. As a fifth example, using background information collected prior to the event (feature 5),
researchers could examine which individuals are more likely to experience passionate love, which
individuals are more likely to inspire passionate love in others, and what combination of character-
istics makes two individuals more likely to feel passionate love for one another. Sixth, a researcher
might try to inspire more passionate love by experimentally altering the nature of the speed-dates
themselves (feature 6). For example, one could convince participants to disclose more self-relevant
information on some dates than on others; it is possible, if such elevated disclosure is experienced by
the partner as an increase in intimacy, that this manipulation could inspire passionate feelings (see
Baumeister & Bratslavsky, 1999). Seventh, a researcher could employ audiotaping or videotaping
procedures, objectively code participants’ behavior, and then examine what romantic strategies (e.g.,
humor or flattery) successfully inspire passionate love in participants” dates (feature 7). Of course,
a researcher could simply ask participants to self-report on their strateg