


[image: cover]





Recent Titles in
The Psychology of Everyday Life

Working Out: The Psychology of Sport and Exercise

Justine J. Reel

Chilling Out: The Psychology of Relaxation

Christine L. B. Selby




HOOKING UP

[image: image]

The Psychology of Sex and Dating

Katherine M. Helm

The Psychology of Everyday Life

[image: image]



Copyright © 2016 by ABC-CLIO, LLC

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, except for the inclusion of brief quotations in a review, without prior permission in writing from the publisher.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Helm, Katherine (Katherine M.) author.

Hooking up : the psychology of sex and dating / Katherine M. Helm.

pages cm. — (The psychology of everyday life)

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978–1–61069–950–1 (hardback) — ISBN 978–1–61069–951–8 (ebook) 1. Sex (Psychology) 2. Sex. 3. Mate selection. 4. Interpersonal attraction. 5. Dating (Social customs) I. Title.

BF692.H4475 2016

155.3—dc23     2015025019

ISBN: 978–1–61069–950–1

EISBN: 978–1–61069–951–8

20  19  18  17  16  1  2  3  4  5

This book is also available on the World Wide Web as an eBook.

Visit www.abc-clio.com for details.

Greenwood

An Imprint of ABC-CLIO, LLC

ABC-CLIO, LLC

130 Cremona Drive, P.O. Box 1911

Santa Barbara, California 93116-1911

This book is printed on acid-free paper [image: image]

Manufactured in the United States of America




This book is dedicated to all of the Lewis University students who have taken my human sexuality course over the years and those students who have participated in my Sex Talks with Dr. Helm series sponsored by the Psychology Club. You have always made these courses and talks fun, interesting, and exciting and truly honed my skills as a teacher and human sexuality educator. I continue to learn from you. Thanks so much for always challenging me to be the best teacher I can be.




[image: image]

Contents

Series Foreword

Preface

Acknowledgments

Part I: Sex in Everyday Life

1  What: The Many Forms of Sex

2  Why: The Importance of Sex in Our Lives

3  How: The Positive and Negative Effects of Sex

4  Who: Psychologists’ Theories about Sex

5  When: Sex throughout the Life Cycle

6  Where: Sex around the World

Part II: Scenarios

Part III: Controversies and Debates

Directory of Resources

Glossary

Bibliography

About the Author and Contributors

Index




[image: image]

Series Foreword

Psychology is the science of behavior; it is the field that examines how and why people do, feel, and think the things that they do. However, in a very real way, everyone is a psychologist. Each of us observes and tries to understand the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of people we are around, as well as trying to understand ourselves. Have you ever thought, “I wonder why she did that?” Or perhaps, “Why did I do that; it makes no sense.” If you have, then you are asking psychological questions. Most people enjoy being “students of human behavior” and observing and thinking about people, human nature, and all of the variants of the human condition. The difference between “most people” and psychologists is that the psychologist has spent many years in school studying and learning about people.

In addition to studying and doing research, psychologists also work directly with people in many settings. For example, clinical and counseling psychologists work with people who are dealing with psychological disorders or are having problems in their lives that require professional assistance, but there are many other branches of psychology as well. Sport psychologists work with athletes and teams to improve performance and team functioning. Industrial/organizational psychologists help workers, managers, and organizations function more effectively and efficiently. Military psychologists deal with military personnel and organizations. Forensic psychologists work with police and other law enforcement organizations to help solve crimes and assist law enforcement personnel. In addition to all of the things that psychologists know about people, for any person, understanding psychology can help take advantage of what psychologists have learned to help all people live better and healthier lives and to deal more effectively with others.

The Psychology of Everyday Life is a series of books that will address many different and important psychological issues and areas, the goal being to provide information and examples of how psychology touches all of our lives on a daily basis. The series will also show ways in which psychological knowledge can help us. These books will address psychological concerns with the most up-to-date and relevant knowledge from the field of psychology. Information from the laboratories, classrooms, clinics, hospitals, and other settings will be brought together to help make sense out of some important and often complex ideas. However, these books will be directed toward readers who are not psychologists, but are interested in learning more about the field and what it has to offer. Thus, the language is not technical but is common language addressing “regular” people. There will be times when professional and technical language may be used, but only if thoroughly explained and related to the issues being discussed.

This series of books will focus on specific facets of our daily lives and show how psychology can help us understand and deal with these issues. A wide range of topics will be covered, from eating to exercising to relaxing to interpersonal conflict. Each book will consist of three distinct parts. Part I will answer the “who/what/where/when/why/how” questions related to the topic. These chapters will examine everything from how the subject manifests in our day-to-day lives and how it impacts our psychological well-being to differences across the life span and cultures to what famous psychologists have to say on the subject.

Part II in each book will focus on “real-life” examples and will address many of the issues that were introduced in each book in Part I, but will do so with examples and explanations that will make the issues even clearer. It is one thing to have knowledge, but it is an entirely different thing to be able to apply and use that knowledge, and this is what will be covered by the scenarios and interpretative analyses in Part II. When people read Part II they will begin to see many of the ways in which our daily lives are touched by psychology, and the many ways that psychology can be used to support and help people.

Part III in each book will address the controversial issues related to the book’s subject. Like any academic and professional discipline, psychology has many areas where there are spirited disagreements among academics, practitioners, and researchers about important issues in the field. It will be very instructive for people to understand these issues and to see the careful and systematic ways that scholars think about and conceptualize various topics, and to see how they debate, discuss, and resolve some of their differences of opinion. For non-psychologists, these controversial issues and how they are addressed will lead to a greater understanding of psychological matters, but also a better grasp of how scientists and professionals deal with differences and controversies and how these disagreements are addressed.

Psychology is a broad and diverse field with many different approaches, theories, methods, and ideas, and to capture this field in its breadth and depth would be impossible in a single book. This series of books, however, will serve as an introductory journey through psychology as it relates to the daily lives of ordinary people. I have been teaching, studying, and practicing psychology for many decades and I can hardly wait to read each of the books in this very exciting series, and I welcome readers to take this journey with me.

Rudy Nydegger, PhD, ABPP
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Preface

Human sexuality is an interesting topic because it impacts every human being regardless of race, socioeconomic status, gender, religious background, and age. Sexuality affects us our entire lives—literally from birth to death. What makes human sexuality so interesting? Why is sexuality education sometimes controversial? The answers to these questions are complicated but a probable explanation is that teaching human sexuality is not simply about teaching the facts. What makes these topics so controversial is that individuals’ values regarding sex and sexual behavior tend to significantly influence which facts get taught, how they are received, and even how they are perceived. Some people come from households where discussing sexual issues is completely taboo while other individuals were encouraged to ask their parents questions. It may not surprise you to know that in every human sexuality class I have taught, I survey my students and the large majority of them report either never having conversations about sex with their parents or having only one or two conversations. Most students report that these conversations were awkward and the information they received from their parents was not always factual.

Society and the media have a significant role in shaping our perceptions about appropriate sexual behavior, as do our families, religious background, cultural heritage, and age. Our attitudes about sex are constantly evolving. One thing that can be counted on is that individual behavior is not predictable. For example, in the 1940s, much of American society supported the belief that people should wait to have sex until marriage. However, as you will read about in this book, the majority of Americans have had sex prior to marriage. This was also true in the 1940s! This is just one example of how individuals may state a particular value regarding sexual behavior (i.e., no sex prior to marriage) but behave in ways contrary to that particular value.

Although the Internet is now a solid source of information for human sexuality topics, students really need adults to talk to who can hear them honestly and without judgment. Students need a reliable source of factual data but also a consistent source of sexual values. Sexual behavior always has consequences—sometimes, these consequences are positive and sometimes they are negative.

This book covers current topics in human sexuality in a (hopefully) non-judgmental way. It provides a historical, theoretical, cultural, and factual overview. It is my hope that students reading this book come away with a broader understanding of human sexuality topics as well as a solid idea of how sexuality impacts their identity and behavior.

The book is divided into three parts, each speaking to a different aspect of human sexuality. The first part reviews factual data, the second part provides hypothetical scenarios/case studies in human sexuality along with an analysis of each scenario, and the third part presents several debate topics in which scholars take different sides of a current dilemma in the human sexuality literature. The book’s format is designed so that students can skip around and read things in the order that makes the most sense for them, given their specific questions. I hope you find this book a quick, easy, and educational read. Enjoy!
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What: The Many Forms of Sex

What types of things influence the ways we view sex? Do some things influence us more than others? This chapter will explore many of the things that influence our ideas about sex as well as our sexual behavior. Human sexuality can be thought of as part of one’s total personality and it involves the interrelationship of biological, psychological, and sociocultural dimensions (Greenberg et al., 2011). Our views on human sexuality are shaped by many things, including our values, religious/spiritual beliefs, familial upbringing (parents), peer influences, our experiences, the media, and our own individual worldview. Each of these factors contributes to our views on human sexuality as well as what is considered “normal” sexual behavior. Children in the United States often receive mixed messages regarding sex. For example, our movies, television shows, magazines, and the Internet are full of examples of permissive sexual behavior. However, children tend to get more restrictive messages regarding sexual behavior from their parents and education. In one Time magazine/CNN survey, 74 percent of teenagers said that friends and television were their major sources of information about sex, compared with only 10 percent who listed parents or sex education (Stodghill, 1998; see also Nonoyama et al., 2005, as cited in King, 2009, p. 2) as primary informational sources. We are exposed to significant sexual content in the media on a daily basis, which greatly shapes our views on sexuality, but the majority of parents still do not regularly talk to their children about sex. Many families consider this a taboo and embarrassing topic. This chapter will explore the many reasons why many of us still find it difficult to talk about sex.


FAMILY, RELIGIOUS, CULTURAL, AND PEER INFLUENCES


Family

Our families have a significant influence in our lives. They shape our values, morals, behavior, sense of self, identity, self-worth, and who we eventually become as individuals. Values are important and lasting beliefs and/or ideals shared by the members of a culture about what is good, bad, and/or desirable or undesirable. Values have a major influence on an individual’s behaviors and attitudes and serve as broad guidelines in particular situations. Morals relate to what is right and wrong in human behavior and are typically considered right and good by most people. They often serve as an agreed-upon standard of correct behavior. We are taught values and morals by our families. They are also shaped by our culture, peer group, religious practices, and society in general. Sexual values are socially modeled to us by our parents as well as directly taught (e.g., “In this family we do not believe in sex before marriage” or “We don’t think that teenagers should be sexually active. Wait until you are older.”). We could say that sexual values and morals are socialized into us by the environment in which we exist. Socialization refers to the manner in which a society shapes individual behaviors and expectations of behaviors (norms) (King, 2009). Peers, family, parents, school, religion, and the media are often referred to as socializing agents. Sexual socialization is a lifelong process beginning in childhood, increasing in adolescence, and continuing into adulthood (Gagnon, 1990; Longmore, 1998, as cited in L’Engle & Jackson, 2008).

Very young children are exposed to messages about modesty, nudity, privacy, and the ways in which their parents refer to their genitalia (e.g., using proper names vs. nicknames) (Shtarkshall et al., 2007). The ways in which parents respond to their children’s masturbating, sexual curiosity, displays of physical affection, and observation of parents’ physical affection/interactions with one another shape children’s sexual values and their understanding of sexuality (Shtarkshall et al., 2007). Parents shape their children’s use of sexual language as well as their ideas about sexuality in implicit and explicit ways.

Research highlights that socializing agents differentially impact adolescents’ sexual behavior. For example, parents and schools tend to promote sexual health while peers and mass media provide information often encouraging teens to engage in sexual behavior (L’Engle et al., 2006). L’Engle and Jackson (2008) find that families have an early and consistent role in socializing children’s sexual values. For example, their research demonstrates that children and teens who have positive connections to their families and schools tend to have less advanced sexual behavior. Additionally, they state that adolescents who report high levels of connectedness to parents/family, parental monitoring of activities, and frequent communication about sex with their parents have intercourse later than peers who report lower levels of connectedness to their parents/families. This may be because these adolescents have internalized their parents’ values about delaying sexual intercourse. Additionally, adolescents who are connected to their school communities and have positive feelings about school (and high expectations for further education in college) also report having sexual intercourse later than teens with poor school connections and performance. L’Engle and Jackson (2008) surmise that parents and schools may delay the onset of sexual intercourse in their adolescent children by instilling disapproving attitudes about early sexual intercourse and consistent expectations for delaying sexual intercourse.

It is well known that teens’ focus shifts to their peer group during adolescence. Most teens seek independence and begin developing romantic relationships. L’Engle and Jackson (2008) note that peers may become a more powerful socializing influence than parents during the adolescent years. Adolescent peers often encourage teens to have sex. If this is the case, teens are more likely to engage in intercourse due to peer influences.

Additional research demonstrates that female adolescents aged 15–19 from very conservative Christian backgrounds, who attend religious services regularly, were less likely to engage in premarital sex than their non-conservative peers; however, 40 percent of the girls in one study from the same conservative background had engaged in premarital sex. Interestingly, religious beliefs seemed to have very little effect on whether or not birth control was used (King, 2009). Thus, although the individuals in the study may consider religion to be an important part of their lives, other socializing influences also play a major role in shaping their sexual attitudes and behaviors (King, 2009). Dr. Bruce King, a college professor and human sexuality instructor, found in surveying his students that fewer than 33 percent of students had ever had a meaningful discussion with their parents about sex. He found that when students did talk to their parents about sex, it consisted of one birds-and-the-bees talk and nothing else. I have surveyed my own students and found that my results closely resemble his. When students are asked where they learn about sex, most state that they get their sexual information from the Internet, peer group, and movies (sometimes pornography). Most report being dissatisfied with their formal school-based sexual education. This is problematic for many reasons. One, the Internet, peer group, and movies are not always reliable sources of information. Two, children and adolescents do not always get their questions completely answered by these sources. Three, although there is nothing wrong with going to these sources for some information, going only to these sources often creates a distance and distrust of learning about sexual information from one’s parents. Parents often tell their children, “You can talk to me about anything”; however, many children and teens learn (sometimes just by their parents’ silence surrounding sexual issues) that sex is not something a parent wants to talk or hear about. Thus, children and teens get mixed messages about parents’ openness to sexual discussions and often simply give up the idea of talking about sex to their parents. This represents a missed opportunity for closeness between parents and their children/teens. Many parents themselves were not talked to about sex by their own parents and therefore may not have a model for talking about these issues to their children.

Regardless of whether parents directly talk to their children about sex, children and teens develop a high level of awareness regarding their parents’ sexual values. How is this possible? Socialization to parental values happens in several ways. Here are a few examples: children observe their parents’ behavior (e.g., Does the parent behave in honest ways?), parents may comment on a TV show (e.g., “She is too young to be having sex.”), parents comment on their children’s friend’s behavior (e.g., that may be OK to do in their household but you are not allowed to behave that way in this household), and sometimes the parent may give a specific values-based directive (e.g., “We don’t believe in that.”). Parents socialize particular values in their children in multiple ways (both directly and indirectly) and children quickly learn parents’ messages. Parents should be aware, however, that children will behave as their parents behave regardless of the parent’s verbal message. For example, if a parent tells a child not to lie but the parent lies consistently, the child will learn that it is okay to tell a lie. It is easy to see why the majority of children do not have discussions with their parents about sex. In this way, we are passing down our own discomfort with sexual issues over multiple generations. Students whose parents do consistently talk to their children about sex and those who take human sexuality courses often break the silence surrounding discussions of sexual issues.

One study examining parents’ socializing influences on their teen’s sexual behavior found that stronger connections to parents and schools and less exposure to permissive sexual norms from peers and media were associated with less susceptibility and sexual behavior, especially among white adolescents (L’Engle & Jackson, 2008). The study looked at adolescents aged 12–14 who had never had sexual intercourse. The study found that encouraging the postponement of sexual intercourse is important because teens who initiate first coitus before they are 16 years old engage in riskier sexual behavior and experience more adverse sexual health outcomes than those who delay the onset of sexual intercourse until age 16 (Alexander & Hickner, 1997; Kirby, 2001; O’Donnell et al., 2001, as cited in L’Engle & Jackson, 2008).



Religion

Religion is another significant socializing agent in our sexual values and behaviors. Many religions emphasize the value that sexuality is a divine gift only to be used within the confines of marriage. Many traditional Christian, Islamic, and Orthodox Jewish religious faiths teach their followers that premarital sex is sinful and forbidden. Even religious traditions that are more liberal (e.g., Reform Judaism and some nondenominational, liberal-leaning Christian faiths) encourage their followers to consider sexual intercourse a spiritual act that should be carefully considered prior to sexual engagement and primarily done within a monogamous, committed relationship. Religion provides followers with moral codes about sex to help guide decision making regarding sexual behavior. We can think of these as standards of sexual conduct. Religions significantly differ in their teaching of sexual moral codes. Some view sex as a negative, sinful act while others view sex as the ultimate divine act of love between two people. In U.S. society, religious influences on sexuality and the expression of sexual behavior are powerful, even in those who may not consider themselves religious. This is because U.S. society has been shaped in large part by Judeo-Christian religious traditions; thus whether or not individuals uphold the religious values of these particular faiths, U.S. society, both past and present, continues to be largely influenced by these religious ideals. In Chapter 4, we discuss religious influences on sexual behavior more comprehensively as well as look at religious influences from a historical basis.



Culture

Culture can be defined as the beliefs, customs, arts, and so forth of a particular society, group, place, or time; a particular society that has its own beliefs, ways of life, art, and so forth; and/or a way of thinking, behaving, or working that exists in a place or organization (such as a business). For example, in the United States there is a southern culture just as there is an American culture. In the United States, “culture” is sometimes confused with ethnicity, which relates to or is characteristic of a human group having racial, religious, linguistic, and certain other traits in common, or relates to the classification of mankind into groups, especially on the basis of racial group membership. An example of an ethnic group might be Mexican American or Native American. For the purposes of this book we will consider culture and ethnicity similarly because each ethnic group also has a culture. Both culture and ethnicity serve as socializing agents for our sexual behavior and attitudes. Attitudes generally refer to whether or not we evaluate a topic positively or negatively. As we are learning in this chapter, sexual beliefs, values, and attitudes are multi-determined, in that several influences shape what we believe and how we evaluate and respond to certain topics. Cultural influences are broad because most of us belong to several different cultural groups. For example, a 16-year-old, African American, Christian female from the south belongs to the following cultural groups: African American, teenage culture, Christian, female, and southern. We all belong to a geographic culture (e.g., north vs. south), gender (male vs. female), religious group (some but not all belong to a specific religious faith), a specific age cohort/group, and a cultural or ethnic background (e.g., African American). Thus, all of the various cultural groups we belong to exert influences on our views about sexuality and sexual behavior. Different groups support different viewpoints (e.g., an Islamic religious tradition may promote a different belief system than an atheist tradition) and there is significant variation of beliefs within the same group (e.g., not all Italian Americans have the same belief system about sexuality). As you can see, there are many different cultural influences on our views about sex. According to Lawrence B. Finer, author of Trends in Premarital Sex in the United States, 1954–2003, the majority of Americans (95 percent), regardless of the cultural groups they belong to, have had sex prior to marriage. Additionally, notions that the majority of Americans, especially women, did not have sex prior to marriage in previous decades (e.g., 1940s and 1950s) are also not true. Finer’s research demonstrates that even among women who were born in the 1940s, nearly 9 in 10 had sex before marriage. We will return to this finding later; however, we might hypothesize the meaning of this finding. It could potentially mean that although we all belong to different cultural groups within the United States, American culture clearly socializes or accepts sex before marriage, because the large majority of adults have had sex prior to marriage. This may have significant implications for sexual education as well as parents’ understanding of their children’s sexual behavior. Chapter 6 will look more specifically at cultural viewpoints on sex and sexuality outside the United States.



Peer Influences

As reviewed earlier in this chapter, one’s peer group, especially in adolescence, has a strong influence on one’s sexual views and behavior. One factor correlated with the age at which adolescents begin having intercourse is cognitive susceptibility, which is the state of mind that could predispose them to initiating sexual activity (Kelly, 2011). Research finds that the younger adolescents are when they have sex, the more likely they are to engage in riskier sexual behavior, such as not using contraceptives and engaging in sex with multiple partners. Adolescents who are more cognitively susceptible to initiating intercourse tend to be more physically mature, have more feelings of sexual desire than their peers, report higher levels of social confidence, and a greater perception that their peers are sexually active (L’Engle & Jackson, 2008). They also are more likely to have fewer positive connections with parents, schools, and religious institutions (L’Engle & Jackson, 2008). Very young adolescents are more susceptible to peer influences. For example, if very young adolescents are surrounded by sexually active peers, they are much more likely to engage in intercourse whether they actually want to or not. If they are surrounded by peers who believe in sexual abstinence, they too are more likely to remain abstinent (Kelly, 2011).

As previously stated, for most teens, the peer group becomes more influential in early adolescence, even more than teens’ parents. This is why it’s especially important for parents to socialize sexual values to their children very early. It is also important for parents to monitor their child’s peer group, as the peer group has significant influence over their children’s sexual behavior. Peers can be both positively and negatively influential. Psychologist Neil Bernstein (2005) finds that the more comfortable a teen is with his or her identity (sense of self), the less likely he or she will be swayed by negative peer influences. Peer pressure is so powerful because an adolescent looks to peers for positive reinforcement (i.e., validation for who he or she is). Teens sometimes value the peer groups’ emotional and psychological support over that of their families. Adolescence is usually the time where teens try on more independent, adult-like roles (e.g., driving a car). Additionally, adolescence is also a time when a teen can make a mistake that seriously impacts his or her future (e.g., drug use, teen pregnancy, dropping out of high school). It is often true that some mistakes in adolescence have significant consequences in adulthood. This is why the peers a teen chooses as friends are highly important to his or her development, sense of self, decision making, and overall well-being. This is especially true when it comes to decisions about sex.



Media Influences

Multiple long-term studies link exposure to sexy content in TV, movies, music, magazines, and other forms of social media with earlier onset of sexual intercourse for teens. Since the majority of teens have private access to the Internet, cell phones, text messaging, and social media (e.g., Facebook, Snapchat, and Twitter), they frequently use these means to engage in sexual chats, ideas, and behaviors. Today’s media influences may greatly impact teens’ cognitive susceptibility to engage in intercourse and other sexual behaviors. L’Engle and Jackson (2008) find that the mass media also provide models for sexual behavior. Adolescents use media frequently and there is a large amount of sexual content in the media they use. As discussed earlier, the more sexually explicit content teens are exposed to, the greater the likelihood they will become sexually active earlier. Adolescents frequently rely upon the media for information about sex and sexual norms, especially if they find the character depicted to be similar to themselves, attractive, and socially desirable (L’Engle & Jackson, 2008). Exposure to sexual content across a variety of media (i.e., television, movies, music, magazines) is associated with greater intentions to initiate sexual intercourse and more advanced sexual behavior among adolescents (Brown et al., 2006; Collins et al., 2004; L’Engle et al., 2006; Ward & Friedman, 2006, as cited in L’Engle & Jackson, 2008). The media may act as a “super peer,” in that adolescents exposed to sexier, more explicit media are socialized by these mediums, similar to the sexual socialization they receive from peers (L’Engle & Jackson, 2008).




SEX EDUCATION IN THE UNITED STATES

Sex education in the United States is still a hotly debated topic. Although the majority of parents strongly support schools teaching about sex in schools, there is still significant disagreement on how it should be done. Sex education in the United States is taught in two forms: abstinence and comprehensive sexual education, also known as abstinence-only and abstinence-plus education. Comprehensive sex education promotes abstinence as a choice, often a preferred one, but also gives adolescents information about contraception, sexually transmitted diseases, sexual health issues, pregnancy, and other sexual topics. Abstinence-only education emphasizes ways to avoid having sex until marriage and does not teach about or provide information about contraception and safe sex practices. Abstinence-only sex education emphasizes abstinence from sex to the exclusion of all other types of sexual and reproductive health education. Adolescents are encouraged to be sexually abstinent until marriage.

Earlier in this chapter it was noted that approximately 95 percent of Americans have had sex prior to marriage. Remember the study conducted by Finer (2007) that found that the majority of Americans have been sexually active prior to marriage for decades? He states: “The data clearly show that the majority of older teens and adults have already had sex before marriage, which calls into question the federal government’s funding of abstinence-only-until-marriage programs for 12–29-year-olds. It would be more effective to provide young people with the skills and information they need to be safe once they become sexually active—which nearly everyone eventually will.” Although there is significant variability from state to state and school to school, many schools start with a basic introduction to puberty and changes the body will go through around fifth grade (10 years old). Typically, students are separated into same-sex groups and then a same-sex teacher will tell the students about changes they can expect in puberty. In junior high school (sixth to eighth grades), students may be taught about sexual health issues such as sexually transmitted diseases, sexual abuse, factual, ethical, and moral issues having to do with abortion, and sexual orientation. Parents are allowed to opt out if they do not want their children to learn about these issues. Many parents are conflicted about schools teaching their children about birth control and other safe sex practices. Some parents are highly supportive of comprehensive sex education while others feel that when information about contraceptives is taught and contraceptive use encouraged, the abstinence/wait-to-have-sex message is lost. In high school, some school districts get into more detail about sexual issues and provide specifics about contraceptives, sexual orientation, and sexual health issues while others may once again provide abstinence-only education.

Until 2010, the federal government only funded abstinence-only sex education. Since the majority of public schools received federal funding for their sex education programs, most taught abstinence-only sex education. The federal government remains divided on this issue. There are some federally funded evidenced-based sex education programs that are comprehensive but schools remain divided. Some continue to teach abstinence-only sex education while others have switched over to comprehensive sex education. Research does show that comprehensive sex education programs do not increase teens’ sexual behavior. This was a fear parents had about comprehensive sex education but it has not been supported by research. Finer’s earlier reviewed study of premarital sex in the United States emphasizes that adult sexual behavior in regards to premarital sex has not significantly changed in over 75 years. Instead, people now wait longer to get married, so they are sexually active and unmarried for much longer than in the past. Finer concludes that, during this period, young adults have an especially great need for accurate information about how to protect themselves against unintended pregnancies and sexually transmitted infections. He states his support for comprehensive sex education based on his findings that approximately 95 percent of Americans have sex prior to marriage. Additionally, marriage rates in the United States are down. Some individuals and couples are choosing not to get married; therefore, it is probably unrealistic to expect these individuals and couples to maintain lifelong abstinence. This may be another argument in favor of comprehensive sex education.



SEXUAL ORIENTATION

Although sexual orientation describes our sexual, affectional, and emotional attachment to particular sexual partners, it is a great deal more than that. Sexual orientation informs who we are, specific ways in which we choose to identify ourselves, whom we are attracted to and choose to form romantic relationships with, and the way society treats us and our romantic relationships. Sexual orientation will be discussed at length in Chapter 2, but here I will introduce how sexual orientation impacts us on an everyday basis. It is often true that either a numerical majority or those in power in society set the rules, norms, and expectations for appropriate human behavior. This becomes the standard by which we are all judged. Heterosexuals (opposite sex sexual attraction) make up a numerical majority in terms of sexual orientation. Most of the couples depicted on TV programs, in movies, and in songs on the radio are heterosexual couples. Heterosexuality is considered the norm. Although societal attitudes toward other sexual orientations such as homosexuality (same sex sexual attraction) and bisexuality (being sexually attracted to opposite and same sexual partners) appear to be in the process of changing in a positive direction, heterosexuality is still considered the norm.

Our sexual orientation impacts how we see and identify ourselves. This has implications for how we behave and how our behaviors are perceived by society. If a male and female are walking down the street holding hands, they probably will not attract much attention and may even receive encouraging glances from onlookers who might think the behavior “romantic” and/or “cute.” If two women walk down the street holding hands, onlookers may assume they are good friends or romantically linked, and might even have a more pronounced reaction to the couple. If two men walk down the street holding hands, many onlookers may react negatively for several reasons. One, society continues to have a difficult time accepting and witnessing physical affection between two romantically linked men. Two, in many places, this behavior is still considered abnormal. Three, our society tends to interpret male-on-male romantic affection as feminine and not “manly.” This is a damaging perspective because it does not allow gay male couples to be openly affectionate with one another. Lesbian couples experience this kind of discrimination as well; however, society tends to be most rejecting of gay male couples’ public physical affection toward one another. This is known as heterosexual privilege. The North Dakota State University (2010) Ally Training Program describes heterosexual privilege as follows: “Living without ever having to think, face, confront, engage or cope with discrimination based on one’s sexual orientation; being able to kiss, hug, and be affectionate in public without threat, punishment, or being stared at in negative ways; being able to talk about, display pictures, travel with, and openly live with one’s romantic partner without fear of being harmed or discriminated against. It also includes not having the normalcy of one’s romantic relationships being questioned, receiving social support and acceptance from neighbors, colleagues, one’s spiritual community, and society as a whole and being able to freely marry one’s romantic partner” (p. 18). Recently, on June 6, 2015, in Obergefell v. Hodges, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in favor of marriage equality, effectively allowing all consenting adults the right to marry. Same-sex couples can now marry in every state in the United States and receive all the legal benefits of marriage. Marriage includes the following privileges (Mongan-Rallis, 2005):


	Public recognition and support for an intimate relationship (receiving cards or phone calls celebrating your commitments to a person; supporting activities and social expectations of longevity and stability for your committed relationships)

	Paid leave from your employment and condolences on grieving the death of your partner/lover and other members of your “family”

	Inheriting from your spouse automatically under probate laws

	Sharing health, auto, and homeowners’ insurance policies at reduced rates

	Immediate access to your loved ones in case of accident or emergency

	Automatically owning property and other assets jointly

	Joint taxes filing, rates, tax laws that favor married people



In American society, marriage is the social, cultural, and spiritual (sometimes religious) recognition of a relationship. Although marriage rates in the United States are significantly declining, marriage continues to represent a highly valued, socially sanctioned and supported declaration of a permanently binding long-term committed relationship.

As you can see, sexual orientation shapes our views of ourselves, our relationships, and sometimes how we are treated in society. It is a cultural identity (e.g., gay culture or heterosexual culture) with emotional, social, psychological, and legal implications for our everyday lives.



LOVE AND RELATIONSHIPS: TYPES OF RELATIONSHIPS

Love and relationships are a fundamental part of the human experience. If one peruses popular magazines, one would find numerous articles about how to get into relationships, how to get out of relationships, how to have fabulous sex with one’s romantic partner, how to know if he or she is “the one,” as well as how to deal with the break-up of a romantic relationship. So many of our books, movies, and songs on the radio talk about and explore love and relationships. Our relationship expectations are shaped by multiple factors, including family influences (parents), peer group, the media, religious/spiritual, and cultural forces. Many individuals have the expectation of intimacy, both emotional and sexual, in their relationship. Sternberg (1986) views intimacy as a constitutive element of love that encompasses feelings of closeness, connectedness, and bondedness. Components include emotional closeness, psychological relatedness, sexual intimacy, empathy, understanding between couples, interdependency, and trust, which is the most important component of intimacy. Our ability to give and receive intimacy can be reflective of our past relationship experiences (e.g., Have we been hurt before? Have we experienced infidelity? Have we witnessed divorce or domestic violence?). Trust is a fundamental part of healthy intimacy between two people. Without trust there can be no intimacy. If trust is broken in our romantic relationships, this can shape our behavior in future relationships going forward. In other words, if we had trust issues in one or two previous relationships, we often bring these issues with us to our future relationships unless these trust issues are worked through. Our relationship expectations speak to our needs and wants in relationships. For example, some individuals have the expectation that their romantic partners should be their “soul mates,” their best friend, or someone who “fits them perfectly.”

We all have different expectations of our romantic partners. Many people neglect to talk to their partners about their specific expectations, which can lead to confusion, communication issues, disappointment, and hurt. In many ways, our relationship expectations are a deep part of who we are and shape our behavior and satisfaction in our romantic relationships. Sometimes, we expect our partners to predict what we are thinking or feeling without our telling them. This is usually an unfair expectation as no one can predict what is inside someone else’s head and heart. Yet, some individuals believe that if their partners truly understood them, they would be able to know what they are thinking and feeling. This tends to place an unfair burden on the other person in the relationship as well as burdening the relationship itself.

Why are romantic relationships so important to us? Romantic relationships often contribute to our sense of self, self-esteem, identity, and sense of meaning. Human beings are social creatures by nature. We are born with an innate desire to connect and build social and interpersonal relationships with others. We must form deep attachments with others to survive. Typically, our first attachment relationships are with our parents or caregivers. We later form interpersonal attachments with other family members, our peer groups, colleagues, and in our romantic relationships. It is considered a healthy need to want to connect with others. In Chapter 3, we will review both healthy and unhealthy relationship styles as well as signs of a dysfunctional relationship.

There are many types of romantic relationship styles and/or patterns. We will explore these styles below. First, however, we will explore how individuals become involved in romantic relationships in the first place.


Dating and Sexual Scripts

Dating scripts are the cognitive models that guide individuals’ dating interactions. We are socialized into particular scripts by societal, familial, peer, media, and religious/spiritual influences and also they shape our expectations and behavior in the dating realm. Dating scripts are often also strongly influenced by gender. For example, a societal expectation is that in heterosexual romantic scripts the man asks the woman out and/or pays for the first date. Many individuals do not follow this script or change the script to meet their own situation (which can be a very healthy thing to do); however, scripts often shape our behavior around dating issues as well as put forth a common set of expectations. Our dating and sexual scripts have been shaped since childhood. Information we receive about how members of the same and opposite sex interact in romantic situations tends to form the foundation of the scripts.

A traditional gendered heterosexual dating script might look something like this. A man and woman are sitting at a bar. They strike up a conversation and the man asks the woman if he can buy her a drink. She accepts or rejects his offer. His offer to buy her a drink initiates further contact with her and might suggest his interest in her romantically. If she accepts, this might mean that she is interested in him romantically (or that she was interested in a free drink). Once the drink offer is accepted, there is an implied obligation for further conversation, at least based on a traditional dating script. Gendered dating scripts are influenced by gender roles and expectations of behavior based on one’s gender (e.g., the man initiates a date). If the pair appear to have a mutual interest in one another, they may exchange numbers. In traditional dating scripts, the man asks for the woman’s phone number (although in today’s world, women ask for the phone numbers of men and invite men out for a date). There is typically a mutual expectation that the pair will talk on the phone or exchange texts prior to their first date in attempts to get to know one another. During their first date, the couple may engage in conversation and sometimes light physical touching (a pat on the back, a hug, kissing, etc.). At the end of the date, they may decide on a future date or decide that one or the other does not have future interest in the individual. When the date concludes, either person may initiate physical contact (e.g., a kiss). In traditional dating scripts, women are often socialized to resist sexual intimacy on a first date; however, many couples have early sexual contact (e.g., on a first date) and many do not. Some men are socialized to initiate sexual contact early in the relationship. Sexual scripts are the cognitive models that guide individuals’ sexual interactions. Sexual scripts also shape our sexual behavior, expectations, and perceptions of what normal sexual behavior is.

Social psychology literature finds that dating scripts allow for the participants to know what to expect and help a couple to move further along into getting to know one another without causing a sequence of misinterpretations and accidental or intentional manipulations and miscommunication that result in unnecessary feelings and awkward situations. Scripts become less influential once two people get to know and allow each other in one’s intimate space; they then understand each other’s intents and actions with a different perspective than making presumptions as acquaintances, avoiding much of the problems of first contact. Dating and sexual scripts can be healthy or unhealthy. We will explore both healthy and dysfunctional scripts in Chapter 3.



Flirting

Flirting is another important part of dating and sexual scripts. Flirting usually consists of physical, verbal, and emotional communication suggesting romantic interest in another individual. It may involve giving the person of interest direct eye contact and then looking away, standing or sitting close to the person of interest (proxemics), touching the other person (in ways that are socially acceptable but push the boundaries of social acceptability; for example, putting your arm around a person you just met or laying one’s hand on the back or thigh of the person of interest). Flirting is typically conveyed through body language, tone of voice, intermittent eye contact, as well as using language that might convey a sexual or romantic interest in the other person.

Flirting is significantly shaped by culture, gender, social, and societal expectations. Its goal is to convey romantic or sexual interest as well as to receive reinforcement from the other person that the initiator (person flirting) is attractive and receptive to further contact. Flirting usually involves speaking and behaving in a way that suggests a mildly greater intimacy than the actual relationship between the parties would justify, though within the rules of social etiquette, which generally disapproves of a direct expression of sexual interest. Flirting can involve playful gestures, verbal challenges, feigned disinterest, sexually suggestive behavior, and/or physical movements (e.g., touching) (Mead, 2004, pp. 145–149).



Hooking Up

“Hooking up” is a more recent term that typically implies having casual sex outside the confines of a committed romantic relationship. Although there seems to be little consensus on the definition of “hooking up,” at minimum it implies some form of sexual contact and at maximum it implies full sexual intercourse. Hooking up has typically been studied in college students although high school students and young adults also report hooking up. College students who have participated in research exploring hook up culture often state that they are too busy for long-term romantic relationships and that hooking up fulfills both physical and emotional needs for closeness on a temporary basis. Drugs and alcohol are sometimes involved in hook ups, which can influence one’s judgment and make it more likely to hook up with someone an individual not under the influence of drugs and alcohol would not. Many college students report that they regret hooking up; sometimes hooking up can lead to unintended consequences, such as sexually transmitted infections, unwanted pregnancies, hurt feelings, relationship disappointment, and/or date rape. Research clearly shows that college students overestimate just how many of their classmates are actually hooking up. For example, surveyed college students reported that they believed that over 85 percent of their classmates regularly engaged in hook ups. Approximately 60–80 percent of college students report having had some experience with casual sexual behavior. Research finds that the actual number is far lower. Approximately 20 percent of college students report having regular hook ups. The more an individual hooks up, the more likely he or she is to continue casual hook ups. College students who regularly hook up tend to have less experience in dating and long-term romantic relationships. Although college students may talk about hooking up, the majority of college students still engage in serial monogamy (see definition below). Social psychologists and relationship experts fear that if the hook up culture persists, the security of long-term romantic relationships will be at risk as hooking up does not develop the necessary relationship skills one needs to initiate, maintain, and be satisfied in a committed monogamous relationship. The positive and negative consequences of hooking up will be reviewed in Chapter 3.



Catfishing

A catfish “is someone who pretends to be someone they’re not using Facebook or other social media to create false identities, particularly to pursue deceptive online romances,” according to UrbanDictionary.com. The catfish phenomenon was first popularized by the film documentary Catfish, in which the main character, Nev, falls in love with a woman over the Internet. Most millennials (those born between the years 1982 and 2000) view technology and social media as a valued form of communicating with others (e.g., text messaging, Twitter, Facebook, and Snapchat). In Catfish, Nev and his love interest, Angela, communicate via Facebook. They become each others’ “friends” and begin to share a mutual online community (i.e., Nev’s and Angela’s friends begin interacting with one another as well). Nev begins to suspect that Angela is not who she presents herself to be when he finds that several songs she said she wrote and sang for him were actually copied from another artist off of the Internet. The documentary shows Nev and two friends (the film’s producer and cameraman) going to visit Angela in Michigan (Nev is from New York) for an unannounced surprised visit. Nev finds that Angela is not at all who she says she is and that she posted a false profile (including her age and physical appearance) on her Facebook page.

The catfish phenomenon has received a great deal of media attention through the TV show Catfish as well as the Manti Te’o scandal. Manti Te’o was a famous Notre Dame football player who helped lead his team to an undefeated season. His story was considered both tragic and heroic, as he reported that the deaths of his grandmother and his girlfriend, Lennay Kekua, happened in the same year but only helped him play harder. It was later discovered that Manti Te’o had lied about his girlfriend dying from leukemia. As reporters dug into the story and explored his inconsistencies, Manti Te’o stated that he never actually met her (a contradiction from an earlier version of his story) but that they consistently communicated online and by phone. The truth is that Manti Te’o lied about having a girlfriend in the first place, although he showed pictures of her that turned out to be lifted from the Internet and was a woman he never met.

Why would someone deceive another individual with a phony online profile? There are many answers to this question. Some experts have proposed the idea that since so many more people communicate through the Internet, individuals’ online identities have become crucial to who they are. On the Internet one can be who one wants to be. If an individual does not like the way he or she looks, he or she can simply lift a picture from the Internet and post it to his or her social media Web site; the individual can therefore present his or her ideal physical appearance to others. Other experts suggest that those most vulnerable to being catfished are individuals with low self-esteem or those who are confused about who they are. Still others feel that the catfish may enjoy manipulating and using others (i.e., getting someone else to fall in love with you or getting validating attention from someone else) to feel good about themselves. The answers are not clear but given our extensive use of social media, the catfish phenomenon is probably here to stay.



Serial Monogamy

As we grow up, most of us are taught the importance and expectation of faithfulness in our romantic relationships: the value of fidelity, which is defined as loyalty to an allegiance or person, vow, promise, or sexual faithfulness to a sexual partner. Most marriage vows include the stated expectation of sexual fidelity and faithfulness. These strongly held societal values influence our relationship styles and behavior. Research demonstrates that most Americans engage in serial monogamy, which is the practice of having a number of long-term romantic or sexual partners in succession.
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