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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Emerging adults (EAs) use many phrases to refer to their roman- Relationship types; intimacy;
tic interactions. In two studies (N; =110; N,=222), EAs’ know- dating; commitment;

ledge and perceptions of “talking” were examined. In Study 1,a  &merging adults; talking

majority of college students had heard of “talking,” and per-
ceived “talking” as distinct from “friends with benefits” (FWB)
and dating. In Study 2, about half of a broader EA sample had
heard of “talking” and perceived “talking” as being significantly
less emotionally and physically intimate, and less committed
than dating; they did, however, perceived “talking” to be similar
in some ways to being FWB. Additionally, EAs varied in their
agreement regarding the what, why, and how of “talking.”
Incorporating these results into youth relationship education pro-
grams may be beneficial to promoting healthy relationship
development and reducing relational uncertainty.

“Hanging out,” “talking,” “hooking up,” “booty call,” “friends with ben-
efits,” “Facebook official,” the list goes on. In Western culture, today’s
emerging adults (EAs) use a multitude of terms and phrases to describe the
status of their romantic relationships, romantic experiences, or sexual
engagements (hereto referred to as romantic interactions). To date, though,
much of the research on EAs’ romantic interactions has focused on those
involving sexual intimacy. Specifically, researchers have defined terms such
as “hooking up” and being “friends with benefits” (FWB) and have exam-
ined the impact of such romantic interactions (e.g., Bisson & Levine, 2009;
Bogle, 2008; Claxton & van Dulmen, 2013; Fincham, 2011; Garcia et al,
2012; Kaestle & Halpern, 2007; Lehmiller et al., 2011; Olmstead et al., 2018;
Wentland & Reissing, 2014). However, other types of romantic interactions,
especially those that may not involve sexual intimacy, have been largely
neglected. One term that has received substantially less empirical attention
is “talking.” Therefore, this set of studies strives to clarify whether (1)
“talking” is simply a label for the relationship initiation stage focused on
self-disclosure and (2) how “talking” compares to other romantic
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interactions (i.e., FWB and dating) with regard to the relational compo-
nents of intimacy, passion, and commitment.

Theories of Romantic Interactions

An abundance of theories exists regarding the initiation, as well as the main-
tenance of, romantic interactions (Berscheid & Regan, 2016). A common com-
ponent of several classic relationship initiation theories, such as Reiss’s (1960)
Wheel of Love and Lewis’s (1973) Model of Premarital Dyadic Formation, is
self-disclosure. Self-disclosure is well documented to be associated with liking
and the development of emotional intimacy (Aron et al., 1997; Collins &
Miller, 1994; Derlega et al., 2008). To facilitate liking and emotional intimacy,
self-disclosure should be personalized, escalate in depth, be reciprocal between
partners, and be sustained (Aron et al., 1997). However, self-disclosure can be
risky in newly developing relationships (Derlega et al., 2008).

Self-disclosure is also a driver of stability and continuation within long-
term romantic relationships (Sprecher, 1987). Sternberg’s (1986) Theory of
Love argues that the highest quality romantic relationships have high levels
of emotional intimacy, passion, and commitment. Emotional intimacy con-
sists of feeling close and connected (Sternberg, 1986), and is facilitated by
self-disclosure (Aron et al., 1992). Passion consists of thoughts and behav-
iors related to arousal and attraction (Sternberg, 1986). Finally, commit-
ment consists of feelings of love and intention to maintain the relationship
(Sternberg, 1986). Sternberg (1986) also stated that romantic interactions
may not consist of all three of these components. For example, FWB may
be a modern-day example of romantic love (i.e., intimacy and passion, but
not commitment), whereas a “one-night stand” may be a modern-day
example of infatuation (i.e., only passion, no intimacy or commitment).

Emerging Adults’ Romantic Interactions

The status of EAs’ romantic interactions falls along a continuum with end
points of being single and in a committed relationship (Arnett, 2006).
Furthermore, relationship status instability is a key tenet of EA (Arnett,
2000, 2006), such that individuals often shift back and forth multiple times
along that continuum (Shulman & Connolly, 2013). Moreover, the trajec-
tory from single to committed is not as structured as it was for prior gen-
erations (Halpern-Meekin et al.,, 2013; Stanley et al., 2011). As such, EAs
may avoid “the relationship talk” because of concern that the conversation
could negatively impact their self-image and the current status of their
romantic interaction (Knobloch & Carpenter-Theune, 2004).

To avoid the “relationship talk” but progress their romantic interactions,
men and women often take different approaches. Specifically, most of the men
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reported taking a direct approach to initiating romantic interactions, whereas
women were less likely to do so (Clark et al., 1999). Men’s reported approach
was also associated with their goal for the romantic interaction, such that they
were more likely to take a direct approach when desiring emotional intimacy
but an indirect approach when predominately desiring physical intimacy
(Clark et al., 1999). Recent research has reiterated that men and women tend
to take different approaches and differ in their perceptions of acceptable
behaviors prior to dating (Taylor et al., 2013).

Research has consistently demonstrated that EAs internalize expectations
about romantic and sexual interactions from media sources (e.g., television
shows, movies; Gamble & Nelson, 2016; Ward, 2003). Although media has
often represented EAs as regularly engaging in sexual interactions (Kunkel
et al., 1999), a recent content analysis of EAs’ preferred television shows
demonstrated that less than a third of the shows included sexual behaviors
(Dillman Carpentier et al., 2017). In addition, significantly more of the sex-
ual behaviors identified were coded as being within the context of a roman-
tic relationship than as being a casual sexual interaction (Dillman
Carpentier et al., 2017). This shift in media’s representation of EAs’ sexual
interactions aligns with research comparing sexual behaviors of today’s EAs
to those of prior generations; today’s EAs are having longer periods of sex-
ual inactivity than prior cohorts of EAs (Monto & Carey, 2014; Twenge
et al.,, 2017).

One possible reason for the discrepancy in sexual activity between
today’s EAs and prior cohorts is that today’s EAs may be engaging in dif-
ferent forms of romantic interactions, such as “talking.” In a recent presen-
tation, 82.1% of participants agreed that “Everyone has a different
definition of ‘just talking’,” 85.5% of participants agreed that “Just talking’
can lead to a committed relationship,” and 79.4% of participants agreed
that “Just talking’ is not dating” (Sibley et al., 2017). These descriptive sta-
tistics that demonstrate ambiguity in the definition of and expectations for
“talking” are in line with popular press articles on the idea of “talking”
(e.g., Gresge, 2016; Reeves, 2015). However, to date, no empirical studies
have been published on “talking.”

Why “Talking” Matters

Existing research on EAs’ romantic interactions has tended to focus on the
sexual nature of those dalliances (e.g., Claxton & van Dulmen, 2013; Garcia
et al., 2012; Olmstead, 2020; Wentland & Reissing, 2014) and/or the regularity
with which interactions are terminated (e.g., Eastwick et al., 2008; Roberson
et al., 2017). Less scholarly attention has been directed toward how romantic
interactions begin, beyond emphasizing technology’s role in initiating



4 D. N. POWELL ET AL.

connections between prospective partners (e.g., Olmstead, 2020; Sprecher,
2009). Relationship educators and counselors who work directly with individ-
uals who are not yet in a committed relationship have likely heard their cli-
ents say they are “just talking” (Sibley et al., 2015, 2017) to a prospective
partner, and their probing questions about the romantic interaction have
likely revealed a great deal of discrepancy across clients in what is meant and
expected by “talking.” Varying perceptions of what is meant by a romantic
interaction label, and explicit avoidance of relationship-focused topics, is indi-
cative of relational uncertainty (Knobloch & Carpenter-Theune, 2004).
Romantic interactions and relationships that are high in relationship uncer-
tainty are likely to have higher amounts of jealousy and conflict and are
more likely to dissolve (Knobloch & Carpenter-Theune, 2004; Knobloch &
Haunani Solomon, 2002). Therefore, the present set of studies aims to pro-
vide descriptive information that relationship educators and counselors can
use to acknowledge where there tends to be congruence on the meaning of
“talking,” and highlight where there tends to be more incongruity.

Present Research

Two studies were conducted to examine contemporary EAs’ understanding
of “talking” as a romantic interaction. Study 1 was an exploratory pilot
study in which college students indicated whether or not they had previ-
ously heard of “talking,” and reported their intimacy, passion, and commit-
ment when “talking,” FWB, and dating, as well as the seriousness of each
romantic interaction. Study 2 was an extension study in which a broader
sample of EAs indicated the behaviors that they believe individuals engage
in while “talking,” the reasons why individuals “talk,” and the expectations
of themselves and of their potential partner when “talking.” Lastly, they
rated their physical and emotional intimacy, as well as their commitment,
to someone when “talking”, FWB, dating casually, and dating seriously.
Prior research has indicated that men and women differed in their roman-
tic interaction actions and expectations (Critelli et al., 1986; Mongeau et al.,
2006), and so gender differences were also examined in Study 2. Given the
lack of research on “talking” and the exploratory nature of both studies, no
a priori hypotheses were posited.

Study 1
Method

Participants
A total of 110 EAs (79.1% female, 20.9% male; 89.1% Caucasian, 6.4%
African American, 1.8% Hispanic/Latino, .9% Asian, .9% Other/Multi-racial,
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1 person did not answer) from a small liberal arts college in the southeast of
the United States, ranging in age from 18 to 23 (Mg, = 19.74years,
SD=1.25) participated in the study. The sample is representative of the
departmental subject pool from which they were recruited.

Measures

The measures are described in the order that they were completed. The
measures and data are publicly available on the Open Science Framework
(OSF; https://osf.io/v4s8p/?view_only=1a7d632075ac48d58021b5785a3{f918).

Knowledge of “Talking”. Participants were asked to indicate whether or not
they had “ever heard of the term ‘talking’ in regards to a type of
relationship.” If they had not heard of “talking” they answered all of the
remaining questions except those that pertained to “talking.”

Triangular Love Scale - Revised. Developed and revised by Sternberg
(1997), this scale assesses intimacy, passion, and commitment within a
particular relationship. For this study, participants were asked to imagine
a hypothetical, ideal person that they were (1) “talking” to, (2) FWB
with, and (3) dating. FWB and dating were chosen as comparisons to
“talking” because of college students’ familiarity with those types of
romantic interactions. Participants were permitted to use their own
implicit definitions for what it meant to be in each of these romantic
interactions. Participants completed the measure three times (i.e., for
each romantic interaction). The measure consists of 45 items with 15
items in each subscale (i.e., intimacy, passion, and commitment). All
items were answered on a 1 (Not at all) to 9 (Extremely) scale, and the
mean for each subscale was calculated (o’s > .94).

Seriousness of Relationship. With a single item, participants were asked to
rate how seriously they perceive each of the romantic interactions to be
using a 1 (Casual) to 9 (Serious) scale. Thus, participants answered this
item three times.

Demographics. Participants answered questions about their age, gender,
and race.

Procedure

The first author’s institutional review board approved the study’s proce-
dures prior to data collection. After viewing an information sheet, partici-
pants proceeded through the survey. Afterwards, they received course
credit for their participation.
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Results

A majority of the college students had heard of the term “talking” (n=97;
88.2%). Three participants did not answer the question and ten reported
that they had not heard of it. Only participants who had heard of “talking”
were included in the subsequent analyses.

To compare the college students’ perceptions of “talking” to those of
being FWB and dating, a series of repeated measures analyses of variance
(RM-ANOVAs) with Bonferroni-corrected estimated marginal mean com-
parisons were conducted (See Figure 1). There were significant differences
in perceptions of intimacy across the types of romantic interactions (Wilk’s
A =.19, F(2, 95) =204.79, p <.001, n,” =.81). Specifically, college students
perceived there to be more intimacy when “talking” than when FWB
(p<.001, 95% CI [1.16, 2.17], d=1.06) but less intimacy when “talking”
compared to when dating (p <.001, 95% CI [—2.33, —1.61], d=1.60).
There were also significant differences in perceptions of passion across the
types of romantic interactions (Wilk’s A =.17, F(2, 95) =232.96, p <.001,
n,” =.83). Once again, college students perceived there to be more passion
when “talking” than when FWB (p <.001, 95% CI [1.21, 2.12], d=1.06)
but less passion when “talking” compared to when dating (p <.001, 95% CI
[—2.54, —1.75], d=1.66). Additionally, there were significant differences in
perceptions of commitment across the types of romantic interactions
(Wilk’s A =.14, F(2, 95)=300.49, p<.001, np2:.86). College students,
again, perceived there to be more commitment when “talking” than when
FWB (p <.001, 95% CI [1.62, 2.75], d=1.25) but less commitment when

OTalking  ®Friends with Benefits B Dating

Average of participants' responses
W

Emo Intimacy Passion Commitment Seriousness

Figure 1. Average of college students’ perceptions of intimacy, passion, commitment, and ser-
iousness in different types of romantic relationships. All constructs were measured on a 1 (Not
at all) to 9 (Extremely) scale; higher scores are indicative of higher averages. Error bars denote
standard error.
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“talking” compared to when dating (p <.001, 95% CI [-3.32, —2.30],
d=1.74). Finally, there were significant differences in perceptions of ser-
iousness across the types of romantic interactions (Wilk’s A =.09, F(2,
95) =464.50, p <.001, n,>=.91). Following the trend above, college stu-
dents perceived there to be more seriousness when “talking” than when
FWB (p <.001, 95% CI [2.01, 3.35], d=1.46) but less seriousness when
“talking” compared to when dating (p<.001, 95% CI [-3.71, —2.72],
d=2.09). Although not the focus on these analyses, the students also per-
ceived there to be less emotional intimacy, passion, and commitment when
FWB than when dating (p’s <.001). In sum, this sample of college students
perceived there to be more emotional intimacy, passion, commitment, and
seriousness when “talking” than when FWB, and less of each of those rela-
tional components when dating.

Discussion

This study was an initial pilot study conducted to examine EAs’ perception of
“talking” and how it compared to other romantic interactions. Our analyses
revealed that a majority of the sampled college students had heard of “talking” as
a type of romantic interaction. Moreover, “talking” fell between FWB and dating
when it came to perceptions of intimacy, passion, commitment, and seriousness.
Although serving as a first step into empirically examining “talking,” this study
had a relatively small and homogenous group of participants and did not exam-
ine EAs” impressions of “talking” such as their expectations, intentions, and rea-
soning for “talking.” Based on the results and limitations of Study 1, Study 2
took a more micro-level approach to exploring EAs’ impressions of “talking.”

Study 2
Method

Participants

Data for these analyses are from a larger study on behaviors in romantic
interactions (Freedman et al., 2019). A total of 559 adults completed the
study, but 5 failed the attention check and were excluded from the analyses.
Additionally, because we wanted to restrict the focus of this manuscript to
emerging adulthood, all participants over the age of 29 (n=332) were
excluded from these analyses. Therefore, the analytic sample consisted of
222 participants (44.6% women, 53.6% men, 1.4% transgender, .5% did not
disclose; M4 = 24.69 years, SD = 2.77; 70.7% Caucasian, 10.8% Asian, 8.6%
Latinx, 5.9% African American, 3.6% “other,” and .4% did not disclose;
90.1% heterosexual, 9.9% bisexual). Participants varied in their current rela-
tionship status: 19.4% identified as married or in a long-term committed
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relationship, 5.4% as engaged, 36.9% as dating, 7.2% as “talking,” and
31.1% as single. Additionally, 36.5% stated that they had previously “talked”
to someone. Of those that had “talked,” a majority reported that they did
so for a relatively short period of time: more than a week but less than
a month (28.4%), more than a month but less than three months (23.5%),
more than three months but less than six months (21%).

Measures

The measures are described in the order that they were completed.
The measures and dataset are publicly available on OSF (https://osf.io/
v4s8p/?view_only=1a7d632075ac48d58021b5785a31f918).

Knowledge of “Talking”. Participants were asked whether they had “heard
of ‘talking’ as a new term for describing a phase in romantic relationships.”
If they had heard of “talking” they were asked to answer the questions
described below while reflecting on “when ‘talking.”” If they had not heard
of “talking” they were asked to answer the following questions reflecting
on “when you are first communicating with a potential partner.”
Additionally, participants were asked if they “would describe ‘talking’
as a distinct initial phase of a romantic relationship?” using a scale
of 1 (Definitely not) to 7 (Definitely yes).

Impressions of “Talking”. First, participants were asked to select the way they
or their friends converse when “talking” or first communicating. Then, par-
ticipants were asked to select all behaviors that they believed occurred
when “talking” or first communicating. Next, participants were asked to
select all the things they thought are important to learn when “talking” or
first communicating. Only those participants who had heard of “talking”
were asked to select the reasons why they thought someone would engage
in “talking.” See Table 1 for phrasing of each statement; responses were
binary (Selected = Yes, Unselected = No).

Comparison to Other Romantic Interactions. Participants were asked to
respond to a series of questions based on their past experiences when
“talking,” FWB, casually dating, or seriously dating. Participants were permit-
ted to use their own implicit definitions for what it meant to be in each of
these romantic interactions. For all items, they had the option of indicating if
they had never had that type of romantic interaction. If they indicated that
they had not had a type of romantic interaction, then they were not asked
their perceptions about that romantic interaction. To assess emotional intim-
acy, participants were asked “how much do you share about your past life,
current experiences, and future plans?” Participants responded on a scale
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from 1 (None) to 7 (Everything). To assess physical intimacy, participants
were asked “how frequently do you engage in physical intimacy?”
Participants responded on a scale from 1 (Very rarely) to 7 (Very frequently).
To assess commitment, participants were asked “how committed are you?”
Participants responded on a scale from 1 (Not at all) to 7 (Very).

Prior Experiences “Talking”. Participants indicated whether they were cur-
rently or had previously “talked” to someone and how long they had
“talked” if no longer “talking” to them.

Demographics. Participants answered questions about their age, gender, race,
education level, and sexuality.

Procedure

The first author’s institutional review board approved the study’s procedures
prior to data collection. Participants were recruited from Amazon’s
Mechanical Turk (MTurk) if they had a prior task approval above 98% (Peer
et al,, 2014). After reading information about the study on MTurk, interested
participants opted to participate and immediately began answering the
questions. After completing the study, participants were compensated with
fifty cents. Only those questions that examined the phenomenon of “talking”
with a potential romantic partner from the larger study are described here.

Results

Knowledge

About half of the EAs had heard of “talking” (n=125; 56.3%). A higher
proportion of women had heard of “talking” than men, X*(1)=6.92,
p=.009. Of those who had heard of talking, they tended to believe that
talking was a distinct initial phase of a romantic relationship (M= 5.26,
SD = 1.39); men and women did not differ in whether they thought “talking”
was a distinct initial phase, #(120) =.20, p =.845, 95% CI [—.46, .56], g=.04.
Given that a larger proportion of college students had heard of “talking”
in Study 1, an independent samples ¢-test was conducted to explore whether
there was a difference in knowledge of “talking” based on education level;
however, there was not a significant difference, #(218) =.57, p=.567, 95% CI
[—.23, .42], g=.08. Additionally, the correlation between EAS’ perception
of “talking” as a distinct initial phase of a romantic relationship and
their education level was not significant, r(121) = .14, p =.120.
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Table 1. Perceptions of “talking” and differences based on knowledge of constructW.

Perception of “talking” % Endorsed  Likelihood ratio CI  Knowledge differences X3
Expected behaviors
Hang out during the day 74.3% 77 137 2.49
Hang out at night 64.4% 32 .87 49
Getting to know friends 41.0% —.63 —.10 24
Meeting family members 9.9% —2.68 -1.79 1.40
Going on group dates 33.8% —.96 —.40 2.73
Having one-on-one dates 62.6% .25 .79 3.07
Engaging in physical intimacy 27.5% —-1.27 —.68 1.99
Sexting 18.9% —1.80 —-1.13 3.42
Methods of communicating
Meeting face-to-face 74.8% .79 1.40 23
Text messaging 91.4% 1.93 2.87 1.18
Talking on the phone 52.3% -7 35 8.38%*
Video chatting 32.4% -1.02 —.46 4.65%
Group chatting 16.7% —1.98 -1.27 1.06
Liking social media posts 53.6% —.12 41 .02
Chatting publicly on social media 37.8% —.77 -.23 7.33%%
Chatting privately on social media 70.3% .58 1.15 15.18%**
Chatting through dating applications 31.1% —1.09 —.52 .06
Why “talk”
Because there is no commitment 37.8% 35 1.10
Because it's efficient 17.1% —1.22 —.46
To “test the waters” 51.8% 1.85 3.16
Because it is a safe way to see if interested 43.7% .84 1.68
Because you lack romantic experience 11.3% —-1.85 —-.97
To avoid the “relationship talk” 12.6% —1.68 -84
To hookup 25.7% —.53 .18
Hope to learn
If you have common interests 89.6% 1.75 2.62 .18
If you have similar values 83.8% 1.30 2.02 40
About their personality 79.3% 1.03 1.68 .09
If they are funny 71.6% 64 1.22 11.86%*
If they are intelligent 69.8% .56 1.13 3.93*
If they are kind 77.5% 93 1.56 14
If they would help you grow as a person 44.6% -48 .05 2.90
Their goals for the future 56.8% .01 54 .70
The type of relationship they are looking for 68.9% .52 1.09 .29
If they are physically attractive 54.1% -.10 43 4.220%
If they are attracted to you 68.9% .52 1.09 40
If you are sexually compatible 40.5% —.65 -12 21
Their relationship history 33.3% —.98 —.42 12.53%%*
About their family 25.2% —1.40 -.79 1.94
If you have friends in common 27.9% -1.25 —.66 11.19%*

Note. *p <.05, **p < .01, ¥**p <.001.

Impressions

For the following set of analyses described below, the average number of
endorsements within each set (i.e., behaviors, methods of communicating,
reasons for, and what one hopes to learn when “talking”) was first calcu-
lated. Then, the percentage of endorsement for each item was calculated.
Additionally, likelihood ratio confidence intervals were calculated for each
item by specifying binary logistic, intercept-only generalized linear models
with zero (i.e, no endorsement) as the reference category. Lastly,
chi-squared analyses were conducted to examine whether participants with
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a prior knowledge of “talking” differed in their endorsements from partici-
pants without prior knowledge (i.e., those who answered the questions
based on their thoughts when “first communicating with a potential
partner”). This last set of analyses was conducted to examine how similar
“talking” is perceived to be in comparison to romantic interaction initiation
among individuals who had not heard of the term. If perceived similarly,
then “talking” may simply be a new phrase for an existing set of behaviors
and expectations before dating a romantic partner. If perceived differently,
then “talking” may represent a new stage in the path toward dating a
romantic partner or a new and different romantic interaction.

When asked about behaviors that the EAs thought individuals engaged
in when “talking,” they endorsed an average of 3.31 (SD=1.69) of the 8
behaviors; men and women did not differ in their number of endorse-
ments, #(216) =—.23, p=.817, 95% CI [—.51, .40], g=.03. As depicted in
Table 1, EAs agreed that certain behaviors occur when “talking” to a poten-
tial romantic partner (i.e., hanging out during the day, not meeting family
members, and not sexting). However, the endorsement of other behaviors
was more ambiguous (i.e., confidence intervals were closer to zero).
Additionally, there were no differences in EAs’ endorsement of what behav-
iors occur based on their knowledge of “talking.”

When asked how EAs believe that individuals communicate when
“talking,” they endorsed an average of 4.60 methods (SD=2.09) of the 9
methods; men and women, once again, did not differ in their number of
endorsements, #(216) =1.16, p=.249, 95% CI [—-.23, .89], g=.16. There
was some ambiguity among EAs in their endorsement of how individuals
communicate when “talking” (see Table 1). Predominately, they agreed that
individuals send text messages to communicate and do not engage in
group-chats. Chi-squared analyses revealed that knowledge of “talking” was
associated with several of the ways that EAs believe that individuals com-
municate. Specifically, those that had heard of “talking” were more likely to
indicate that individuals communicate via phone conversations, video chat,
and privately on social media. However, those that had not heard of
“talking” were more likely to indicate that individuals communicate pub-
licly on social media.

When asked why individuals “talk,” EAs endorsed an average of 2.0 rea-
sons (SD=2.14) of the 7 reasons; women endorsed significantly more
behaviors (M =243, SD=221) than men (M=1.62, SD=2.02),
t(216) =2.83, p=.005, 95% CI [.25, 1.38], g=.39. There was once again,
some inconsistency in participants’ endorsement of why individuals “talk,”
but EAs tended to agree that individuals do not “talk” to avoid the rela-
tionship talk, because it is efficient, or because they lack romantic experi-
ence (see Table 1). EAs who had not heard of “talking” were not asked
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these questions, so differences in endorsement based on knowledge could
not be assessed.

Lastly, when asked what individuals hope to learn when “talking,” EAs
endorsed an average of 8.92 options (SD =3.53) of the 15 options; women,
once again, endorsed significantly more items (M =9.53, SD =3.33) than
men (M=8.29, SD=3.58), t(216)=2.61, p=.010, 95% CI [.30, 2.16],
g=.35. A few options were strongly endorsed by participants (i.e., learning
if you have common interests, if you have similar values, about their
personality, and if they are kind), but many of the options were
inconsistently endorsed (see Table 1). Chi-squared analyses revealed that
knowledge of “talking” was associated with several aspects that EAs
believed were important to learn. Specifically, those that had heard
of “talking” were more likely to endorse that it is important to learn if the
other person is funny, is intelligent, learn about their relationship history,
and whether they have friends in common. On the other hand, those that
had not heard of “talking” were more likely to endorse that it is important
to learn whether the individual is attractive.

Romantic interaction comparisons

To compare EAs’ perceptions of “talking” to those of being FWB, casually
dating, or seriously dating, a series of RM-ANOVAs with Bonferroni-
corrected estimated marginal mean comparisons were conducted (See
Figure 2). There were significant differences in perceptions of emotional
intimacy across the types of romantic interactions (Wilk’s A=.33,
F(3,165) =112.85, p <.001, np2:.67). Specifically, EAs reported there to
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Figure 2. Average of emerging adults’ perceptions of emotional intimacy, physical intimacy, and
commitment. All constructs were measured on a 1 to 7 scale (Emotional intimacy: None to
Everything; Physical intimacy: Very rarely to Very frequently, Commitment: Not at all to Very), higher
scores are indicative of perceiving more of that construct. Error bars denote standard error.
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be similar amounts of emotional intimacy when “talking” as when FWB
(p=.403, 95% CI [—.11, .58], d=.16), but less emotional intimacy when
“talking” compared to when casually dating (p <.001, 95% CI [—1.28, .69],
d=.71) or seriously dating (p <.001, 95% CI [—2.81, —1.99], d=1.55).
There were also significant differences in perceptions of physical intimacy
across the types of romantic interactions (Wilk’s A =.36, F(3, 156) = 93.94,
p<.001, n,°=.64). EAs reported there to be significantly less physical
intimacy when “talking” than when FWB (p <.001, 95% CI [—2.34, —1.45],
d=1.01), casually dating (p <.001, 95% CI [—2.29, —1.47], d=1.07), and
seriously dating (p <.001, 95% CI [—3.48, —2.53], d=1.80). Lastly, there
were also significant differences in perceptions of commitment across the
types of romantic interactions (Wilk’s A =.18, F(3, 176) =261.78, p <.001,
n,” =.82). Matching the results for emotional intimacy, EAs reported there
to be similar levels of commitment when “talking” as when FWB (p =1.00,
95% CI [—-.31, .31], d<0.001), but less commitment when “talking”
compared to when casually dating (p<.001, 95% CI [-1.97, —1.32],
d=1.13) and seriously dating (p <.001, 95% CI [—4.19, —3.36], d=2.77).
Although not the focus of these analyses, participants also perceived there
to be significantly less emotional intimacy, physical intimacy, and commit-
ment when FWB than when dating seriously (p’s<.001). And, they
perceived there to be significantly less emotional intimacy and commitment
when FWB than when casually dating (p’s <.001; physical intimacy
p=1.00). In sum, this sample of EAs reported there to be similar amounts
of emotional intimacy and commitment when “talking” as when FWB,
more physical intimacy when FWB than when “talking,” and less of each
of the relational components when casually and seriously dating.

To examine whether there were differences EAs’ perceptions of “talking”
based on their gender, a 3 (relational components) X 2 (gender) RM-ANOVA
was conducted. Replicating the results described above, there were differences
between the relational components (Wilk’'s A = .64, F(2, 177) =48.88, p <.001,
npz =.36). However, the interaction with participant gender was not
significant (Wilk’s A =.97, F(2, 177) =2.80, p =.063, T]p2: .03).

Discussion

This study was a follow-up, exploratory study on a broader sample of EAs’
knowledge and impression of “talking.” Our analyses revealed that a slight
majority of them, and especially women participants, had heard of “talking”
as a new term for describing a phase in romantic relationships. Moreover,
there was both agreement and ambiguity among EAs when it came to their
impressions of the behaviors, communication methods, reasons for engag-
ing in “talking,” and what individuals hope to learn when “talking.” Our
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analyses revealed that the behaviors are similar whether an EA is “talking”
or first communicating with a potential romantic partner. However, there
were a few differences in their endorsements of communication methods
and what individuals hope to learn based on their prior knowledge of
“talking.” We also found that women were more likely to endorse reasons
for why individuals “talk” and what one hopes to learn when “talking.”
It has been noted that women are more likely to discuss relationship-ori-
ented topics with their friends than men (Barbee et al., 1990), which may
be contributing to the gender difference in knowledge and impressions
of “talking.”

Additionally, we replicated a subset of the results from Study 1, by find-
ing that “talking” was perceived to have less emotional intimacy, physical
intimacy, and commitment than dating, either casually or seriously.
However, we did not fully replicate Study 1: this sample of EAs reported
“talking” to be similar to FWB as it pertained to emotional intimacy and
commitment, and reported there to be less physical intimacy when
“talking” than when FWB. The differences found for “friends with benefits”
between Study 1 and Study 2 may be because Study 1 relied on possible
perceptions (i.e., participants answered questions about all romantic inter-
actions regardless of past experience in that type of romantic interaction)
whereas Study 2 relied on experience-based perceptions (i.e., participants
answered questions about a romantic interaction only if they had past
experience with that type of romantic interaction).

General discussion

Prior research on “hooking up” and FWB may have been motivated by the
relative casualness and potential risk within these sexual engagements.
However, those romantic interactions may regularly occur in only a minor-
ity of EAs (Monto & Carey, 2014; Roberson et al.,, 2017), and, therefore,
research should not focus exclusively on them as characteristic of most EA
romantic interactions. Therefore, we sought to examine the romantic inter-
action of “talking” between EAs. To our knowledge, the present two studies
are the first quantitative analyses of the phenomenon of “talking.” These
studies aimed to examine EAs prior knowledge and perceptions of
“talking” so that we could situate it among other romantic interactions.
With regard to prior knowledge, in both studies, more than half of the
sample had heard of “talking.” Additionally, both studies suggested that when
individuals are “talking” there is less information shared, fewer physical acts
of intimacy, and less commitment to the partner than when dating. However,
EAs across the two studies differed in their perceptions of how “talking”
compared to FWB. In Study 2, EAs reported that partners do not “talk”



JOURNAL OF COUPLE & RELATIONSHIP THERAPY 15

simply to sext or “hook up,” and that physical acts of intimacy are less fre-
quent than when FWB, but Study 1 EAs did not perceive physical passion to
be lower when “talking” than when FWB. Our findings also align with Sibley
et al’s (2017) presentation that participants split into thirds regarding
whether they agreed, disagreed, or were neutral in response to the statement
that individuals hookup when “just talking.” As such, despite some agreement
in how individuals “talk” and what they hope to learn when “talking,” there
seems to be a great deal of relational uncertainty (Knobloch & Carpenter-
Theune, 2004; Knobloch & Haunani Solomon, 2002) for what it means to be
“talking” during emerging adulthood.

It could be that contemporary EAs have simply relabeled the stages to a
long-term, committed romantic relationship. Specifically, prior generations’
“going steady” (Bailey, 1988) could be today’s dating and prior generations’
dating could be today’s “talking.” Supporting this assertion, our analyses
revealed that there were more similarities than differences in how participants
responded to the what, why, and how questions in Study 2 for those who
had heard of “talking” before and those who had not (i.e., were answering
those questions with regard to when first communicating with a potential
partner). Critelli et al. (1986) posited that “communicative intimacy” (p. 368)
would become a highly desired aspect of romantic relationships in later gen-
erations. In our analyses, the data suggest that self-disclosure about certain
domains of the prospective partners’ lives do seem to be a common compo-
nent of “talking,” particularly as it relates to the individuals’ similarities.
However, the data also suggest that there are some topics that tend not to be
discussed while “talking.” This finding aligns with Derlega et al’s (2008)
assertion that it might be strategic to constrain what individuals share in their
self-disclosure, especially during relationship initiation. Taken together,
“talking” may be a re-named stage within relationship initiation models.

Given that age at first marriage has been pushed into individuals’ late
twenties (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019), individuals may label a romantic inter-
action as “talking” to reduce the expectation of eventual marriage to that
partner. As such, “talking” may be particularly prevalent on college campuses
because the EAs feel mature enough to commit to a romantic partner but
also feel like they are finding their way and striving for educational, occupa-
tional, and financial goals. Specifically, the desire to have a romantic partner
may be superseded by their desire to reach other goals. When other goals
(i.e., non-romantic relationship goals) are perceived as more important, EAs
are less likely to explicitly commit to a specific partner, which leads to ambi-
guity and instability in their romantic interactions (Arnett, 2000, 2006;
Halpern-Meekin et al., 2013; Roberson et al., 2017; Shulman & Connolly,
2013; Stanley et al,, 2011). It may be that EAs may “talk” to a romantic part-
ner for a set period of time, choose not to label their romantic interactions as
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a relationship (i.e., dating), ultimately dissolve the partnership due to role or
goal conflict, pursue the desired role or goal for a period of time, and then
begin “talking” to a new romantic partner - thereby demonstrating serial
monogamy (Regnerus & Uecker, 2011). However, the data gathered by these
exploratory studies do not permit empirically testing this progression and so
we encourage future researchers to do so.

Implications for practitioners

As mentioned above, relationship educators and counselors have likely heard
their clients say they are “just talking” (Sibley et al., 2015, 2017) to a pro-
spective partner, and the practitioner’s probing questions about the romantic
interaction may have revealed a great deal of discrepancy across clients in
what is meant and expected by “talking.” Hopefully, the information provided
in this paper can be used to encourage their clients’ engagement in open
communication about preferences and expectations in an effort to reduce the
relational uncertainty their client possesses and facilitate healthy relationship
development with the person(s) to whom they are “talking.”

The Theory of Reasoned Action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980) posits that
individuals’ attitudes and subjective norms contribute to their intentions
and engagement in specific behaviors. Specifically, individuals’ perceptions
as to how common “talking” is among individuals, as well as their percep-
tions of the methods of “talking,” the typical behaviors of “talking,” and
the reasons for “talking” likely impact their behaviors when “talking” to a
romantic partner. As such, information reported in this paper could be
useful to relationship educators and counselors in conversations about
descriptive norms of “talking” (Gelfand & Harrington, 2015), comparing
their clients’ perceptions to the perceptions of the present studies’ partici-
pants, and managing expectations associated with “talking.”

Additionally, the information from these studies could be incorporated into
youth relationship education programs (Hawkins, 2018; Simpson et al., 2018).
For example, the Healthy Relationship Educators Toolkit (https://www.loveisres-
pect.org/educators-toolkits/) currently provides several scenarios that youth
might experience in their ongoing romantic relationships but does not currently
include scenarios associated with the initiation of a romantic interaction (e.g.,
“talking”). The inclusion of such a scenario and promoting conversations among
youth may be useful in modifying inaccurate descriptive norms and reducing the
relational uncertainty experienced by partners when “talking.”

Limitations and future directions

One limitation of these studies is that they asked whether participants had
heard of talking in slightly different ways. The questions (i.e., “a type of
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relationship” versus “phase in romantic relationships”) could be perceived
differently by participants and partially explain the difference in proportion
of participants who knew of the term in Studies 1 and 2. Another potential
limitation is that participants were not asked to provide their own defin-
ition of “talking” before proceeding to the quantitative items. However,
such information has been provided by Sibley et al. (2015, 2017) via confer-
ence presentations. A third potential limitation is that, in Study 2, partici-
pants were limited to a binary endorsement of perceived behaviors,
methods of communication, reasons why, what they hope to learn, and
exclusivity when “talking.” Future research could expand upon these
exploratory studies by having participants indicate the extent to which they
agree or disagree with questions examining their impressions of, attitudes
toward, and expectations when “talking.” Doing so could also permit
greater exploration into specific facets of relational uncertainty (Knobloch
& Haunani Solomon, 2002), as well as whether, and if so how, EAs seek to
reduce uncertainty in their romantic interactions. Future research could
also expand upon these studies by asking EAs to sort romantic interactions
into labeled categories (e.g., “talking,” casually dating) and rate the interac-
tions along various continuums (see Forgas & Dobosz, 1980 for similar
methodology), or by longitudinally following EAs to examine their progres-
sion into, length of, and the dissolution of various romantic interactions.
Lastly, future research should explore impressions of and expectations
when “talking” between LGBTQ + individuals, as well as extend the rela-
tional components examined (e.g., monogamy, interdependence, jealousy).

Conclusion

The present research is the first to quantitatively examine the phenomenon
of “talking” as a romantic interaction between EAs. The two studies dem-
onstrated that EAs tend to have heard of the term “talking,” particularly on
the sampled college campus. Additionally, the studies demonstrated that
there are aspects of agreement, but also ambiguity, among EAs when it
comes to their perceptions and impressions of “talking” as it relates to its
what, why, and how, as well as how “talking” compares to other romantic
interactions. Together, these studies provide useful descriptive information
that should be incorporated into youth and emerging adult relationship
education programs or that could be shared by relationship educators dur-
ing conversations with clients.
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