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The decline in dating and romantic relationships on college campuses has been deplored often enough. By 2001, it had become so pronounced that a conservative group, the Independent Women's Forum, was compelled to take out ads in college papers on the East Coast and in the Midwest pleading with students to ''Take Back the Date.'' But their efforts don't seem to have paid off. The trend toward ''hooking up'' and ''friends with benefits'' (basically, friends you hook up with regularly) has trickled down from campuses into high schools and junior highs -- and not just in large urban centers. Cell phones and the Internet, which offer teenagers an unparalleled level of privacy, make hooking up that much easier, whether they live in New York City or Boise. (Benoit-Lewis 2)

Benoit Denizet-Lewis states in his New York Times article of May 30, 2004 “Friends, Friends With Benefits and the Benefits of the Local Mall”

that American dating behaviors have radically changed.  And while I do believe this to be the case, much research has also simply acknowledged that dating has decreased in popularity all together.  Sadly, American life has speeded up significantly and there just isn’t time for traditional courtship.  Instead, the youth of today must keep a careful inventory of his or her time and simply “hook up” when there is a break from television, homework, the cell phone, the Mcjob and perhaps the filling out of college applications.  Time for social or carnal pursuits is really at a premium.

Denizet-Lewis goes on to discuss the new concept of “friends with benefits” at length in his piece.  Simply put, friends with benefits explains the sociological term that describes at least a significant piece of modern teen-dating behavior. Teens today don’t tend to get involved in elaborate one-on-one courtship; they may just have string-free sexual contact.  What is alarming about this trend is that so much of it is rooted in large displays of social power.  Teens who look good and have large amounts of money can grab partner after partner easily and achieve more and more social status, while teens of less means seem to diminish even more with each social failure.

Hasn’t this always been the case in American society?  Yes it has --with one significant exception.  Teens of past decades came home to their neighborhoods and had access to another social milieu in which to meet one another in.  I can lump myself into this category as well.  Upon getting off the high school bus, I would have the quick snack and then go off to play tennis or guitar with other friends that were somewhat different from my high school grouping.  I wasn’t stuck in having to display the same social persona in my neighborhood.  Today this is not the case for the teen arriving home today usually will begin exploring a virtual sphere -- on the Internet.  There they will visit teen dating sites, chat rooms, or simply use Instant Messenger for extended conversation.  An example of this kind of behavior can be seen in the new movie by Fox Searchlight Pictures “Napoleon Dynamite” where the central protagonist’s brother spends endless amounts of time in heavy romantic discussion with an unseen partner (Hess, 2004).  An English instructor may say that this is a wonderful development because students are actually writing!  Unfortunately, often the writing can be basically trash talking or completely absent from reality – especially if one of the teens greatly outweighs the other in terms of social ranking.  The writing is not meant to be mutually uplifting.  It is writing that tends to concentrate on the selling of personal attributes that can lead to future in-person encounters.  

How much time do teens of today spend on the computer doing chatting and exploration of possible dating scenarios?  According to a statistic published in conjunction with CNN, USA Today, and the National Science Foundation, the Gallup Organization conducted a national survey of 744 children in grades 7 through 12 -- mostly comprised of students in the "teenage" years of 13 to 17 and found that roughly 67% of teens have a computer at home and that over a third of students from low, middle, and high-income families spend several hours a week on the Internet (Gallup, 1997).  Indeed, teens seem to be spending more and more time on the Internet and often this can result in feelings of social seclusion if the time spent looking for a partner on line proves to be mostly unsuccessful.  So much of teen life tends to be focused around whether or not some sense of social cohesion is being formed within the life of the teen. 
In investigating teen dating behaviors, it is important to begin from a place of defining what exactly the phenomenon of teen dating is.  Obviously the term has its roots in naming early social and romantic activity that teens are involved in.  This term can encompass anything from boys and girls ‘hanging out’ with one another within the context of a large, mixed-sex group, to a monogamous, committed, sexual relationship. When asking students to report on their own dating histories, it’s important to provide a fairly broad definition of dating. For example, one might begin a survey by informing participants that: ‘Students use many different words when they talk about dating such as 'hanging out', 'seeing each other' or 'hooking up'. (Dornbusch, et al, 1984)

The Beginning of Dating Behavior

Researchers tend to be of different minds as to when exactly dating starts, but the general presupposition seems to be that around twelve years old is the time when a certain “formal” peer socialization begins to get more important and meaningful (Avery-Leaf et al, 1997).  In a sampling of urban sixth-graders (95% African American), over two-thirds reported "going out" with someone currently (Cascardi, 1999). While these kinds of relationships range in intensity (as measured by type and frequency of contact), it is noteworthy that 25-33% of students in both middle and high schools report that they will marry their current dating partner.

It is obvious that pre-teens and teens tend to socialize in groups and then simply fall into spending concentrated time with one partner.  Teens don’t obsess over the methodology as much as researchers do; nevertheless, students do quite quickly develop a meta-awareness that they are, in fact, trying to meet someone.  It is at this point when particular methods of getting dates become important; the most revolutionary method that has evolved over the years clearly is the use of the Internet chat site to advertise oneself and to contact prospective self-advertisers about getting together.

The thrust of many chat sites is to first talk and then to try to “hook up” with a partner.  Much of this activity starts with sharing pictures on such sites as AmIHot.com, a site where participants post their pictures and actually receive instant ratings on a scale of 1 to 10 as to whether or not the pictured person is attractive and /or “hot.”  This particular website also features a counter/monitor feature where those people who log in can actually check on how many people have seen the image and how many times you have checked on your own rating.  This kind of compulsive checking climate seems to promote an obsessional fixation that can possibly lead teens towards over concentration on the outward self. 

Heteronormativity still seems to be the rule among would be heterosexual romantic partners as far as the function of “hooking up” goes. “As a discourse, heteronormativity is sustained by a number of assumptions including: heterosexuality is biologically derived; men persistently desire sex; sexual desire is always directed towards an ‘end goal’ of coitus and ejaculation; and men initiate sexual activity.  These discourses of ‘biologically driven’ male sexuality and compulsory heterosexuality operate contemporaneously (Hollway, 1989; Walkerdine, 1984).  Though social roles have changed considerably, it still seems as though the male must be ready to put forward considerable initiative in keeping the dating paradigm moving forward.

Historical Context of Dating in America

The evolution of courtship in America has gone through many phases of change and development along with the social times.  During the colonial period in America, courtship was basically useful for securing a marriage that was to produce children in order to help with the labor shortage. As courtship practices moved forward, it became more formalized and increasingly focused on the idea of romantic love instead of filling a void for loneliness or security. Teaming up to “succeed” over life’s struggles was essentially a survival strategy.  Later, courtship would move from one of a family-stability decision to a personal decision when dating itself became popular and adolescents took their courting to the public realm. 

The discovery of the teenager as an economic audience began to take form in the mid-1950’s.  Social events like sock hops and proms began to be marketed and advertisers began to realize that teens and the parents of teens had disposable income during the booming 1950’s.  In the early 1960’s this trend continued with teen menus and pre-countercultural clothing choices being marketed to middle-American teens.  

As the birth control pill was introduced into American culture and the countercultural forces began to mobilize in full form towards the end of the sixties, teens continued to date, but with less confining social standards of conduct.  By the early 1970’s, American business understood that youth culture would now be an ongoing cultural surge and it began to target products, services, and lifestyles to the American teenager like never before.  In the 1980’s MTV came into existence and taught teenagers what music to buy, how to dress, how to act in sexual situations, how to interpret the news (that over 30 year olds made) and really how to consume.  Through the 1990’s into today this behavior has increased one hundred fold with a determined effort on the part of American business to own the narrative that is “youth culture.”  The latest development within this context has been the emergence of marketing to “the tween”, the young preadolescent who through nagging and school pressures can influence the parents to spend more money on their wants and desires.

Today, there are many characteristics about dating that are new and unfamiliar to previous generations, but still specific themes continue to exist within the scripts of the first date. 

 Many people believe today's youth take dating to a new level but in actuality, some of the common characteristics seen in the past still hold true today (Laner & Ventrone, 2000). Laner and Ventrone (2000) have found that adolescents usually follow traditional dating customs by the initial date being male dominated, (i.e., the man will spend money on the date and the man will decide what type of plans the date will encompass). In addition, men seem to be more likely to discuss having a second date than women are. In this way, the roles are still separate when dating occurs and men maintain a more dominant role over the dating process. Women generally fill a reactive role where they tailor their appearance toward acceptance by their prospective suitor as they wait to be asked on a date, and then expect to be picked up for the first date. 

Developmental Theories in Teen Socialization

Despite the nature of dating in adolescence, descriptive research has indicated that adolescents vary widely from each other in their dating behavior at any one time, with many situations being unique to individuals.  The most common patterns would address no dating, casual dating relationships with a single partner, casual dating relationships with multiple partners, and single steady relationships (Hansen, 1977). 

Before going into an investigation of teen dating behaviors, it is important to examine some of the changes that are going on within developing teens.  Perhaps the most applicable theorist to begin with would be Erik Erikson, for within his works reside several insights into the emerging characters and conflicted elements locked within adolescents.  Erikson strongly believed in specific periods of crisis occurring throughout the human life span every five years or so.  He believed that within these periods of crisis there existed 2 options: negotiate the crisis and grow, or fail to negotiate the crisis and continue moving towards some kind of resolution but without the clear forward motion of an individual who has surpassed a particular growth-of-self landmark.  A simple description of the phase of adolescence might be one of where “the teenager must achieve identity in occupation, gender roles, politics, and religion” (Lefton, 1994).  The teenage years are a time of great activity in all directions with academic goals, first work experiences, first existential ideations and gradual distancing from parents all occurring at around the same time.  As dating is added to this mix, it is easy to see why teens can have difficulty in negotiating this adult-like socialization pattern.  Teenagers on dates are confronted with the problem of putting forward “an identity” to their partner that they are not yet sure of themselves.  In this way dating offers the challenge of both negotiating romantic relationships and fine-tuning self-identity.


Erikson also speaks of a moratorium going on within the teenage years that essentially describes a period of exploration that unfortunately must end with a teen making some definitive choices about identity and their future role in society.  A modern high school can be supportive in this practice by offering students a chance to partake in internships and to engage in community exploration. 

In a 2000 study by Davies and Windel, the data tended to prove this very important point about how for developing teens, it is perhaps more important to develop closer friendships than it is to rush into romantic single-partner settings.  

Increasing involvement in casual dating was associated with rising trajectories of problem behaviors and improvements in the quality of close friendships. Pathways culminating in steady relationships were accompanied by increasing friendship discord and declining problem behaviors and emotional distress (Davies &Windel, 2000). 


It is central to the development of the teenager to be able to understand his or her feelings with regards to close friendships because this creates a backdrop for future dating behaviors.  Issues such as personal closeness and healthy boundaries are extremely important in the development of the teen’s emotional life.  If societal pressure is put on

the adolescent to go steady and to commit prematurely to one partner, there are many indicators that show that the outcome of this behavior will be an extreme predisposition towards depression and anxiety coupled with a decrease in academic achievement.


Observation of peers also plays a large role in the development of the teen.  Teens tend to quickly pick up on social status reinforcers such as the power that comes from having a steady dating partner.  Albert Bandura discussed and identified 3 forms of reinforcement (direct, vicarious, and self) and without question the social life of the teen is directly influenced by vicarious reinforcement based on the visible behaviors of his peer group (Woolfolk, 2004).  This kind of behavior also plays a role in the academic life of teens – teens tend to mimic standards and practices of their peer groups.

Cyberdating

Cyberdating first began to gain popularity in the mid-1990’s after the presence of online communities significantly increased.  Until this point there was a novelty to sending emails and establishing academic-type virtual discussions such as occurred in MOOs (Multi-User Object Oriented systems) and  MUDs (Multi-User Dungeon/Domain/Dimension).  As more and more Americans were beginning to gain awareness about the Internet and backing this up with purchasing home computers, it became only a matter of time before the possibilities of meeting romantic partners online emerged as a viable force.  Leading this wave were obviously teenagers because of their quickness in developing cyberskills.


It is the social aspect of computer assisted communication, the interpersonal exchange with others, that is so stimulating, rewarding and reinforcing that some people are finding it hard to know when to stop (Suler 96, Young 96). Cyberspace communications (email discussion groups, chat rooms, bulletin boards and MOO's) offer people an opportunity to experience a form of social contact, with no real social presence. The significant difference between cyberspace relationships and ones maintained by other existing technologies (telephones, mail, fax's) is that the new culture values of Internet virtual communities have as social norms ones that allow for, and even encourage, contact with relative strangers. (King, 1996)

There is a specific lexicon that exists within the world of cyberdating and this language is quite specific to the particular medium in question.  Youths talk in age-specific jargon and idioms and in this way fashion an extremely specific discourse community.  This discourse community develops its own rules and shows specific behaviors online to be more desirable than others.  Many of these behaviors can only be mastered through spending large amounts of time in Internet chatrooms and on teen dating sites.  The following is an example of some of the language found in a teen chatroom:

Dear Dish-It,
In the chat room I've got a boyfriend. I really don't know him that well. Duhhh!! It's A CHAT ROOM. Anyway, how can I get to know him more? The freakiest thing about it is b4 I started going out with him I liked someone else?? Help!!! Im so confused.
Confused lil' girl
Dear Confused lil' girl,
This is such a valid Q. One of the coolest things about the internet is being able to meet lotsa new peeps, make some great new friends, and maybe hook up with someone special. So you've done just that. You've got some guy in chat that you are cyberdating. Hmmm, here's the bad - it ain't safe to hook your boy up with your 411. He may be the real deal and that's sweet, but what if he isn't? Think about it - you're thinking about giving someone your personal whatever, maybe even your digits. But he's a stranger, using a nick and he might not even be a guy. He could be a girl. And trust this, cuz I've worked in chat rooms before. I've seen girls posing as guys and the flipside. Or worst - what if your boy turned out to be stinky old BaBa on his laptop (you know what I mean) in his trailer, lookin' to reel in anyone he can hook up with. Cyberstalking and a lot of other really scary dirt starts online in a chat room. And even when chat is monitored (like it is here) nothin' is absolutely tight... nothin' but you playing it safe. 

I know that having a nick and being anon is fun - you can be what you want. You can tell stories that might not be totally straight up or are just pulp fiction. And that's all fun and games, but remember the other person is probably playing at the same game. So, just to be safe keep the dating in the chat room, keep the conversation simple. Read "I like Mandy Moore, how 'bout you? What kinda movies do you like? Do you play on any teams?" Just don't include personal info like the name of your school team, what position you play and what city you live in. Personal info like that just lets someone out there know how to find you... even if they don't know your real name. If you really, really want to get to know this boy, bring the 'rents up to date. Let them know you want to exchange emails (tell your boy to do the same with his 'rents.) If your 'rents keep six - then you might be good to go. So have fun but be smart. Just cuz you're sittin' in your room, chattin' away with some guys, doesn't mean there's no danger. (www.kidzworld.com/)


What is evident within the language of cyberdating is an emphasis on teen-specific concerns such as participation in school activities and particular association with specific peer groups.  Confused Lil’ Girl’s question is probably a very prevalent concern among the teen cyberdating community because of the numerous cases of stalking that occur on the Internet.  Teen feelings of conflict and frustration can become compounded within the cyber environment due to the issue of whether or not to trust any of the communication that is taking place within a chatroom or a dating site. 

Youth Dating Practices in a Small Urban Setting

In my interviews of 30 separate teenagers within Burlington, Vermont in September of 2004 not a single male or female teen gave me a positive answer when I inquired into whether or not they had ever used the Internet in order to find a possible romantic partner.  All of the teenagers interviewed spoke at length about their distrust of the Internet chatroom or dating room and about the risks involved in trusting someone’s online communication. This result is different from what teens would say in large urban areas such as New York or Los Angeles.  Burlington teens spoke of their wanting to meet “fun and interesting” people face to face.  They also emphasized that doing activities is really the fun part when it comes to connecting with people.  All teens interviewed seemed to relate most easily with the idea of “getting together with friends” as opposed to “surfing the web.”  It would seem that teens like to socialize en masse and to engage in social activities, though they do not seem to view this behavior as dating.

In an interesting tidbit of information about teens out of Chain Store Age is that teens seemingly send lots of greeting cards to one another.  This is one of the pieces of data that came from a study of 1,600 teens that were heading off to college.  Evidently two-thirds of American teenagers purchased one or more gift cards during the past 12 months.

Evan Evans of the Center for Teen Insight stated that “To teens, anniversaries are often relationship events such as one month of dating” (Forseter, 2004).  This is interesting in light of the fact that every one of the teens I interviewed about dating needed to be told the definition of dating and what exactly this meant.  The phrase “going out” also seemed to be a bit unknown to them and by and large they seemed to be unsure if they were taking part in such an activity, yet teens are evidently commemorating the amount of time that they have been spending together.  I would be very curious to know if they include the words “hooking up” within their messages contained in greeting cards.



Interviewing Burlington Teens as a Case Study

Speaking to teens about their dating lives is the most direct way to gain insight into this difficult time of socialization within the lives of adolescents.  On a September weekend, I had a chance to chat with local teens about their dating behaviors.  Their responses were logged via a paper-based survey, and many of the respondents were tape recorded or filmed.  The recorded responses may be listened to at the website erikkaarla@geocities.com by following the corresponding links.  A videotape is also available.


The number of Burlington youth that I was able to survey was 30.  This sampling consisted of 20 females and 10 males.  The respondents were anonymous and were all given the opportunity to elect whether they wanted to be interviewed via survey form, audio recording, or VHS taping.  Respondents reacted to the following questions:

 Dating Questionnaire 

(Please write more than yes or no answers)

1) How often do you date?

2) What is the most typical way that you find prospective partners to date?

3) Have you ever used an Internet service to get dates like AmIHot.com?  Why or why not?

4) In general, do you feel that dating is easy, somewhat hard, or really difficult to deal with?

5) What is the worst part about dating?

6) What is the best part about dating?

When holistically examining the answers from the respondents, I established unequivocally that the majority of teens have no ready understanding of what constitutes “dating.”  This term appears not to be readily a part of their lexicon and all of the teens that responded needed clarification of this term.  Also significant to my findings was the fact that none of the teens interviewed reacted positively towards the question of whether or not they used the Internet within the process of meeting people; all teens were leery about using the Internet for trust reasons.  The Internet seemed an unreliable way to meet people. 

Burlington Case Study Conclusion

My analysis of the findings included within the survey process indicate predominantly that teens are not really sure about their “dating behavior” because dating is not really a term that they readily associate with.  Teens do, however, enjoy meeting new people.  Two teen character types that emerge as archetypes seem to be the individual who enjoys meeting new people and seems less anxious about breakups and the individual who is committed to a partner and is somewhat apprehensive about possible outcomes with togetherness and when it ends.  Of the 30 teens interviewed, 10 self-identified as being in a relationship.
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Teen Dating and Sexual Behaviors

A problematic area for the developing adolescent is what to do with sexual urges within the pressure-filled zone that is teen dating.  It is hard enough to try and decipher the language of the potential romantic partner while engaging in simple social activities around town, let alone try and discern whether there can or should be room for any sexual communication.  This generation of teens is fortunate in that they have fantastic access to information on any number of sexual health topics, yet this very information can lead to intense feelings of anxiety and mental discomfort because of the possibilities of being overly swamped by worst case scenarios.

Jennifer Johnson, MD, MS, from the University of California at Irvine has said that teens are gradually learning about controlling risk factors within their dating lives, but that as a population constant education is still necessary.  In the following interview excerpt she discusses these risk factors.  

How well do kids understand sexual risks?
In general, early adolescents are not ready to understand the consequences of having sex. A lot of them don't really understand how babies are made, even in this day and age, and they have tons of misconceptions about pregnancy. There are still beliefs among teenagers that a girl can't get pregnant if she's on her period, or she can't get pregnant if it's her first time, or that pulling out is a reliable contraceptive method. There's a lot of misinformation. 

Doesn't cognitive development have something to do with what teenagers understand about sex? The teenage brain is still growing...
Yes. Once they reach middle adolescence - 14 to 16 years old -- they can generally think abstractly, which makes it a lot easier for them to understand the implications of sex. Even though you can't see the egg and the sperm coming together, you can imagine how they might. And it appears that abstract thinking isn't really fully mature until people are around 17 to 19 years of age. 

Are teenagers then inherently bigger risk takers than adults?
Yes and no. Adults do take risks, but often within a different context than adolescents. For example, the majority of pregnancies in adult American women, as in American teenagers, are unplanned. But adults are more likely to have completed their education, to be economically stable, and to have a stable relationship with the baby's father. Many experts believe that some degree of risk-taking is a normal part of adolescence. This is called "exploratory behavior," and it is part of finding out who you are, and what life is like. 

But adolescents usually can't incorporate experience into risky situations. They don't have as much experience in solving problems -- they don't have the background. For instance, it's probably easier to avoid an accident when driving at night if you have hundreds of hours of daytime driving under your belt. 

And when teenagers are in situations that are new and/or stressful, they tend to revert back from abstract thinking to concrete thinking.  


Are children between the ages of fourteen and seventeen having sex? What does the research tell us?
The national data show that by the time teenagers are in their senior year of high school, about 60%, maybe 70% of boys have had sex, and probably about 50% of girls have had sex. By 'sex', they mean oral sex or intercourse. 

So if you want to view it strictly in behavioral terms, having sex in high school is, in our society, a normative behavior, meaning more people do it than don't.  (Johnson, 2004)

Teen dating clearly requires many levels of mature decision making within the spheres of sexuality and partner trustworthiness.  There is a resiliency that exists within teenagers negotiating this difficult period of life, but adult guidance is still necessary.  The kind of knowledge that is necessary for making upper level behavioral decisions tends to involve high-road transfer as explained by Gavriel Salomon and David Perkins.  Within their work on learning and knowledge application, they postulated that high-road transfer involves skillfully applying some kind of abstract knowledge learned in one situation to an unrelated situation in another area (qtd. in Woolfolk, 2004).  Either refraining from sex or practicing safe sex has to come from understanding the necessity of being cautious in new situations that may create lifelong consequences.  Teens of today have got to learn to make healthy choices and they should be assisted in this endeavor by educators and parents alike.
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