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Female Courtship Strategies Betty A. Harris, Copyright © 1991 Brief Abstract In order to design effective interventions to promote safer sexual behaviors in heterosexuals we must understand the basic processes that occur during courtship that lead to risky sexual behavior in new relationships. Reiss's (1960) sociological theory of sexuality standards has been reinterpreted as the psychological factor which constrains the level of physical intimacy in dating relationships (Harris, 1996). The basic premise is that the female's beliefs about the acceptability of sexual relations with a dating partner is dependent upon her individual sexuality standards and the context of the relationship in which the behavior occurs. How does the female control the level of physical intimacy in a new relationship while developing emotional reciprocity with the dating partner? Perper and Weis, (1987) have provided evidence that females exert active control over the courtship process through their use of proceptive signals and rejection strategies. We assert that the female's use of proceptive signals and rejection strategies to control the progression of physical intimacy in a relationship is a function of her sexuality standards and the amount of love and public commitment she perceives in the relationship.



Female Courtship Strategies as a Function of Sexuality Standards and Perceptions of Love and Commitment Betty A. Harris Until the 1990's the worst consequence of sexual intercourse was contracting a sexually transmitted disease or becoming pregnant. However, since the advent of Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome (AIDS), sex can kill. Not immediately, but estimates are that a sizable portion of the people who are Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) seropositive, will develop AIDS Related Complex (ARC) or AIDS within 16 years of seroconversion (Coates, Still, Catania, Dolcini, & Hoff, 1989). Researchers are currently working on vaccines to prevent HIV infection and treatments to slow the progression of the disease, but currently refraining from risky behaviors is the only effective means of controlling the spread of HIV. According to the public health service there are three ways to reduce one's risk of exposure to HIV from sexual transmission--abstinence, sex with a mutually faithful partner who is seronegative, and
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using barrier contraceptives and spermicides containing nonoxinol-9 during sexual activities that involve the sharing of body fluids (U.S. DHHS, 1988). There is evidence to indicate that a sizable portion of high risk homosexual men are practicing safer sexual behavior (Coates, et. al., 1989). However, heterosexuals do not seem to be changing their sexual practices. Harris, Hursey, & Jacks found that over 50% of their nonrandom sample of undergraduates from a university in Texas reported being sexually active in the past three months, but only 20.7% of these sexually active subjects reported using condoms at least 75% of the time during sex despite recognizing their efficacy in preventing pregnancy and disease. Similar results were obtained (MacDonald, Wells, Fisher, Warren, King, Doherty & Bowie, 1990) using a nationally representative sample of 1st year college students in Canada. Approximately 75% have had sexual intercourse and only 25% of males and 16% of females always use condoms during sexual intercourse. Baldwin & Baldwin (1988) also found that only 20% of their sexually active heterosexual undergraduates in southern California report using condoms at least 75% of the time in the previous 3 months. Durant and Sanders (1989) used data from cycle III of the National Survey on Family Growth and found that 44.2% of females (15 to 20 years of age) were sexually active. These findings indicate that at sizable number of adolescent females and college students are sexually active and most are not using condoms during sexual intercourse. It seems that public health education efforts have not been effective in altering the sexual behavior of heterosexuals in this age group. Statistics also indicate that the percentage of people who contract AIDS from heterosexual transmission is also increasing. In 1983, heterosexual transmission of AIDS accounted for only .9% of the diagnosed cases of AIDS nationwide (Morgan & Curran, 1986). By 1986, heterosexual transmission accounted for approximately 4% of diagnosed AIDS cases (Coolfront Report, 1986) and in 1990, approximately 6.4% of diagnosed cases were attributed to heterosexual transmission (Personal communication Center for Disease Control (CDC), 1991). Note that these figures are for people who report no other risk factors besides heterosexual contact. If we include individuals who report not only heterosexual contact but also report other risk factors such as homosexual/bisexual contact, IV drug use, transfusions, and hemophilia, heterosexual transmission is a risk factor in about 10% of the total diagnosed cases of AIDS nationwide (CDC, 1991). CDC estimates that there may currently be up to one million HIV seropositive individuals in the United States. From the DHHS recommendations, there seem to be two routes of reducing one's risk of sexual exposure to HIV: reduction in the number of sexual partners and the use of condoms and spermicide during sexual relations. Until we understand the factors which influence the onset of sexual intercourse within the context of courtship, attempting to implement interventions to produce behavior change will probably be ineffective. Basic research is needed to understand the dispositional and situational factors which lead to risky sexual behavior within the courtship domain. The courtship sequence (Perper, 1985) has implications for the reduction of risky sexual behavior. Perper observed over 500 hundred couples interacting in social situations and found a predictable sequence of events that occur when two people meet in a courtship situation. This process is biphasic with the female orchestrating the public phase of courtship and the male orchestrating the private phase. The public phase of courtship begins with the approach, then the couple begin to talk, gradually turning to face each other. As they continue their interaction they begin touching and at some point their movements begin to synchronize. Typically the female initiates the courtship sequence by approaching or moving in proximity of the male. If the male responds, a conversation begins. As they talk they incrementally turn to face each other. This turning
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process may take from 10 minutes up to several hours. The angle begins as a widened V and proceeds until the couple are facing each other. As the couple turn toward each other, touching is usually initiated by the female. If the touch is reciprocated, the process continues. As the sequence progresses, the couple begin to look at each other--an intense gaze that shifts about the other's body. The couple will look more and more frequently at each other until finally they virtually never take their eyes off each other. As they continue turning toward each other their movements begin to synchronize. For instance they may both lean forward, drink in unison. Synchronization begins with the upper torso and progresses to full body synchronization that includes simultaneous shifting of weight and swaying movements. Reciprocal verbal disclosure increases as the couple progress through this sequence of nonverbal behaviors. McCormick & Jones (1989) confirmed Perper's findings that the female is very active early in the courtship sequence, using eye contact, smiles, brief touches and grooming behaviors to signal interest in the male. Perper describes two processes that are crucial to the continuation of the courtship sequence: escalation and response. Escalation refers to an overture that would, if accepted, raise the level of emotional or physical intimacy between the two people. Escalation points occur when approach, talking, turning, or touching must be reciprocated by the partner. At these escalation points the partner's behavior is crucial and determines whether the interaction will continue. The successful courtship process moves through a series of observable escalation points at which an overture is made, accepted and reciprocated. If the partner does not respond reciprocally at these escalation points, the interaction will probably fail. Both physical and verbal reciprocity develop as the courtship sequence progresses. By the time the couple has achieved full body synchronization they are probably experiencing some type of physiological arousal. The private phase of courtship begins when the couple are alone. Since it is not feasible to observe people during the private phase of courtship, research has focused on asking people what they do during this phase (McCormick, 1979; Perper & Weiss, 1987). Participants from Canada and the US completed two essays. The seduction essay was composed of descriptions of how participants would influence a fictitious date to have sex. The rejection essay involved descriptions of how participants would avoid having sex with a date. Perper and Weiss then did a content analysis of these essays to identify common themes. From the seduction essays, the authors coded women's proceptive strategies. In 1976, Beach defined proceptivity as behaviors that females of a species use to encourage the male to engage in sexual relations. Perper expanded the definition of proceptivity in human females to include the verbal, nonverbal and situational control strategies that a female uses during the temporally organized, courtship interaction to cause escalation of the relationship (Perper & Weis, 1987). The three most common proceptive strategies were talking (sexy talk, general conversation, giving compliments, asking), situational signaling (dress, alcohol, conducive environment, music or dance), and touching (eye contact, move closer, touch, cuddle, kiss). Women describe in detail the proceptive preliminaries and stop by saying that the man should take over from there. Men on the other hand focused on how to arouse the woman sexually and most (around 90%) were very vague about proceptivity during the private phase of courtship. From these seduction essays, Perper concludes that the females signal proceptivity, but males initiate foreplay. It is important to note that the female assumes an active role during the both public and private phases of courtship through her use of verbal signals, nonverbal signals and situational control that signals continued interest in the male. Her behavior conveys information about her interest in developing an emotional and/or physical relationship
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with the male. This sequence places the female in a bind. If she wants to continue the relationship, she will more than likely end up in the private phase of the relationship. When the private phase begins she must develop emotional reciprocity while limiting physical reciprocity with her partner until her requirements for emotional reciprocity and public commitment have been satisfied by the relationship. How do women accomplish the task of refusing sex while continuing the relationship? From the rejection essays, Perper and Weiss identified two female rejection strategies. The first strategy, they called Complete Rejection (avoid proceptivity and reject signals) strategy. This strategy involves both verbal and nonverbal behaviors that signal her desire for de-escalation of the relationship. For instance steering the conversation toward non arousing topics, avoiding physical contact, and structuring the situation to prohibit sexual overtures. Complete rejection by Perper's definition conveys rejection of emotional reciprocity as well a physical reciprocity resulting in the termination of the relationship and elimination of any possibility that the male will arouse the female. Perper called the second rejection strategy Incomplete Rejection or Delay. The woman signals both interest and hesitation. She wants to continue the emotional relationship, but postpone the physical relationship until her requirements for emotional reciprocity and public commitment have been met. Some degree of non genital sexual contact such as kissing and non-genital fondling is allowed which signals affection, interest or even arousal. However genital contact, which symbolizes love, is prohibited. If the male respects her wishes and continues to be emotionally responsive, then there is the future possibility of genital sex between the couple. Males typically don't make the distinction between what non-genital and genital contact mean to the female. To him, genital contact is merely a continuation of the pleasurable experience between them. To her, genital sex symbolizes love. As the couple continues dating the female must control the extent of their physical interaction in order to avoid genital sex until her requirements for emotional reciprocity and public commitment are satisfied. What factors internal to the individual specify that amount of emotional reciprocity and public commitment that is necessary prior to the onset of genital sex in a new relationship? In 1960, Ira Reiss identified four premarital sexuality standards in our society: abstinence, permissiveness with affection, permissiveness without affection and the double standard. These sexuality standards specify the amount of love and commitment that is necessary prior to the onset of sexual intercourse. Females with different sexuality standards have different requirements for the amount of love and public commitment that is necessary before the first genital sex with a partner. Reiss's theory of sexuality standards provides a basic social psychological premise that guides sexual behavior within the courtship domain. The person's beliefs about the acceptability of sexual relations is dependent upon their individual sexuality standards and the context of the relationship in which the behavior occurs. These sexuality standards can be conceptualized as a continuum that is defined by the amount of affection and public commitment which is necessary prior to the onset of sexual relations. Females who accept permissiveness without affection believe that sex is acceptable on the basis of physical attraction and do not require love and commitment prior to the onset of sexual relations. Females who adopt the permissiveness with affection standard require some degree of love or affection prior to the onset of sexual relations. Females who believe in abstinence, require not only love, but also public commitment (e.g. marriage) prior to the onset of sexual relations. We believe that the sexuality standards of the female combined with the degree to which her requirements for love and commitment are met by the relationship will determine the level of proceptive behaviors she uses in the dating situation and also the type of rejection strategy that she will use to delay physical reciprocity until her relationship
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requirements are satisfied by the relationship. It seems from Perper and McCormick's field work that females take an active role in the courtship process. If the dating partner is perceived as not emotionally reciprocal then the female will use complete rejection of both emotional and physical reciprocity to terminate the relationship. If the partner has the potential of being emotionally reciprocal and the female wants to continue the relationship then she will use incomplete rejection. The progression of physical reciprocity in a new relationship is regulated by the female through her use of verbal proceptive signals, nonverbal proceptive signals and situational control strategies to constrain the progression of physical intimacy in the relationship. The degree of nongenital and genital physical intimacy that a female allows in a new relationship should be a direct function of 1). the amount of love and public commitment she perceives in the relationship and 2). whether the perceived amount of love and commitment in the relationship is sufficient to meet her internal standards for sexual behavior. In a previous study, we found a strong relationship between self reports of sexuality standards and sexual activity. Sexuality standards were correlated with several measures of sexual activity including the number of sexual partners in the last year (r = .6) and with the number of one night stands in the last year (r = .44). These correlations indicate that females who require more of a relationship prior to the onset of sexual relations report fewer sexual partners and fewer one night stands. Since the female's choice to engage in sexual relations with a partner depends on her requirements for attachment prior to sexual relations and the degree of emotional and public commitment in the relationship, we used self reports of sexuality standards and reported emotional attachment to the partner to predict whether or not the person reported engaging in sexual relations with their last date. Using discriminant analysis, we were able to accurately predict for 80% of the samples whether or not they reported having sex with a partner (Harris, 1996) by using reports of sexuality standards and various measures of love and commitment. We know that sexuality standards are related to onset and diversity (1, 2) of sexual activity and we hypothesize that the sexuality standards of the female influence her use of control in dating situations. We have some data to support this assertion. We included an item that assessed the female's ability to exert control over the dating situation to decrease the likelihood of sexual relations (e.g. refrain from alcohol use or being alone with the partner where sex could happen). Reported control to decrease the likelihood of sex was moderately correlated (r = .33, p < .001) with our measure of sexuality standards. This indicates that people who require more of a relationship prior to sex also use more control to decrease the likelihood of sex in their dating relationships. Reports of situational control were also related to whether or not they had sex with the last date (r = -.10, p = .03). People who reported more control to reduce the likelihood of sex on a date were indeed less likely to have engaged in sex with their last date. In order to lend tentative support to our assertion that sexuality standards of the individual determine the degree of control they exert in the dating situation, the relationship between reported control and whether or not they had sex with their last date was attenuated when sexuality standards was partialed out (partial r = .02, p = .36). This attenuated relationship is not indicative of causality; however, it does provide support for the assertion that sexuality standards influence the amount of control used in the courtship domain. Knowledge of a female's sexuality standards leads to several predictions regarding the types of rejection strategies that she will use to control the amount of physical intimacy in a relationship. Women who have very restricted relationship requirements require not only love but some
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form of public commitment such as engagement or marriage before genital sex. To her, sexual overtures are aversive without adequate levels of both love and public commitment (e.g. engagement or marriage). If the dating partner is perceived as emotionally unreciprocal then the female who requires more than love prior to sexual relations should use complete rejection to deescalate the encounter and thus terminate the relationship. If the partner is emotionally reciprocal, the female will use incomplete rejection. She should attempt to maintain and develop emotional reciprocity and public commitment but should limit the use of sexually proceptive signals and reject any sexual overtures by the male until her requirements for public commitment have been met. Note this will probably include rejection of most non-genital overtures as well as genital overtures. The female should tend to use situational strategies of control along with verbal and nonverbal strategies to decrease the probability of genital and nongenital overtures. Encouraging emotional reciprocity, but limiting sexual proceptivity and rejecting sexual signals will be the predominant strategy used by restrictive females. The choice of rejection strategies for women who require love prior to genital sex should depend of the emotional reciprocity of the partner and the degree to which this reciprocity fulfills the female's requirements or definition of love. The female wants to become more emotionally intimate but avoid sexual relations until she is 'in love' with her partner. If the dating partner is perceived as emotionally nonreciprocal then the female who requires love prior to sexual relations should use complete rejection to end the encounter and thus terminate the relationship. If the partner is emotionally reciprocal and the level of reciprocity is adequate to be considered 'love' (meets her relationship requirements) she should have genital sex. If the partner is emotionally reciprocal and her requirements for 'love' have NOT been met, she should use the incomplete rejection strategy. She should attempt to develop emotional reciprocity and delay physical reciprocity until her requirements for love and commitment have been satisfied by the relationship. The female who requires love should allow more intimate nongenital contact during the private phase of courtship than females who require public commitment prior to sex. Women who require less affection than love prior to the onset of sexual relations should use also either the complete or incomplete rejection strategies depending on the emotional reciprocity of the partner. In a previous study, we found that the majority of females who report that they require less than love needed to feel some liking for their partner before sex. Only 1 to 4% reported that sex was acceptable with a casual acquaintance (Harris, 1996). If the partner does not seem to have the potential for emotional reciprocity, she should use the complete rejection strategy to terminate the relationship. If the partner is emotionally reciprocal enough to meet her requirements for affection, she should have sex. In summary, incomplete rejection should be the primary strategy used by women who want to continue a relationship. The degree of nongenital and genital physical contact that the female allows during the private phase of courtship should be a direct function of her sexuality standards. Females who require more of a relationship prior to sex should use verbal, nonverbal and situational control to reduce the amount of physical intimacy in their relationships than females who requires less of a relationship prior to sex. However, incomplete rejection results in strong situational pressures from the male which may lead to sexual arousal in the female. Arousal may lead to unintended sex by two routes. Arousal can be misinterpreted as love by the female. Also arousal may short circuit the female's intentions not to have sex through it's hedonistic value. Whatever the causal mechanisms, control over the development of physical intimacy in a new relationship depends on the female's ability to use verbal, nonverbal and situational control strategies to avoid genital sex until she is satisfied
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that the level of emotional reciprocity and public commitment in the relationship is adequate. Ineffective control strategies may place females at risk for unintended sexual relations thereby increasing the risk of pregnancy and exposure to sexually transmitted diseases including AIDS. Note. Life rudely intevened during grad school, so at this point in time, I have not carried out this research. If you are interested in collaborating on finalizing the measures, collecting the data, performing the analyses and writing it up for publication... let me know. References
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