Beyond the Book
Chapter 3
Personal Choices
Is Singlehood For You?
Singlehood is not a one-dimensional concept. Whereas some are committed to singlehood, others enjoy it for now but intend to eventually marry, and still others are conflicted about it. There are many styles of singlehood from which to choose. As a single person, you may devote your time and energy to career, travel, privacy, heterosexual or homosexual relationships, living together, communal living, or a combination of these experiences over time. An essential difference between traditional marriage and singlehood is the personal and legal and social freedom to do as you wish. Although singlehood offers freedom, single people are sometimes challenged by such issues as loneliness, less money, and establishing an identity.

1. Loneliness. For some singles, being alone is a desirable and enjoyable experience. “The major advantage of being single,” said one 49-year-old artist  “is that I don’t have to deal with another person all the time. I like my privacy. I have my animals, my painting studio, and I am really very content.” Ninety-three percent of the single women in the AARP survey noted that their “independence” was important for their quality of life (and that this overshadowed the occasional feelings of loneliness) (Mahoney, 2006). Henry David Thoreau, who never married, spent two years alone on 14 acres bordering Walden Pond in Massachusetts. He said of his experience, “I love to be alone. I never found the companion that was so companionable as solitude.”

Nevertheless, some singles are lonely. In the AARP study of single women aged 40 to 69, 28 percent reported that in the past two weeks they had felt lonely occasionally or most of the time (13% of married women reported these same feelings) (Mahoney, 2006).  Some research suggests that single men may be more lonely than single women. In a study of 377 undergraduates, over a quarter (25.9%) of the men compared to 16.7% of the women agreed that they felt a “deep sense of loneliness” (Knox et al., 2007)  

2. Less money. Married couples who combine their incomes usually have more income than single people living alone. The median income of a married couple is $69,716, compared with $47,076 for a male householder with no wife and $31,816 for a female householder with no husband (Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2009, Table 670). In addition, debt can be a serious issue. The average female aged 45 to 59 carries $11,414 in revolving debt; divorced women and those between the ages of 45 and 49 are the least likely to pay off their credit cards (Mahoney, 2006).

3. Social Identity. Single people must establish a social identity—a role—that helps to define who they are and what they do, independent of the role of spouse. Couples eat together, sleep together, party together, and cooperate economically. They mesh their lives into a cooperative relationship that gives them the respective identity of being a spouse. On the basis of their spousal roles, we can predict what they will be doing most of the time. For example, at noon on Sunday, they are most likely to be having lunch together. Not only can we predict what they will be doing, but their roles as spouses tell them what they will be doing—interacting with each other.

The single person finds other roles and avenues to identity. A meaningful career is the avenue most singles pursue. A career provides structure, relationships with others, and a strong sense of identity (“I am a veterinarian and love my work,” said one woman).

4. Children. Some individuals want to have a child but not a spouse.  We will examine this issue in Chapter 11 in a section on Single Mother’s by Choice.  There are no data on single men seeking the role of parent.  While some custodial divorced men are single fathers, this is not the same as being never married and having a child. 

In evaluating the single lifestyle, to what degree, if any, do you feel that loneliness is or would be a problem for you? What is your social identity, your work role satisfaction? What are your emotional and structural needs of “marriage”? For children?  The old idea that you can’t be happy unless you are married is no longer credible. Whereas marriage will be the first option for some, it will be the last option for others. As one 76-year-old single-by-choice said, “A spouse would have to be very special to be better than no spouse at all.”
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Research Application
“Hey Big Boy!”: Women Who Initiate Relationships with Men
Mae West, film actress of the 30s/40s, is remembered for being very forward with men.  Two classic phrases of hers are: “Is that a pistol in your pocket or are you glad to see me?” and “Why don’t you come up and see me sometime, I’m home every night?”  As a woman who went after what she wanted, West was not alone- then or now.  There have always been women not bound by traditional gender role restrictions.  This study was concerned with women who initiate relationships with men- women who, like Mae West, have ventured beyond the traditional gender role expectations of the passive female.   
Sample and Methodology

The data for this study on women who initiate relationships were taken from a larger nonrandom sample of 1027 undergraduates at a large southeastern university who answered a 100 item questionnaire (approved by the Institutional Review Board of the university) on “Sexual Attitudes and Behaviors of College Students.”  The result was 692 usable questionnaires from women who answered “yes” or “no” to the question, “I have asked a new guy to go out with me”- a nontraditional gender role behavior.  Cross-classification was conducted to determine any relationships with Chi Square utilized to assess statistical significance.     

Racial background of the 692 women revealed 80.8% whites and 19.2% blacks (respondent self- identified as African-American Black, African Black or Caribbean Black).  The median age of the women in the sample was 19.  Over half (50.7%) were first year students; 24.6% were sophomores; 14.6%, juniors, and 10.0% were seniors.  In regard to current relationship, over half (50.8%) were emotionally involved with one person, 26% were not dating and not involved with anyone, 17.4% were casually dating different people, 3.3% were engaged and 2.5% were married.   

Findings and Discussion

Almost forty percent (39.1%) of the 692 women surveyed reported that they had asked a new guy out on a date; 60.9% had not done so.  Analysis of the data revealed ten statistically significant findings in regard to the characteristics of those women who had initiated a relationship with a man and those who had not done so. 

1.  Non- believer in “one true love.”  Over forty percent (42.3%) of the women who asked men out did not believe in “one true love” in contrast to 31.7% who believed in one true love- a statistically significant difference (p < .01).  These aggressive women felt that there is a menu of men from which to choose.

2.  Experienced “love at first sight.”  Almost half (45.7%) of the women who had asked a man out had experienced falling in love at first sight in contrast to 28.2% who had not had this experience.  Hence, women who let a man know they were interested in him were likely to have already had a “sighting” of a man they fell in love with.  

3. Sought partner on the Internet.  Only a small number (59 of 692) (8.5%) of women reported that they had searched for a partner using the Internet.  However, over half (54.2%) of those who had done so (in contrast to only 37.5% who had not used the Internet to search for a partner) reported that they had asked a man to go out (p < .02).  Since both seeking a partner on the Internet and asking a partner to go out verbally are reflective of nontraditional gender role  behavior, these women were clearly in charge of their lives and moved the relationship forward rather than waiting for the man to make the first move.      

4.  Non-religious. Respondents who were not religious were more likely to ask a guy out than those who were religious (74.6% versus 64.2%) (p. < .001).  This finding comes as no surprise as previous research suggests that being non-religious is associated with having nontraditional values/roles (McCready and McCready 1973; Miller and Stark 2002). 

5.  Nontraditional sexual values.  Consistent with the idea that women who had asked a guy out were also non-religious (a nontraditional value) is the finding that these same women  tended to have nontraditional sexual values.  Of those women who had initiated a relationship with a guy, over forty percent (44.4%) reported having a hedonistic sexual value (“If it feels good, do it) compared to slightly over  a quarter (25.7%) who regarded themselves as having absolutist sexual values (“Wait until marriage to have intercourse”).   Hence, women with nontraditional sexual values were much more likely to be aggressive in initiating a new relationship with a man. 

6.  Open to cohabitation. Of the women who reported that they had asked a man to go out, over forty percent (44.6%) reported that they would cohabit with a man compared to 26.0% who would not cohabit.  This finding is supported by the research of Michael et al (1994), who confirmed that cohabitating men and women are more likely to have non-traditional sexual values.  

7.  White.  Over forty percent (41.4%) of the white women, compared to 28.2 percent of the black women in the sample reported that they had asked a guy out.  This finding is not surprising in that blacks are traditionally more conservative in religion (Sherkat 2002) and sexual values (Michael et al. 1994) than whites.   

8.  Sexually faithful.  Women who had asked a guy out were more likely to report having been FAITHFUL in previous relationships than women who had not asked a guy out (44.5% versus 34.8%) (p > .02). One explanation for this finding is that the act of their initiating a relationship may reflect the strong positive value these women placed on the relationship with the person they pursued and that the value of sexual fidelity is consistent with not wanting to jeopardize a valued relationship.  

Previous research also confirms that persons in high quality, happy relationships are less likely to have affairs (Treas and Giesen 2000).  Extramarital sex lowers marital satisfaction and contributes to relationship break-down (Previti and Amato 2004).

9.  Involvement in “friends with benefits” relationship.  Women who have been in a  “friends with benefits” relationship (had sex with a friend in a nonromantic, non committed relationship) were more likely to have asked a guy out than women who had been involved in such a relationship (47.6% versus 30.4%) (p < .001).  Since involvement in a FWB relationship may be considered a “deviant” relationship, particularly for the woman since it is a context of sex without commitment, we might expect less traditional women to be attracted to the relationship and to be open to other nontraditional behaviors such as asking guys out.   

10.  Used birth control last intercourse.  Women who reported that they had used some form of birth control (other than withdrawal) the last time they had intercourse were more likely to have asked a guy out than women who had used no method of contraception their last intercourse experience   (44% versus 27.9%) (p < .006).  Similar to the rationale used above, women initiators sometimes reflected a great deal of selectivity in who they choose to have sex with.  Consistent with such deliberate thinking about intercourse was the decision to protect the relationship from an unwanted pregnancy.  
Implications

Analysis of these data revealed that almost 40 percent (39.1%) of the undergraduate women at a large southeastern university had asked a guy to go out (a nontraditional gender role behavior).  There are implications of this finding for both women and men.  Women who feel uncomfortable asking a man out, who fear rejection for doing so, or who lack the social skills to do so (“Hey big boy! …Wanna get a pizza?”), may be less likely to get their man who will be whisk away by women who have such comfort, overcome their fear of rejection, and who make their interest in a partner known.    

The implication of this study for men is not to be surprised when a woman makes a direct request to go out- that relationship norms are changing.  For some men, this comes as a welcome trend in that they feel burdened that they must always be the first one to indicate interest in a partner and to move the relationship forward.  Men might also reevaluate their negative stereotypical notions of women who initiate relationships (“they are loose”) and be reminded that the women in this study who had asked men out were MORE likely to have been faithful in previous relationships than those who had not.  
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Personal Choices

Should I Get Involved in a Long-Distance Relationship?
About a third of university students will become involved in a long distance realationship (Cameron and Ross, 2007) These result when couples in a relationship part due to one of them going away to school, to a job, or to a military deployment.  Alternatively, individuals may meet online and discover that they are separated by great distances.  Career commitments may also involve being separated from one’s partner.  Michelle Obama noted that Barack was “away for a couple of years during the campaign for the Presidency but called home very night.” And when Obama was asked after the election, how things had changed, he replied, “I sleep in my own bed at night.”

The primary advantages of long distance relationships relationships include: positive labeling (“even though we are separated, we care about each other enough to maintain our relationship”), keeping the relationship “high”  since it is not dulled by constant togetherness, having time to devote to school or a career, and  having a lot of one’s own personal time and space.  Persons suited for such relationships have developed their own autonomy/independence for the times they are apart, have a focus for their time such as school or a job, have developed open communication with their partner to  talk aout the difficulty of being separated, and have learned how to trust each other since they spend a lot of time away from each other. Another advantage is that  your partner may actually look better from afar than up close. One respondent noted that he and his partner could not wait to live together after they had been separated—but “when we did, I found out I liked her better when she wasn’t there.”

The primary disadvantages of long distance relationships include being frustrated over not being able to be with the partner, loneliness, feeling as though one is missing out on other activities and relationships, missing physical intimacy, and spending a lot of money on phone calls or travel.  

Knox et al. (2002) analyzed a sample of 438 undergraduates at a large southeastern university on their attitudes and involvement in a long distance relationship (LDR)—defined as being separated from a love partner by at least 200 miles for a period of not less than three months. The median number of miles these LDR respondents had been separated was 300 to 399 (about a six-hour drive), and the median length of time they were separated was five months. Of the total sample, 20 percent were currently involved in an LDR, and 37 percent had been previously

Being separated is associated with stress, depression, relationship unhappiness and breaking up (Cameron et al. 2007). In the Knox et al (2002) study, one in five (21.5%) broke up, and another one in five (20%) said that the separation made their relationship worse. Only 18 percent reported that the separation improved their relationship (other responses included a mixed effect for 33% and no effect for 9%). 

Does absence make the heart grow fonder for the beloved? Most of those who have not been separated seemed to think so. But 40 percent of those who had experienced an LDR believed that “out of sight, out of mind” was a more accurate characterization (Knox et al., 2002). One respondent said, “I got tired of being lonely, and the women around me started looking good.” However, Guldner (2003) noted that LDRs are no more likely to end because of infidelity than those relationships in which the partners lived in the same town. In this regard, he noted that the quality of the relationship and personality of the individuals were more important factors than distance.

For couples who have the goal of maintaining their relationship and not letting the distance break them, some specific things to do include:

1. Maintain daily contact. In the Knox et al. (2002) study referred to above, actual contact between the lovers during the period of separation was limited. Only 11 percent reported seeing each other weekly, and 16 percent reported that they never saw each other. However, more than three-fourths (77%) reported talking with each other by phone several times each week (22% daily), and more than half (53%) e-mailed the partner several times each week (18% daily). Some partners maintain daily contact by Web cams. One student reported:

We get to see each other every day, in real time, whenever we want to. Because the connection doesn’t interfere with the telephone, we stay connected 24 hours a day. It has been a big help in keeping our relationship going strong. If we need to talk about an important issue, we can do it face to face without worrying about time or money. Also, because we can’t physically be together, this device has helped our personal lives as well. We can see each other whenever we want in whatever way that we want. We have been together for over a year, and during that year we have been connected by the Web cams for over eleven months. Technology has certainly helped our relationship last!

2. Enjoy/use the time when apart. While separated,  it is important to remain busy with study, friends, work, sports, and personal projects. Doing so will make the time pass faster. 

3. Avoid conflictual phone conversations. Talking on the phone should involve the typical sharing of events. When the need to discuss a difficult topic arises, the phone is not the best place for such a discussion. Rather, it may be wiser to wait and have the discussion face to face. If you decide to settle a disagreement over the phone, stick to it until you have a solution acceptable to both of you.

4. Stay monogamous. Agreeing not to be open to other relationships is crucial to maintaining a long-distance relationship. This translates into not being open to others while apart. Individuals who say “Let’s date others to see if we are really meant to be together” often discover that they are capable of being attracted to and becoming involved with numerous “others’. Such other involvements usually predict the end of the LDDR. Lydon et al. (1997) studied 69 undergraduates who were involved in LDRs and found that “moral commitment” predicted the survival of the relationships. Individuals committed to maintaining their relationships are often successful in doing so.

5. Other strategies. Researchers at the University of Pittsburgh revealed that partners who were separated from each other reported preserving, smelling, and wearing the clothes of a sexual partner. Over half the men and almost 90% of the women had deliberately smelled their partner’s blouse or shirt to feel a sense of closeness with the partner from whom they were separated (Gardiner, 2005). MaGuire (2007) noted that those who cope successfully with long distance relationships (report less stress and depression) feel that the will end up together again.
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Personal Choices

Will Living Together Ensure a Happy Durable Marriage?
Couples who live together before getting married assume that doing so will increase their chances of having a happy and durable marriage relationship. In a USA Today poll, almost half (49%)  believed that living together before marriage decreases the chance of divorce (Jayson, 2008).  But will it?  The answer, “It depends.”  For women who have only one cohabitation experience and that is with the man they marry, there is no increase risk of divorce.  But if the woman is a serial cohabitant,  there is an increase risk (Teachman, 2003).

Since it is not unusual that a person have more than one cohabitation experience, the term  cohabitation effect applies.  This means that for those who have multiple cohabitation experiences prior to marriage, they are more likely to end up in marriages characterized by violence, lower levels of happiness, lower levels of positive communication, depression- you name it  (Cohan and Kleinbaum, 2002; Booth et al. 2008). 

In the meantime,  cohabitation relationships are no match for married relationships.  Hansen et al. (2007) compared Norway cohabitants (who had never been married) in midlife with spouses in midlife and found cohabitants less happy, less close, and more conflictual.  And when the cohabitation relationship breaks, it gets worse. . Williams et al (2008) noted the  psychological distress is particularly acute for single mothers.. The message to single mothers was to stay single or get married (living together had a high chance of negative consequences). 

What is it about serial cohabitation relationships that predict negatively for future marital happiness and durability?  One explanation  is that cohabitants tend to be people who are willing to violate social norms by living together before marriage. Once they marry, they may be more willing to break another social norm and divorce if they are unhappy than are unhappily married persons who tend to conform to social norms and have no history of unconventional behavior. A second explanation is that since cohabitants are less committed to the relationship than marrieds, this may translate into withdrawing from conflict by terminating the relationship rather than communicating about the problems and resolving them since the stakes are higher (White et al., 2004).   Whatever the reason, cohabitants should not assume that cohabitation will make them happier spouses or insulate them from divorce.

Not all researchers have found that there are negative effects of cohabitation on relationships. Skinner et al. (2002) compared those who had cohabited and married and those who married but did not cohabit and found no distinguishing characteristics. They concluded that “cohabiting couples may not be stigmatized if there is an expectation that marriage will occur.” In addition, Musick (2005) examined national longitudinal data on marrieds and cohabitants and found few differences between the two groups on the variable of well being the first three years. But after three years, marrieds reported higher levels of well being. The researcher suggested that “institutional commitment adds value to relationships” (p.104).
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