
3. Initiating a Relationship

In every relationship, the partners can tell a story of how they met. Most of the time,
one partner develops an interest in the other and conveys this interest in hopes of hav-
ing his or her affections reciprocated. To see how this process develops, C. L. Clark,
Shaver, and Abrahams (1999) asked college students to describe the strategies they
had used in the past to initiate a romantic relationship. Table 11.5 presents the 10
most frequently mentioned strategies. The most common strategy was to talk with the
other person about matters of a personal nature. As we will see momentarily, this strat-
egy is an excellent way to build intimacy. Other common strategies including touch-
ing, asking the person out on a date, and talking on the phone.

Not all romantic overtures meet with success. Part of the problem is that people tend
to overestimate the extent to which they are communicating their interest in a potential
romantic partner (Vorauer, Cameron, Holmes, & Pearce, 2003). We think our intentions
are obvious, but they can be overlooked. Misunderstandings can also occur. Men too
readily assume that a woman who shows an interest in them desires a sexual relation-
ship, even when her interest is only to establish a friendship (Abbey, 1982, 1987). In
Chapter 13 we explain that misunderstandings like these can have serious consequences
involving date rape or other forms of sexual coercion (Muehlenhard, 1988).

4. Becoming Intimate

Most people who seek a romantic relationship hope to become intimate with their
partner. But what is intimacy? The word comes from the Latin word intimatus, which

Interpersonal Relationships 425

TABLE 11.5 Ten Strategies Used to Initiate a Romantic Relationship with a Member of the Opposite Sex

Category Example All Participants Men Women

Talk in person We stayed up all night talking about 94.1 91.2 97.6
personal things.

Touching We held hands and kissed. 63.8 69.4 57.3

Ask directly I asked the other person out on a date. 62.7 77.6 45.2

Talk on the phone We talked on the phone for four hours. 53.5 51.0 56.5

Passive I let the other person do all the work. 50.2 40.1 62.1

Flirting I flirted with my body language. 36.9 33.3 41.1

Manipulate setting I played romantic music and lit some 33.6 33.3 33.9
candles.

Present self well I was charming and sweet. 22.5 32.0 11.2

Nonverbal I made a point of looking deeply into 20.3 19.0 21.8
his/her eyes.

Gift-giving I brought flowers. 21.0 25.9 15.3

Note: Gender differences emerged for the five underlined categories.

Source: Clark, Shaver, and Abrahams (1999).
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