
PatternsofRelationshipDevelopment
dOverall sample. Relative rankings provide information

regarding the typical order in which events occurred

during the development of the relationship for all re-

spondents andacrossgroups (Table 2).Generally, themore

common the reports of an event, the earlier it occurred in

the trajectory of relationship development. As hypothe-

sized, romantic and social events occurred before sexual

events. Being together with one’s partner in a group and

holding hands received the lowest average ranking,

indicating that these events occurred earliest in relation-

ships. These events were followed by private and social

identification as a couple, which received equal average

rankings. The next items in the sequence were meeting

a partner’s parents, being alone with a partner and

kissing. Ranking at the end of the sequence were sex-

related items: touching under or without clothes, talking

about birth control and STDs, touching genitals and

intercourse. Thus, the sequence of sexual events pro-

gressed from less to more intimate forms.

dRacial and ethnic variations. For most of the racial and

ethnic groups, being with one’s partner in a group was

ranked as occurring first in the relationship, followed by

holding hands; for blacks, these events were jointly

ranked first. Either private or social identification as

a couple followed. These relationship events were fol-

lowed by meeting a partner’s parents, being alone with

a partner and kissing. There was relatively little variation

between groups for these early events. Mutual expres-

sions of love occurred earlier for black, Asian and

Hispanic adolescents than for whites.

For all groups except black adolescents, the sequence

of sexual events was as follows: touching under or

without clothing, talking about birth control or STDs,

touching genitals, sexual intercourse and pregnancy. For

black respondents, this sequence differed in that talking

about birth control or STDs preceded all other sexual

events. Asian and Hispanic respondents reported the

fewest relationship events before intercourse.

Among respondents in couples with partners of the

same race and ethnicity, approximately two-thirds (66–

72%) of each group reported some type of romantic event

(Table 3). For every group except blacks, a greater pro-

portion of participants reported romantic events than

reported sexual events. (The number of relationships in

which both partners were of mixed descent was too small

for analysis.)

DISCUSSION

In line with the conceptual framework guiding this study,

we argued that the study of relationship development

should incorporate social, romantic and sexual events,

rather than sexual events alone. Indeed, we found that

each of these types of events was well integrated into

relationship development. In particular, adolescents’

being together with their partner in a group, holding

hands, thinking of themselves and their partner as

a couple and telling others that they and their partner

were a couple were common events across groups and

occurred early in relationship development. Our findings

suggest that adolescents’ relationships incorporate some

of the key relationship building blocks noted by others

that help individuals gain confidence with members of

the opposite sex, including increased awareness of the

nuances of interpersonal exchanges and communicating

and negotiating one’s intimate needs and interests.27

However, the social events assessed here were by no

means universal. Between 54% and 80% of the sample

indicated that these events were part of their relationship

development sequence. This finding suggests that social

events are not necessarily or fundamentally precursors of

sexual activity. Furthermore, some respondentsmayhave

considered other social events not assessed here, such as

talking on the phone or sitting with their partner in class,

key to establishing their relationships. Extensive forma-

tive research is required to ensure comprehensiveness in

the milestone events assessed.

TABLE 3. Percentage of U.S. adolescents who reported selected romantic and sexual
events, by race and ethnicity of couple

Event Both white
(N=3,771)

Both black
(N=1,265)

Both Asian
(N=221)

Both Hispanic
(N=881)

Romantic† 69.8 65.9 68.0 71.9

Sexual 66.0** 71.5** 53.0** 56.5**
Touched partner under/without clothes 63.5 63.6 50.8 50.2
Touched partner’s genitals 57.9 55.3 45.3 45.2
Had sexual intercourse 41.5 56.8 31.6 42.7

**Significantlydifferent fromproportion reportingromanticeventsatp<.01. †Declared love foreachother,held

partner’s hand and kissed partner plus one of the following: told others they and their partner were a couple,

thought of themselves and their partner as a couple or exchanged gifts.

TABLE 2. Mean sequential ranking (and relative ranking) of relationship events
among U.S. adolescents, by race and ethnicity

Event All White Black Asian Hispanic Mixed

Social
Spent time with partner in a group 3.1 (1) 3.0 (1) 3.8* (1) 3.0 (1) 3.5* (1) 3.0* (1)
Met partner’s parents 4.6 (4) 4.6 (4) 4.2* (3) 5.7* (6) 4.9 (5) 4.5 (4)
Spent time alone with partner 4.9 (5) 4.9 (5) 5.1 (5) 4.5 (4) 4.9 (5) 4.5* (4)
Saw less of friends 6.4 (7) 6.6 (7) 5.7* (7) 5.6* (5) 6.1* (6) 6.2* (7)

Romantic
Held partner’s hand 3.5 (2) 3.5 (2) 3.8* (1) 3.8 (2) 3.6 (2) 3.3 (2)
Kissed partner 5.1 (6) 5.1 (6) 5.4* (6) 5.6* (5) 4.9 (5) 4.7 (5)
Thought of themselves

and partner as a couple 4.5 (3) 4.5 (3) 4.3 (4) 4.1* (3) 4.5 (4) 4.9 (6)
Told others they and partner

were a couple 4.5 (3) 4.6 (4) 4.0* (2) 4.5 (4) 4.4 (3) 4.4 (3)
Declared love for each other 7.4 (9) 7.6 (9) 6.7* (9) 6.1* (7) 7.0* (7) 7.1 (8)
Exchanged gifts 7.3 (8) 7.5 (8) 6.6* (8) 6.4* (8) 7.0* (7) 7.2 (9)

Sexual
Touched partner under/

without clothes 8.9 (10) 9.0 (10) 8.7* (11) 8.9 (9) 8.9 (8) 8.4 (10)
Touched partner’s genitals 10.1 (12) 10.2 (12) 9.6* (12) 10.3 (11) 10.0 (10) 9.5* (12)
Had sexual intercourse 11.0 (13) 11.3 (13) 10.1* (13) 11.0 (12) 10.7* (11) 10.2 (13)
Talked about birth control/STDs 9.4 (11) 9.8 (11) 7.9* (10) 9.1 (10) 9.3* (9) 8.9 (11)
Got pregnant 12.7 (14) 13.2 (14) 12.0* (14) 13.9 (13) 12.2* (12) 11.2* (14)

*Significantly different frommean for whites at p<.05.Note: Lower ranking indicates earlier occurrence in rela-

tionship relative to other events.
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