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� 14% male, 86% Female  

� Freshman 21.7%, Sophomore 15.3%, 

Junior 25.1%, Senior 31%  Recent Grad. 1%

� 90% of sample White/Caucasian

� Ever been in a serious committed relationship while in college?    

61% Yes  39% No

� Involved in a campus religiously affiliated organization?  23% Yes

� 58.7% of sample self-identified as Christian

� 81% of sample identified family’s belief system as Christian

� Importance of religion/personal spirituality to you? 

Not at all important    19.4%    Quite Important           26.4%

A little Important        13.4%    Extremely Important    24.4%

Somewhat Important 16.4%

Who’s Missing in the Research on 
Young Adult Relationships?

Who’s Missing in the Research on 
Young Adult Relationships?

Methods and Participants
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�What are student’s expectations about dating in college?

�How do young adults define “healthy” relationships?

�In what ways do the relationship attitudes and behaviors for 
students who belong to faith-based student organizations differ 

from other students? What are the differences by gender? 

We utilized a convenience sample of 200 students from the 

University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire.  Data was collected through 
anonymous survey distributed through email.  

To study relationship attitudes and behaviors, we asked participants: 

Prior to coming to college how likely did you believe you would be in 
a committed dating relationship during college?

Meet your life partner? 
How long should people date before marriage? 

Is it a good idea for a couple who intend to marry to cohabit first? 

Is it appropriate for a couple to cohabit even if they have no interest 
in considering marriage? 

How likely do you see yourself cohabiting with a significant other? 
When would be you comfortable with physical intimacy? 

Sample:

Dating, Cohabitation, 

Marriage & Physical Intimacy
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Table 1: Pearson’s chi-square analysis.

Only significant results presented. N=200 
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A great deal of research is conducted on young adults’ attitudes 

and behaviors regarding romantic and sexual relationships.  Most 
researchers argue that the culture on college campuses has 

changed significantly over the last 25 years. For example, 
researchers (Hamilton & Armstrong, 2009; Bogle, 2008) propose 

that “hooking up” has become the norm at college. However 
cultural norms and scripts vary by social group. Whose cultural 

norms are these studies capturing? Several studies (Gannon et al., 

2013; Hull et al., 2011; Burdette et al., 2009) have found that youth 
who are more actively involved in religion make more conservative 

choices regarding their dating and sexual behavior.  We aim to 
learn more about college students who participate in faith-based 

student organizations and compare their perspective to other 
students. In addition, we examine in what ways men’s and 

women’s attitudes and behaviors differ. 

Defining Healthy Relationships

Results

Participants were asked to “select the three characteristics you

believe are most important to your relationship” and an open
ended question to “define a ‘healthy college dating relationship.”

Of 12 listed characteristics, men and women selected 

communication and trust as the two most important relationship 
characteristics. Ranking third for men was honesty and for 

women was respect.  Other highly ranked characteristics were 
friendship and emotional support. 

These characteristics were also reflected in respondents’ definition of 

a healthy dating relationship. Interesting, 25% of definitions included
the need to maintain separate identities and personal interests, to

be independent and not be disconnected from friends and/or school.
“should never be draining or all-consuming”     “not suffocating”  

“each person should be active in a life that is their own” 

By Importance of Spirituality By Gender
Reported often 

by high 

importance of     
spirituality 

Reported often 
by low or no 

importance of 
spirituality 

Reported often by 
both high and low 

importance of 
spirituality 

Reported often 

by men 

Reported often by 

women

Reported often by 

both men and 
women

Advantages of 
dating in 

college.

Learn to grow 
together and 

learn how to be 
in a positively 
functioning 
relationship. 

Can make you 
happy.

Learn what you like 
and do not like in a 

partner.

Helps you learn to 
care for someone 

else.

Helps you to find 
yourself.

Provides emotional 
support.

Potential for 
finding your 

future spouse. 

Provides a 
sense of 

companionship.

Acts as a support 
system.

Helps you meet 
new people.

Potential of dating 
your future spouse. 

Helps you figure out 
what you like and 

do not like in a 
future partner.

Disadvantages 
of dating in 

college.

Alcohol can lead 
to poor decision 

making and can 
be hurtful in 
dating.

Miss out on the 
social 

experience of 
college.

Distraction from 
studies and 

schooling.

Prevents you from 
engaging in other 

opportunities.

Causes a significant 
amount of 

emotional distress.

Is a large time 
commitment

Prevents you 
from investing in 

other friends.  

Ties you down 
and is too 

serious for this 
point of life.

Added pressures to 
an already stressful 

time.

Prevents you from 
finding who you 

are.

Takes away from 
your ability to 

connect with your 
friends.

Is a major 
distraction from 

school.

By Importance of Spirituality 

Reported often by 
high importance of 

spirituality 

Reported often by low or 
no importance of 

spirituality 

Reported often by both high 
and low importance of 

spirituality 

Wait until you know 
things are right.

Make sure the relationship 
is fun and is making you 

happy.

Do not force anything.

Do not feel pressured 
to be in a relationship.

Do not take a dating 
relationship too seriously.

Do not focus on being in a 
romantic relationship in college; 

just let it happen.

Advantages and Disadvantages of Dating

Dating Advice for First Year Students

Gender

χ2     df

Importance of 

Religion/Spirituality

χ2         df

Involvement in

religious campus 

organizations

χ2     df

Expectation for serious 

relationship at college
5.492a 2

Expectation to meet life 

partner at college
10.915***

2
5.180a

2

Appropriate to cohabit if 

intend to marry

45.172***
1

56.884***
1

Appropriate to cohabit if 

not intending to marry
33.565*** 1

37.895***
1

Would you ever cohabit? 6.549* 2 33.336*** 1 55.573*** 2

Comfortable with oral 

sexual intercourse within 

a year of dating

33.848*** 1 55.351*** 1

Comfortable with any 

other form of sexual 

intercourse within a year 

of dating

3.507a 1 40.690*** 1 57.210*** 1

a= p<.10, *=p<.05 , **= p<.01, ***=p<.001
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Figure 1:  Comparison of Likelihood of Cohabiting

Our results indicate that there are several differences in attitudes and 

behaviors between students who self-identify as being a part of a 
campus religiously affiliated student organization compared to those 

who report non-involvement.  Similar results were found when 
comparing students who reported a high level of importance of 

religion/spirituality to other students.  Students with a stronger 
religious identity are more likely to expect to be in a serious 

committed relationship at college and more likely to expect to meet 

their life partner at college.  These students are also less likely to 
approve of cohabitation, less likely to believe they would ever cohabit, 

and are less comfortable with any form of sexual intercourse in the 
first 12 months of a relationship.   

Participants were in agreement that the most important relationship 
characteristics are communication, trust, honestly, respect, friendship 

and emotional support.  Additionally, in open-ended questions, 
participants said a healthy relationship is also one that allows people 

to remain themselves and to have separate identities and interests. 

Our results indicate that researchers examining college students’ 
dating and sexual behavior should be cautious in interpreting their 

results if they suspect their sample does not include students with 
religious affiliations.  

Did you expect to meet your life partner at college? 
% reporting likely and very likely 

Men      30.8%        In Rel. Student Org. 44.4% High Import. of Spirituality 42.4%

Women 33.5%        Not in a Rel. Student Org  29.7% Spirituality Not Important 23.4%


