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Abstract
Despite increasing egalitarian values expressed among college students, dating is 
still characterized by traditional gender roles. Because traditional dating scripts are 
predominantly recited and enacted to the extent that men initiate and pay, there are 
assumptions that the sexual processes have not changed. This study investigates the 
sexual processes of male-initiated and female-initiated dates among college students 
in the US. Using data from the Online College Social Life Survey, we ask whether 
traditional components of the dating script explain traditional sexual outcomes (non-
genital contact), as well as whether alternative dating scripts explain nontraditional 
sexual outcomes (genital contact). Using multivariate logistic regression models, we 
found that violations of the traditional script are associated with higher odds of geni-
tal contact for male- and female-initiated dates; however, the predictors of genital 
contact for female-initiated dates are not the same as those for male-initiated dates. 
This study highlights the variability of sexual scripts in dating practices, suggesting 
that the sexual scripts associated with dates are not as homogenous as we have pre-
viously believed.

Keywords Sexual scripts · Sexual practices · Sexual processes · Dating scripts

Introduction

Over the last two decades, hookup culture has expanded the boundaries of norma-
tive sexuality and introduced casual sexual interactions (i.e., “hookups”) as a dis-
tinct pathway for relationship development (Allison, 2019). Dates and hookups can 
be understood as “two sides of the same coin” in the American courtship process, as 
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they both carry the potential to lead to a relationship (Luff et al., 2016:76). Despite 
the flexible placement of sex in the courtship process, recited dating scripts remain 
traditionally gendered and sexually conservative. The traditional dating narrative 
states that men initiate, plan, and pay for dates. Sexual activity is involved, but not 
beyond kissing and potentially groping. Within this narrative, men initiate most of 
the sexual activity and women make sure the sexual activity stays within the param-
eters of respectability (Bartoli & Clark, 2006; Laner & Ventrone, 2000; Morr & 
Mongeau, 2004). This dating narrative reflects a culturally-determined script for 
appropriate behavior in the dating context.

Sexual Scripts

Sexual scripting theory conceptualizes “the sexual act as being a negotiated out-
come,” taking place on three interrelated levels: the cultural, the interpersonal, and 
the intrapsychic (Simon, 2005:294). Sexual scripts function as “blueprints” for 
appropriate behavior on the cultural level that influence how individuals “choos[e] 
a course of action and evaluat[e] behaviors already performed” on the interper-
sonal level (Rose & Frieze, 1989:258). On the intrapsychic level, scripting of one’s 
innermost desires and motivations takes place, speaking to the fact that “individual 
desires are linked to social meanings” (Simon & Gagnon, 1984:53).

In the context of dating, the cultural script dictates who asks, who pays, who ini-
tiates the sexual activity, as well as when, where, and how much sexual activity is 
appropriate. On the interpersonal level, negotiations are made between an individ-
ual’s intrapsychic desires and society’s expectations for proper behavior in a given 
cultural scenario (Gagnon & Simon, 2005). In this paper, we examine the sexual 
outcomes of dates as part of a scripted process, which allows us to assess how sex-
ual processes in dates compare between the cultural script and reported practices, 
which reflect negotiations made on the interpersonal and intrapsychic levels. This 
is important because “[s]ites of ‘disjuncture’ between cultural and inter- or intraper-
sonal sexual scripts are a particularly promising location for the study of change in 
sexual scripts” (Masters et al., 2013:410).

Historical Context of Traditional Dating Scripts

The heterosexual dating script recited today originated in the early twentieth century 
when the dating system became the dominant courtship norm. At this time, gender 
roles were shifting as young, single men and women started socializing with each 
other in public spaces. Dates took place at dance halls, movie theaters, and other 
venues of commercial entertainment, all of which required money that men had and 
most women didn’t. Dates, then, relied on men’s money, which gave men control 
over date initiation and made them feel “entitled” to seek sexual compensation from 
women (Bailey, 1988:21). The early-twentieth century dating script, then, consisted 
of men asking women on a date, men paying for the night’s activities, and then 
men initiating sexual activity. Women were tasked with receiving men’s advances 
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and limiting the amount of sexual activity that took place (Bailey, 1988; Spurlock, 
2016).

In the 1920s, sexual activity in the form of necking and petting—“caresses above 
the neck” and “caresses below”—were “customary” and “expected elements” of 
any date as part of what women “owed” to men for financing the night’s activities 
(Bailey, 1988:80, 81). Importantly, however, many women took advantage of this 
customary practice to explore their own sexual desires in “respectable” ways (Lit-
tauer, 2015). Activities beyond necking and petting, such as those involving genital 
contact, were still conventionally reserved for marriage and would put a woman’s 
reputation at risk if she were to go “too far” (Bailey, 1988; Spurlock, 2016; Syrett, 
2009). In other words, necking and petting were part of the twentieth-century dating 
script, but genital contact was not, because women risked losing their respectability. 
Women walked a fine line, as they were responsible for limiting sexual activity, but 
they were also expected to compensate men for financing their dates.

Contemporary Dating Scripts

In many ways, the extant literature suggests that the contemporary dating script 
looks strikingly similar to the script from over a century ago, despite increasing 
egalitarian views expressed by young adults. This script dictates that men initiate 
and pay for dates, and women limit whatever sexual activity is initiated by men. 
This sequence of behaviors has been reported consistently by scholarship over the 
last 30 years (Bartoli & Clark, 2006; Cameron and Curry, 2020; Laner & Ventrone, 
1998, 2000; Morr Serewicz & Gale, 2008; Rose & Frieze, 1989, 1993; Seabrook 
et al., 2017). Although much of the research on dating scripts has focused on first 
dates, scholarship on dating practices in general has found that the early stages of 
the courtship process are characterized by the traditionally gendered script, wherein 
men take an active role and women remain passive (Bartoli & Clark, 2006; Lamont, 
2020; Sassler & Miller, 2011, 2017). Bartoli and Clark (2006) focus specifically on 
the scripting of “typical dates,” finding traditional gender behaviors are not limited 
to first-date contexts. Furthermore, despite variation in how relationships progress, 
Sassler and Miller (2011:490) find “more consistency than contestation with tradi-
tional gendered scripts.” Rose and Frieze (1993:500) argue that gender roles “are 
more operative early in courtship than at later stages,” in part, because “relation-
ship continuation [to exclusivity] often depends on the adequate fulfillment of these 
roles.”

Ultimately, dates that take place before an exclusive relationship is established 
seem to follow the traditional dating script. An exclusive relationship is often the 
point at which the labels “boyfriend” and “girlfriend” are introduced and a couple 
becomes “officially” monogamous. Importantly, exclusivity requires an explicit con-
versation, as exclusive relationships are “formed through verbal discussion of rela-
tionship status, or ‘the talk’” (Allison, 2019:371). Dates, on the other hand, are not 
always accompanied by a conversation to define the interaction. As such, individu-
als rely on cultural scripts and gender roles to navigate the ambiguity in the early 
stages of the courtship process (Cameron & Curry, 2020; Rose & Frieze, 1993). 
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For example, scholars have found that women rely on men’s initiation and payment 
to confirm that an interaction is, in fact, a date and that mutual romantic interest is 
present (Allison, 2019; England et al., 2012; Lamont, 2020).

Alternative Scripts

While it is conventional for men to initiate dates, it is not unheard of for women to 
do the same (Mongeau & Carey, 1996; Mongeau & Johnson, 1995; Morr Serewicz 
& Gale, 2008). In 1993, Mongeau et al. found that most college students reported 
experiencing at least one heterosexual female-initiated date. Data from the Online 
College Social Life Survey, collected between 2005 and 2011, shows that 12 percent 
of dates reported by surveyed college students were female-initiated. Additionally, 
England et al., (2012:567) reported that over 90 percent of students, including both 
men and women, “approve heartily of women asking men on dates.”

Female-initiated date processes in the twenty-first century have been largely 
neglected by scholarship, but Morr Serewicz and Gale (2008) examined whether 
variations in the traditional script, including gender of date-initiator, would lead to 
differences in how a first date script was recited. They conclude that “traditional gen-
der roles appear to be alive and well in the scripting of first dates,” while also not-
ing that “female-initiated first dates result in greater complexity in expectations for 
sexual behavior” (Morr Serewicz & Gale, 2008:161). Their analyses suggest that a 
female-initiated date signals a different sexual script, but this script has been largely 
uninterrogated in research on dating scripts over the last 20 years. Because we can-
not assume that dates with nontraditional scripts follow the same sexual processes as 
dates with traditional ones, this study approaches male-initiated and female-initiated 
dates as separate processes.

Standards for Sexual Behavior

In the 1920s, women were responsible for limiting sexual activity on dates to neck-
ing and petting due to the pressures of what can be considered a sexual double 
standard, wherein women would lose their respectability if they went “too far” (i.e., 
engaged in genital contact), but men’s reputations would be unaffected. Today, the 
dominant cultural script dictates that genital contact is not appropriate on a date, 
but it is unclear if this is also true in practice given the changing circumstances of 
respectability in contemporary America with the rise of a hookup culture around the 
turn of the twenty-first century. Hookup culture encompasses a set of values, ideals, 
norms, and expectations that are part of the system that accepts casual sexual inter-
actions (i.e., hookups) as a feature of, not replacement for, courtship (Heldman & 
Wade, 2010; Kuperberg & Padgett, 2016; Monto & Carey, 2014; Wade, 2017).

Within the hookup culture context, women can engage in sexual activity beyond 
“petting” without risking their reputations. This has led to an increasing lack of con-
sensus among scholars regarding whether a sexual double standard still exists and if 
so, to what extent. In fact, Crawford and Popp (2003:14) describe the “heterosexual 
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double standard” as a “‘now you see it, now you don’t’ phenomenon,” given the 
inconsistency in empirical evidence supporting its existence. If the influence of the 
sexual double standard has decreased in the twenty-first century, as some scholar-
ship suggests (Jackson & Cram, 2003; Marks & Fraley, 2005; Milhausen & Her-
old, 2002; Weaver et al., 2013), then women may not feel compelled to limit sexual 
activity given their reputations would not be at risk. This may be especially true if 
men both ask and pay for a date, leaving women to feel like they “owe” something. 
With that being said, many scholars argue for the continued relevance of the sexual 
double standard to some extent, either suggesting different ways of conceptualiz-
ing it or proposing new methodological approaches to measure it (Armstrong et al., 
2012; Farvid et al., 2017; Kettrey, 2016; Reid et al., 2011; Thompson et al., 2020). 
Lack of empirical evidence aside, it seems that “gender remains central to evalua-
tions of sexual behaviors in at least some contemporary social settings” (Allison & 
Risman, 2013:1193).

The inconsistencies in reports of the sexual double standard in the twenty-first 
century may be attributed to the fact that the scripts for appropriate sexual behavior 
are context dependent. In other words, the operation of the sexual double standard is 
affected by whether sex takes place within the context of a hookup or a date, which 
are two distinct cultural scenarios. Reid et al. (2015:189) report a general consensus 
among college students that sex on a date is “a situational impropriety,” even if the 
pair has previously engaged in casual sex. In another study, Reid et al. (2011:559) 
found students described sex as acceptable for women in a hookup context because 
it signals sexual agency, but within the context of a date, women are expected to 
“moderate [their] sexuality” to show that they are “dating material.” Other scholars 
have found that both men and women express losing interest in dating someone who 
is perceived to be promiscuous, suggesting a conservative single standard for sexual 
activity in dating contexts (Allison & Risman, 2013; England & Bearak, 2014). The 
traditional dating script may not have changed much in the last 20 years, but sexual 
norms and the parameters for appropriate sexual behavior certainly have.

Regarding standards for sexual behavior in contemporary America, there is a 
distinction to be made between being respectable and being relationship material. 
Historically, the sexual double standard’s regulation of women’s respectability also 
regulated whether a woman was considered marriage material. In other words, a 
loss of respectability corresponded to a loss of relationship prospects. This equation 
between respectable and dateable no longer holds true in all contexts. We propose 
that there is a relational standard for sexual behavior, which speaks to the belief 
that going “too far,” or engaging in genital contact, on a date disqualifies someone 
from being considered “relationship material.” Although women are held to higher 
standards and lower benchmarks of how much sexual activity is “too much,” the 
relational standard also applies to men to the extent that heterosexual women report 
being less interested in dating men who are perceived to be promiscuous (England 
& Bearak, 2014; Klein et al., 2019). In sum, the sexual double standard speaks to 
who can have sex and still be respectable. The relational standard speaks to where 
sex can happen and still lead to a relationship.

There seems to be a general consensus that the cultural script for dating dictates 
that dates are not appropriate contexts for sexual activity that involves genital contact 



1195

1 3

Scripting Sex in Courtship: Predicting Genital Contact in…

(Allison, 2019; Klein et al., 2019; Reid et al., 2011, 2015). Research addressing sex-
ual activity in dating contexts, however, tends to stop with the cultural script and 
does not entertain the possibility that practices might not align with recited expecta-
tions. With that being said, Kuperberg and Padgett (2015:525) found that while sex 
was more likely to happen in hookup contexts, “one-third of dates [in their sample] 
included sex.” Certain sexual behaviors, such as oral sex and intercourse, may be 
considered inappropriate on a date, but in practice, it is not uncommon for dates to 
involve genital contact. In other words, college students may recite a cultural script 
with sexually conservative date outcomes, but this does not align with reported prac-
tices, which reflect negotiations taking place on the level of interpersonal scripting. 
Given this inconsistency, this study investigates how sex is being re-scripted on the 
interpersonal level in dating contexts by examining how genital contact is associated 
with traditional and nontraditional components of dating scripts and standards of 
sexual behavior.

Research Questions and Hypotheses

Because recited dating scripts are still enacted to the extent that men ask and men 
pay on most dates, there are assumptions that sexual activity has also remained tra-
ditionally conservative. Over the last two decades, there have been dramatic shifts 
in sexual norms, as evidenced by the incorporation of casual sex alongside dates in 
the courtship process. Scholarship focuses almost exclusively on the changing sex-
ual norms in the context of casual sexual interactions, not dates. While at the same 
time, research on dating practices continues to focus on the traditionally gendered 
behaviors, often overlooking the possibility of changes in the sexual script regarding 
the extent of sexual activity on dates. In this study, we examine sexual outcomes of 
dates as part of a scripted process, with consideration for the possible “disjuncture” 
between a date’s cultural script and its interpersonal one (Masters et al., 2013:410). 
In doing so, we assess how sexual processes in dates compare between cultural 
expectations and reported practices.

Our first two research questions examine how sexual practices are associated with 
script components from a dominant cultural scenario. First, we explore whether tra-
ditional components of the male-initiated dating script (men paying; men initiating 
sexual activity) lead to traditional sexual outcomes. Specifically, which components 
of the traditional (i.e., male-initiated) dating script explain the likelihood of genital 
contact on a date? (RQ 1). Because traditional dates are not supposed to involve 
genital contact, we hypothesize that the likelihood of genital contact will decrease 
when dates are traditionally scripted—that is when men pay on male-initiated dates. 
Because women are the “gatekeepers” and men are the pursuers of sex in the tradi-
tional dating narrative, hypothesis 1 states that the likelihood of genital contact will 
decrease on male-initiated dates when men initiate more of the sexual activity com-
pared to when women initiate or when respondents indicate being unsure of who 
initiated more sexual activity.

Second, we examine the sexual processes of female-initiated dates. Specifically, 
which components of the alternative (i.e., female-initiated) dating script explain the 
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likelihood of genital contact on a date? (RQ 2). Given female-initiated dates signal a 
different type of cultural script that has yet to be thoroughly explored, we are inter-
ested in identifying the sexual outcomes of these dates in addition to which compo-
nents of the script are associated with nontraditional sexual outcomes. Hypothesis 
2 states that the likelihood of genital contact on female-initiated dates will decrease 
when women pay for part or all of the date, but it will increase when women initiate 
more of the sexual activity. Due to the lack of research on female-initiated dates, our 
hypotheses are exploratory. In one of the only extensive studies of female-initiated 
dates, Mongeau et al., (1993:66) find that “males tend not to equate a direct date ini-
tiation as a direct sexual invitation” despite previous research that suggested other-
wise. More recently, Emmers-Sommer et al., (2010:350) speculate that men may be 
less likely to expect sex when women initiate the date or women split the bill: “when 
men’s currency of asking and solely paying is absent they perceive that they’ve lost 
their ‘card to play,’ if you will, in terms of sexual expectations on dates.”

Our third research question attends to the interpersonal level of sexual scripting, 
where individuals make negotiations between their intrapsychic desires and the cul-
tural expectations for appropriate behavior. The sexual double standard, relational 
standard, and interest in another date are context-specific and subject-specific factors 
that play a role in the interpersonal scripting process. We examine how attitudes 
about sex and gender, as well as one’s personal desires, are reflected in the sexual 
outcomes of a date. Specifically, which attitudes about sexual behavior are associ-
ated with the likelihood of genital contact on a date for male-initiated and female-
initiated dates? (RQ 3). Hypothesis 3a states that the likelihood of genital contact 
on male-initiated dates will decrease when respondents hold a sexual double stand-
ard, when respondents hold a relational standard, and when respondents indicate 
being interested in going on another date. Historically, genital contact did not take 
place on dates because of the sexual double standard and women’s need to maintain 
respectability. Although the sexual double standard’s influence is contested, it may 
still inform one’s behavior on a date; therefore, if the respondent expresses holding a 
sexual double standard, then the likelihood of genital contact will decrease.

In addition, the relational standard may limit the extent of sexual activity on a 
date because dates carry the potential for romantic interest and future relationship-
building. So, if respondents believe that engaging in genital contact may disqualify 
them as a potential boyfriend or girlfriend, then they would be less likely to engage 
in genital contact on a date. As such, we hypothesize that genital contact on male-
initiated dates will decrease when respondents express holding a relational stand-
ard. Similarly, individuals interested in going on another date will be more likely 
to conform to the cultural expectation that genital contact does not take place: “[f]
ew individuals wander far from the formulas of their most predictable successes” 
(Simon & Gagnon, 1984:58). Given a female-initiated date itself represents a devia-
tion from a traditional script, we suspect that sexual activity will not follow the same 
expectations for sexual behavior. As such, we hypothesize that the likelihood of 
genital contact on a female-initiated date will increase when a respondents’ beliefs 
do not reflect a sexual double standard or a relational standard, thereby reflecting 
more egalitarian ideals. Similarly, hypothesis 3b states that the likelihood of geni-
tal contact on a female-initiated date will increase when respondents indicate being 
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interested in going on another date, because there are no established guidelines that 
preclude sexual activity when there is romantic intent. Again, these hypotheses are 
exploratory given the lack of extensive research on female-initiated date processes.

Method

Data

We used data from the Online College Social Life Survey (OCSLS), which was 
developed by Paula England and collected between 2005 and 2011 from a conven-
ience sample of 24,131 students across 21 institutions of higher education in the 
United States. The survey was optional to students 18 and older, administered in 
entry-level college courses, and took students about 20 min to complete. Most stu-
dents who completed the survey were offered extra credit, and students who opted 
out of the survey were offered an alternative option for extra credit.

Students were asked to respond to questions about their experiences and attitudes 
regarding sexual activity, hookups, dates, and relationships. The OCSLS is the only 
dataset of this scale to provide this level of detailed information about college stu-
dents’ dating practices, types of sexual activity, and standards for sexual behavior, 
all of which are needed to answer our research questions. Although our findings are 
not generalizable beyond those who took the survey, given the large sample size 
recruited from 21 institutions and the near-100 percent response rate, we believe, 
like other scholars, that they reflect the practices of a significant cross-section of 
the US student population (Allison & Risman, 2013; Kettrey, 2018; Kuperberg & 
Padgett, 2017).

Our analysis draws from student reports of their most recent “date,” after respond-
ents were prompted, “Now some questions about the last date that you went on with 
someone you were not already in an exclusive relationship with.” Although we do 
not know if the respondent has been on previous dates with this person, the fact that 
they are not in an exclusive relationship suggests that they are still in the early stages 
of the courtship process. Due to our interest in gendered sexual power dynamics in 
courtship rituals, we limited our sample to self-identifying heterosexual, cis-gender 
respondents who are not married and who do not have any children. Because we are 
interested in the types of sexual behaviors that take place on a date, we limited our 
sample to those who indicated any level of sexual activity took place on their most 
recent date when asked, “Did anything sexual happen (kissing, petting, oral sex, 
intercourse all count as sexual here) happen on your date?” (N = 8,034). It is worth 
noting that over 60 percent of all dates involved sexual activity. After dropping cases 
with missing data on one or more explanatory or control variables, our total sample 
is comprised of 7,377 respondents.
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Measures

Our dependent variable was dichotomous, measuring the extent of sexual activity 
on the respondent’s most recent date with someone with whom they were not in an 
exclusive relationship. After being asked if “anything sexual” took place on their 
most recent date, respondents were asked, “Which behaviors did you engage in?” 
and instructed to “Check all that occurred,” from a list of descriptions of various 
sexual behaviors  (Table  1). When respondents selected at least one of the behav-
iors that included “genitals” in its provided definition or described “anal” or “oral” 
sexual activity, genital contact, which we operationalize as indicative of a nontradi-
tional sexual outcome, was considered to have occurred on the respondent’s most 
recent date (1  = genital contact). The reference group, then, is traditional sexual 
outcomes, or no genital contact, which could be categorized as “petting.” Our deci-
sion to dichotomize this variable aligns with prior approaches that operationalize 
questions about sexual activity to examine specific sexual behaviors (Bearak, 2014; 
England & Bearak, 2014; Kettrey, 2016).

Explanatory Variables

The key explanatory variables indicated who paid for the date and who initiated 
more of the sexual activity. We constructed a categorical variable from responses 
to the question, “Who paid for the date?” We converted the responses (I paid; They 
paid; We both paid; There was no money spent) into gender-specific categories: man 

Table 1  Survey question and 
classification used for dependent 
variable construction

Headings were added to the list of behaviors from the survey in 
order to demonstrate how we distinguished between traditional 
(“petting”) and nontraditional (“genital contact”) sexual behaviors

Which sexual behaviors did you engage in? (CHECK ALL THAT 
OCCURRED)

Petting
Kissing or making out
You touched your partner’s breast or buttocks area
Had your breast or buttocks area touched by your partner
Genital Contact
You stimulated your partner’s genitals with your hand
Had your genitals stimulated by your partner’s hand
You performed oral sex on your partner
Your partner performed oral sex on you
Had vaginal sexual intercourse
Anal intercourse: you penetrated your partner
Anal intercourse: your partner penetrated you
You stimulated your own genitals
Your partner stimulated her/his genitals



1199

1 3

Scripting Sex in Courtship: Predicting Genital Contact in…

paid, woman paid or both paid, and no money was spent. We collapsed “women 
paid” and “both paid” into one category because women paid on less than two per-
cent of dates. Respondents were asked, “Overall, who initiated more of the sexual 
activity?” We converted the responses (I did; Other person did; I don’t know) into 
the following categories: “Man initiated more,” “Woman initiated more,” and “I 
don’t know.”

We measured the relational standard based on the survey item, “If someone has 
hooked up a lot, I’m less interested in this person as a potential girl/boyfriend.” The 
4 response options ranged from “Strongly Disagree” and “Disagree” to “Agree” and 
“Strongly Agree.” Following the conventions established by England and Bearak 
(2014), the creators of the survey, we dichotomized these items into “Disagree” (0) 
and “Agree” (1). Those who agreed with this statement were classified as holding a 
relational standard.

We measured the sexual double standard based on two survey questions where 
respondents were asked their opinion on the following statements: “If women hook 
up or have sex with lots of people, I respect them less” and “If men hook up or have 
sex with lots of people, I respect them less.” The statements were separated by 15 
other survey items to account for bias stemming from the respondents’ conscious 
understanding that should not judge men and women’s sexual behaviors differently. 
Both of these statements were measured by 4 items: “Strongly Disagree,” “Disa-
gree,” “Agree,” “Strongly Agree.” Because we have no reason to believe the distance 
between each item is equal, we dichotomized the responses into “Disagree” (0) and 
“Agree” (1). Respondents who agreed with the first statement (respect women less 
if they hook up a lot) and disagreed with the second statement (respect men less 
if they hook up a lot) were classified as holding gender values that align with the 
sexual double standard. Our construction of the relational standard and sexual dou-
ble standard variables followed conventions established by other scholars who have 
operationalized these survey items in similar ways (Allison & Risman, 2013; Eng-
land & Bearak, 2014; Kettrey, 2016).

We operationalized respondent’s interest in going on another date as an indicator 
of potential romantic interest based on the date. Respondents were asked, “At the 
end of the date, were you interested in going out on another date with this person?” 
and selected between the following 4 items: “No, I wasn’t at all interested”; “Pos-
sibly; I didn’t really know yet”; “Maybe; it had some appeal”; “Yes, I was definitely 
interested.” Because being “possibly” interested and “maybe” interested are particu-
larly ambiguous and we have no reason to believe that the distance between each 
item is equal, we dichotomized these responses into “not ‘definitely interested’” (0) 
and “definitely interested” (1). This variable construction lends itself to a more con-
servative estimate.

Control Variables

Gender, race, and age were operationalized as demographic controls. Respondent 
gender was indicated by a dummy variable (male = 0; female = 1) derived from the 
question, “What is your gender?” Controlling for gender addresses potential sources 
of biases reported by previous research, which finds women underreport and men 
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over report sexual behavior (England & Bearak, 2014). Measures for racial and eth-
nic identity were derived from the question, “If you had to pick one racial or ethnic 
group to describe yourself, which would it be?” where respondents selected from 
14 racial categories. We recoded responses into 5 racial groups: White, Black, His-
panic, Asian, and Other. Age is determined from the question, “How old are you?” 
Respondent age ranged from 18 to 25. The average age of the sample was 20, with 
the majority of cases concentrated between 18 and 21 years.

We controlled for alcohol consumption and drug use before or during the date, 
given previous research identified the influence of alcohol on sexual activity (Kuper-
berg & Padgett, 2017; Morr & Mongeau, 2004; Reid et al., 2015). For alcohol con-
sumption, respondents were asked to indicate how many beers, glasses of wine, 
mixed drinks or shots, and malt beverages they consumed before or during their 
most recent date. If respondents indicated having 1 or more of any of these bever-
ages, alcohol was considered to be involved (1 = alcohol consumed). Respondents 
were asked to indicate what, if any, illegal drugs they used before or during the date 
by selecting all that applied from a list including marijuana, amphetamines, cocaine, 
ecstasy, heroin, and mushrooms. An “other” option was also provided. If respond-
ents selected 1 or more of these options, drugs were considered to be involved 
(1 = drugs involved).

Because sexual history has been found to influence sexual activity (Bartoli 
& Clark, 2006; Olmstead et  al., 2013), we controlled for respondent’s disposition 
toward sex using three variables: number of sexual partners, a sexual history includ-
ing maintaining multiple casual sexual relationships at the same time, and a prefer-
ence for having sex when in love. Respondents were asked, “How many people have 
you had intercourse with?” We defined 3 categories from the responses: 0 to 1 past 
partners; 2 to 5 past partners, and 6 or more past sexual partners. About 25 percent 
of respondents indicated having had intercourse with 0 to 1 people, about 50 percent 
of respondents indicated having had sex with 2 to 5 people, and about 25 percent 
of respondents indicated having had sex with 6 or more people. Respondents were 
asked, “Have you ever had two ongoing sexual partnerships involving intercourse at 
the same time?” (1 = Yes). We controlled for respondent’s association between sex 
and love as indicated by responses to the following statement: “I would not have sex 
with someone unless I was in love with them.” This statement was measured by 4 
items ranging from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree.” We dichotomized the 
responses into “Disagree” (0) and “Agree” (1), because we have no reason to believe 
that the distance between each option is the same.

Other versions of the model included controls for immigrant status (not born 
in the USA), location of high school (rural, urban, suburban), religiosity, political 
views, parents’ relationship status, where respondent met their date, respondent’s 
desire to be in a relationship, and respondent’s overall enjoyment of the date. In 
order to ensure statistical power, we excluded these from the final model because 
they carried little-to-no significance, and their presence did not notably change the 
coefficients of interest.

It is important to address the issue of coercion and feeling pressured to engage in 
certain sexual behaviors, especially given the gendered power dynamic when men 
initiate and pay. We could not include a variable indicating whether the respondent 
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was pressured into sexual activity, because the variable would only apply to the sub-
set of the sample that did engage in genital contact, rather than applying to anyone 
who engaged in sexual activity. With that being said, it is important to note that less 
than 7 percent of respondents in our sample reported feeling pressured to engage in 
genital contact, with 6 percent of respondents reporting performing oral sex or hand 
stimulation because they felt they owed their partner an orgasm but did not want to 
have intercourse and less than 2 percent of respondents reporting engaging in sexual 
intercourse because they felt verbally pressured.

Analytic Strategy

We obtained univariate descriptive statistics for the sample to assist in the operation-
alization of the previously described measures and examine sample distributions. 
To determine potential differences between male- and female-initiated dates, we use 
t-tests and chi-square test for independence to examine the relationship between key 
variables of interest and demographic controls by gender-specific date initiation. 
This information guided the decision to run separate models for male- and female-
initiated dates to allow us to identify unique relationships between key variables 
and genital contact by traditionally scripted male-initiated dates and alternatively 
scripted female-initiated dates.

We used logistic regression to assess how much date-specific and individual-
level attitudes predict genital contact occurring on a date, with separate models for 
male-initiated and female-initiated dates. We conducted all analyses using Stata 16 
(StataCorp, 2019). First, we conducted simple logistic regressions that provided 
unadjusted model coefficients for each variable in the model separately. We followed 
these analyses with a multivariate logistic regression. The unadjusted and adjusted 
model coefficients from our bivariate and multivariate analyses were exponentiated, 
allowing us to report and compare odds ratios. This approach allows us to report and 
compare changes in odds ratios between the unadjusted, bivariate comparisons and 
the fully adjusted, multivariate logistic regression. We examined regression diagnos-
tics and assessed for goodness of fit prior to selection of the final models (Long & 
Freese, 2014).

In our assessment of missing data, we determined that our data was missing at 
random, given there were no significant relationships between missing values and 
other variables. No variables had levels of missingness above 2 percent. Based on 
our analyses of missingness in the data, we proceeded with a complete case analy-
sis. With complete case analysis, a total of 657 observations (~ 8.2 percent) were 
dropped. The final analytic sample was 7,377. The sample size of dates initiated 
by women (N = 805) is significantly smaller than that of dates initiated by men 
(N = 6,562), but we conclude that the sample still holds enough power for complete 
case analysis (Long & Freese, 2014).
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Results

Univariate & Bivariate Analyses

Table 2 displays descriptive information about the distribution for the total sam-
ple and subsamples of male-initiated and female-initiated dates. Male initiation 
of dates, which aligns with the initial stage of traditional dating scripts, repre-
sents 89.1  percent of the total analytic sample while female initiation of dates, 
which aligns with alternative dating scripts, represents only 10.9 percent of the 
total analytic sample. Bivariate inferential tests demonstrated significant differ-
ences between male-initiated and female-initiated dates by genital contact. Geni-
tal contact took place on over 56 percent of dates with sexual activity, occurring 
on over 63 percent of female-initiated dates and on approximately 56 percent of 
male-initiated dates. Based on this descriptive information alone, we can see that 

Table 2  Descriptive statistics for subsample of college students who engaged in sexual activity on their 
most recent date

Variables Male-initiated 
N = 6572

Female-
initiated 
N = 805

Total Sample 
N = 7377

χ2 (df) p

N % N % N %

Respondent gender 81.679 (1)  < 0.001
 Male 2176 33 396 49 2572 35
 Female 4396 67 409 51 4805 65

Respondent race 6.707 (4) 0.152
 White 4560 71 542 67 5192 70
 Black 327 5 54 7 381 5
 Hispanic 634 10 78 10 12 10
 Asian 688 10 93 11 81 11
 Other 273 4 38 5 311 4

Genital contact occurred 3668 56 508 63 4176 57 15.529 (1)  < 0.001
Who paid for the date 227.645 (2)  < 0.001
 Man paid 4445 68 329 41 4774 65
 Woman paid or both paid 1118 17 266 33 1384 19
 No money spent 1009 15 210 26 1219 16

Who initiated sexual activity 171.969  < 0.001
 Man initiated 3787 58 320 40 4107 56
 Woman initiated 897 13 245 30 1142 15
 Don’t know 1888 29 240 30 2128 29

Sexual double standard present 1245 19 189 24 1434 19 9.415 (1) 0.002
Relational standard present 4568 70 563 70 5131 70 0.063(1) 0.802
Interested in another date 4179 63 504 62 4683 63 0.297(1) 0.586
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there is a discrepancy between the widely-recited cultural expectations for sexual 
behavior and what is actually being reported as practiced on dates.

Although men paid for the majority of male-initiated dates (68 percent), women 
contributed at least part of the payment on 17 percent of dates, and no money was 
spent on 15 percent of dates. Among those dates following a male-initiated script, 
men paid and initiated most of the sexual activity on approximately 36 percent of 
dates. In other words, more than 60 percent of dates violate the traditional script—
defined as men asking, paying, and initiating sexual activity—in some way. On 
female-initiated dates, which violate the script from the outset, men still paid 41 
percent of the time. Women paid or both paid on 33 percent of female-initiated 
dates, and no money was spent on 26 percent of female-initiated dates. In addi-
tion, we observed differences by gender initiation with demographic controls, 
such as age (t(7375) = − 4.7, p < 0.001) and gender ( 𝜒2(1) = 81.7, p < 0.001) , 
and key explanatory variables, such as the presence of  the sexual double standard 
( 𝜒2(1) = 9.4, p < 0.002) . For age (which is not presented in Table 2), we observed 
an average age of 20.2 years (SD = 1.7) with an average of 20.5 years (SD = 1.8) for 
respondents reporting female-initiated dates and 20.2 years (SD = 1.7) for respond-
ents reporting male-initiated dates. We did not observe differences in relational 
standard, interest in another date, or racial/ethnic identification between male- and 
female-initiated dates. Given the significant variation by this initial stage of court-
ship, we choose to model predictors of genital contact separately for male-initiated 
and female-initiated dates, which likely correspond with two different courtship 
scripts in contemporary America.

Table  3 displays the results of a series of simple logistic regressions that pro-
vide unadjusted odds ratios of genital contact regressed on each explanatory vari-
able separately. This approach allowed us to compare our bivariate results directly 
with the odds ratios of our multivariate analyses. The unadjusted models demon-
strated that variables associated with scripts and attitudes were significant within 
the male-initiated date sample. The bivariate analyses of the female-initiated date 
sample, however, demonstrated no significant association with scripts and attitudes 
except for when women initiated the sexual activity (compared to when men initi-
ated sexual activity). In addition, bivariate analyses indicated significant explanatory 
factors were similar across both male- and female- initiated date models.

Multivariate Analyses

Table 4 shows the results of the multivariate logistic regression models that regress 
genital contact occurrence on dating scripts, attitudes/beliefs, and identified con-
trol variables. Among male-initiated dates, the odds of genital contact increased 
by about 31 percent when no money was spent (p < 0.001) and approximately 39 
percent when women paid for part or all of the date compared to when men paid 
(p < 0.001) . Holding all else equal, when women initiated more of the sexual activ-
ity on male-initiated dates, the odds of genital contact increased by approximately 
39 percent compared to when men initiated more of the sexual activity (p < 0.001) . 
There was no significant difference in the odds of genital contact when the 
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respondent indicated that they did not know who initiated more of the sexual activ-
ity compared to when men initiated. These results support Hypothesis 1, which pre-
dicted that the odds of genital contact would decrease on male-initiated dates when 
men paid for the date or when men initiated more of the sexual activity.

Among female-initiated dates, the odds of genital contact increased most when 
no money was spent, with about a 71 percent increase in odds compared to when 
men paid (p < 0.01) . The odds of genital contact when women paid or both paid 
on a female-initiated date increased by approximately 45 percent compared to when 
men paid (p < 0.05) . Among female-initiated dates, the effect of who initiated more 
of the sexual activity on the odds of genital contact was not significant. We hypoth-
esized that the likelihood of genital contact would decrease when women paid for all 
or part of a female-initiated date, and that it would increase when women initiated 

Table 3  Unadjusted odds ratio estimates predicting genital contact with 95% CIs

***p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05

Male-initiated Dates Female-initiated Dates

OR 95% CI OR 95% CI

Who paid for the date
(ref: man paid)
 Women paid/Both paid 1.359*** (1.189, 1.554) 1.187 (0.850, 1.656)
 No money spent 1.220** (1.062, 1.401) 1.369 (0.953, 1.968)

Who initiated sexual activity
(ref: man initiated more)
 Woman initiated 1.635*** (1.406, 1.901) 1.438* (1.015, 2.037)
 Do not know 1.215*** (1.087, 1.358) 1.158 (0.837, 1.668)

Sexual double standard 1.679*** (1.476, 1.911) 1.387 (0.980, 1.964)
Relational standard 0.742*** (0.667, 0.826) 0.767 (0.558, 1.054)
Interested in another date 1.191*** (1.076, 1.317) 1.022 (0.760, 1.373)
Controls
Female 0.565*** (0.508, 0.629) 0.499*** (0.373, 0.669)
Race (ref: white)
 Black 1.032 (0.823, 1.294) 1.060 (0.591, 1.904)
 Hispanic 1.021 (0.863, 1.206) 1.087 (0.661, 1.789)
 Asian 1.012 (0.861, 1.189) 0.797 (0.509, 1.247)
 Other 0.897 (0.702, 1.146) 0.987 (0.499, 1.951)

Age 1.024 (0.996, 1.054) 1.058 (0.977, 1.145)
Alcohol consumed before/during 1.789*** (1.621, 1.975) 1.904*** (1.425, 2.545)
Drugs used before/during 1.748*** (1.525, 2.004) 1.140 (0.787, 1.653)
Number of sexual partners
(ref: 0–1 partners)
 2–5 partners 1.791*** (1.587, 2.021) 2.138*** (1.494, 3.057)
 6 or more partners 2.975*** (2.612, 3.388) 3.935*** (2.681, 5.774)

Multiple sexual partners 2.258*** (1.988, 2.563) 3.472*** (2.349, 5.133)
Prefers sex when in love 0.506*** (0.456, 0.562) 0.447*** (0.326, 0.614)
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more of the sexual activity. Hypothesis 2, then, was not supported, because women 
paying actually increased the odds of genital contact, and the effect of women initi-
ating more of the sexual activity was not significant.

When respondents expressed a sexual double standard, the odds of genital contact 
occurring on a male-initiated date increased by about 35 percent (p < 0.001) . When 
respondents indicated holding a relational standard — that is, they are less inter-
ested in someone who hooks up a lot as a future boyfriend or girlfriend—the odds 
of genital contact on male-initiated dates decreased by about 16 percent (p < 0.01) . 

Table 4  Odds ratio estimates predicting genital contact occurring on male-initiated and female-initiated 
dates with 95% confidence intervals

***p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05
Male-initiated Model: N = 6,572;  x2(19) = 648.79, p < 0.001; pseudo-R2 = 0.072
Female-initiated Model: N = 805;  x2(19) = 114.35, p < 0.001; pseudo-R2 = 0.108

Male-initiated Dates Female-initiated Dates

OR 95% CI OR 95% CI

Who paid for the date
(ref: man paid)
 Women paid/Both paid 1.393*** (1.210, 1.605) 1.446* (1.003, 2.084)
 No money spent 1.313*** (1.132, 1.524) 1.714** (1.147, 2.563)

Who initiated sexual activity
(ref: man initiated more)
 Woman initiated 1.385*** (1.181, 1.624) 1.176 (0.797, 1.733)
 Do not know 1.071 (0.952, 1.205) 1.063 (0.728, 1.552)

Sexual double standard 1.351*** (1.167, 1.564) 1.139 (0.752, 1.726)
Relational standard 0.843** (0.753, 0.944) 0.892 (0.628, 1.266)
Interested in another date 1.299*** (1.166, 1.447) 1.427* (1.017, 2.002)
Controls
Female 0.688*** (0.609, 0.777) 0.490*** (0.343, 0.701)
Race (ref: white)
 Black 1.088 (0.856, 1.384) 0.864 (0.451, 1.658)
 Hispanic 1.196* (1.002, 1.428) 1.151 (0.664, 1.995)
 Asian 1.378*** (1.160, 1.638) 1.045 (0.638, 1.712)
 Other 0.929 (0.718, 1.203) 1.131 (0.521, 2.458)

Age 0.934*** (0.905, 0.965) 0.967 (0.881, 1.062)
Alcohol consumed before or during the date 1.584*** (1.423, 1.764) 1.625** (1.179, 2.238)
Drugs used before or during the date 1.358*** (1.176, 1.570) 0.706 (0.467, 1.067)
Number of sexual partners
(ref: 0–1 partners)
 2–5 partners 1.451*** (1.270, 1.657) 1.922** (1.297, 2.847)
 6 or more partners 1.991*** (1.688, 2.348) 2.443*** (1.507, 3.963)

Multiple sexual partners 1.443*** (1.246, 1.670) 2.340*** (1.480, 3.670)
Prefers sex when in love 0.719*** (0.638 0.810) 0.717 (0.494, 1.043)
Constant 2.690** (1.330, 5.047) 1.317 (0.187, 9.306)
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When respondents expressed interest in going on another date, the odds of genital 
contact occurring on a male-initiated date increased by approximately 30 percent 
(p < 0.001) . Hypothesis 3a was partially supported by these estimates. As expected, 
holding a relational standard was a significant predictor associated with decreased 
odds of genital contact on a male-initiated date. Unexpectedly, however, holding a 
sexual double standard and being interested in another date were both significant 
predictors associated with increased odds of genital contact.

Among female-initiated dates, the sexual double standard and relational stand-
ard were not significant predictors of genital contact. The odds of genital contact 
on a female-initiated date increased by approximately 43 percent when respondents 
expressed interest in another date (p < 0.05) . We predicted that the odds of genital 
contact would increase on female-initiated dates when respondents indicate being 
interested in another date and when respondents do not reflect traditional values, as 
indicated by holding a sexual double standard or a relational standard. Due to the 
lack of substantial significance, hypothesis 3b was inconclusive.

It is also important to note that we observed consistency in the significance of 
control variables such as gender, alcohol consumption, and sexual history across 
both male- and female-initiated dates. The effect of gender on genital contact was 
significant in both multivariate models, with the odds of reported genital contact 
decreasing when the respondent identified as a woman. For both male- and female-
initiated dates, alcohol increased the odds of genital contact. Additionally, the effect 
of the number of previous sexual partners, as well as the effect of having experience 
maintaining multiple casual sexual arrangements at one time, increased the odds of 
genital contact for both male- and female-initiated dates.

Discussion

In contemporary America, hookups and dates are both acceptable pathways to rela-
tionship formation, but they are governed by different sexual scripts. The sexual 
behavior in hookups is ambiguously defined, and anything from kissing to inter-
course is acceptable. Dates, on the other hand, are associated with more conserva-
tive sexual approaches. Scholarship has established that casual sexual interactions 
(i.e. hookups) can lead to dates, but we have not explored the extent of changes of 
sexual practices within dating contexts. Most scholarship that examines emerging 
adult sexual practices focuses on hookup contexts, not dates. Because traditional 
dating scripts are still recited and largely enacted to the extent that men initiate and 
pay, there are assumptions that the sexual processes that follow have not changed.

This study investigated the sexual processes of dates among college students in 
the US. First, we asked whether components of the traditional dating script led to 
traditional sexual outcomes (“petting”). Then, we asked whether components of 
an alternative dating script led to nontraditional sexual outcomes (genital contact). 
Lastly, we asked how attitudes about sexual behavior and romantic interest affected 
the sexual outcomes of both traditional dates (i.e., male-initiated) and nontraditional 
dates (i.e., female-initiated).
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The Traditional Script: Male‑Initiated Dates

Consistent with previous scholarship on dating scripts, sexual activity is more 
restricted on dates when men pay on male-initiated dates (Reid et al., 2011, 2015). 
This is also true when men initiate more of the sexual activity. The increase in odds 
associated with women initiating sexual activity is expected given the logic of the 
traditional cultural narrative. In the traditional script, sexual activity is limited 
because women are expected to limit it. It follows, then, that more sexual activity 
would occur if women were not only allowing sexual activity, but were also the ones 
initiating it.

Genital contact may be more likely to accompany nontraditional components of 
the script, but it is not absent in traditional ones. In other words, individuals may be 
following traditional components of the dating script, such as men paying, while still 
engaging in nontraditional sexual outcomes. This suggests a discrepancy between 
the cultural scenario and actual practices, which may be evidence of changing sex-
ual scripts.

The Alternative Script: Female‑Initiated Dates

Although the majority of dates in our study were male-initiated, over 88 percent 
of students in our sample agreed with the statement that “It is okay for women to 
ask men on dates.” Given this wide social acceptability, in addition to increasing 
egalitarian views and inclinations, the low number of female-initiated dates that we 
observe today reflects a lag in practice. It is likely, then, that we will see an increase 
of female-initiated dates in the future, and it is important for us to become attuned to 
their processes as distinctly different from dates that are male-initiated.

In many ways, conservative sexual practices are associated with traditionally gen-
dered dating scripts, but there is no such association when scripts veer off the domi-
nant cultural scenario. Female-initiated dates, which deviate from the traditional 
dating narrative before they even start, do not follow a recognizable sexual script, as 
evidenced by the general lack of significance in the model. This lack of substantial 
significance among female-initiated dates prompts more questions than it provides 
answers, but it does tell us that the processes for sexual conduct are different when 
traditional scripts are not followed. Ultimately, we find that predictors of genital con-
tact on female-initiated dates are not the same as the predictors for genital contact 
on male-initiated dates. Future scholarship should attend to female-initiated dates 
and their sexual processes as part of a distinct cultural scenario. Qualitative research 
may be needed to assist scholars in identifying and characterizing new sexual scripts 
that come from female-initiated date scenarios.

The effect of who paid on the date is of particular interest, specifically the effect 
of no money being spent, as it is the explanatory variable with the most substantial 
statistical significance among female-initiated dates. When no money is spent and 
genital contact happens, the interaction seems to fit the description of a hookup, 
but the respondent specifically identified the interaction as a date. This brings up 
questions about what defines a date. Notably, almost 20 percent of all dates were 
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classified as having no money spent. While it is possible that college students inten-
tionally seek out free date activities due to their low income, they also continue to 
identify men paying as a defining feature of a date. This speaks to an underlying 
question of how a date is confirmed in this scenario, given the act of men paying on 
a date plays such a strong role in defining the interaction (Allison, 2019; Lamont, 
2020).

When women initiate the date and no money is spent, the classification of a date 
is determined by different criteria. In this way, no money being spent could signal a 
more egalitarian date formula, given neither person in the date scenario holds finan-
cial power over the interaction. At the same time, the fact that no money being spent 
is the most significant predictor of genital contact on a female-initiated date suggests 
that some dating practices may be informed by the sexual scripts guiding hookups in 
ways that have yet to be uncovered.

Sexual Respectability: Double Standards and Future Dates

The sexual double standard, relational standard, and interest in going on another 
date speak to beliefs about what is appropriate and respectable  sexual behavior. 
Examining the effect of standards for sexual behavior on the sexual outcomes of 
dates sheds light on the interpersonal scripting process that influences decisions to 
engage (or not engage) in sexual activity: “interpersonal scripts provide the bridge 
between what the parties want and what they believe is deemed to be socially appro-
priate and normative for a first date” (Emmers-Sommer et al., 2010:341).

On male-initiated dates, the effects of script components aligned with our expec-
tations, but the attitudes about sexual behavior and romantic interest did not. The 
sexual double standard may signal a general lack of respect, which may lead to the 
increased odds of genital contact, assuming limiting sex is considered the “proper,” 
respectable thing to do. Being interested in another date increased the odds of geni-
tal contact on a male-initiated date, which is counterintuitive to the relational stand-
ard, which would dictate that sexual activity is withheld if there is interest in pur-
suing a relationship. While it is possible that respondents retrospectively identified 
being interested in another date to justify whatever sexual activity took place, we 
cannot be sure. The positive association between interest in another date and genital 
contact on a male-initiated date may also reflect how sexual boundaries and prac-
tices are being negotiated within dating contexts on the interpersonal level in ways 
we are not yet aware. Sex may serve as an added signal of mutual romantic inter-
est after an interaction has been confirmed as a date and relational intent has been 
established, whether through verbal cues or as indicated by a man initiating and pay-
ing. It would seem, then, that despite the continued practice of certain components 
of the traditional dating script, with men initiating and men paying on the majority 
of dates, there is a discrepancy between the recitation of conservative sexual scripts 
and the sexual practices taking place.

Notably, neither the sexual double standard nor the relational standard had a 
significant effect on whether genital contact took place on a female-initiated date, 
suggesting that standards for appropriate sexual behavior carry less weight on 
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female-initiated dates. This is further demonstrated by the positive relationship 
between genital contact on female-initiated dates and being interested in going on 
another date. Sexual activity may assume different meanings in the context of a 
female-initiated date. For instance, having sex on a female-initiated date may not 
be considered a violation of the relational standard because of some agreed-upon 
mutual interest that takes place outside of the context male-initiated, male-funded 
date.

Contextual Negotiations

Although women no longer depend on men to invite them out and pay for them, men 
still initiate the majority of dates. Scholars have suggested that the contemporary 
adherence to gender roles in dating scripts may be attributed to ambiguity regard-
ing the legitimacy of a date and uncertainty regarding the other person’s intentions 
(Allison, 2019; Cameron & Curry, 2020). Dating most certainly has been influ-
enced by the sexual ambiguity of hookup culture, even if conservative sexual prac-
tices are recited alongside traditional dating scripts. Current research often equates 
“sex” with “hookups” when looking at how sexual activity has been reordered in 
the courtship process. Sex may still be restricted in the scripted narrative recited by 
college students, but in actual practice, there seems to be more room for negotiation, 
especially when the date veers off script.

These negotiations start on the interpersonal level of scripting, where expecta-
tions for appropriate behavior (the cultural) confront individual desires (the intra-
psychic). We can see evidence of these negotiations in our observations of how the 
relational standard and being interested in another date are differentially associated 
with nontraditional sexual outcomes. The relational standard for sexual behavior 
reflects the traditional expectation that sexual activity it limited in contexts where 
one might seek a boyfriend or girlfriend. Given the date is a context for romantic 
development, it makes sense that holding a relational standard would be associated 
with a decrease in the likelihood of genital contact. Being interested in another date 
reflects a desire to pursue a possible romantic relationship with someone, but unlike 
the relational standard, interest in another date was associated with an increase in 
the likelihood of genital contact. We can understand this as evidence of changing 
sexual norms.

Men still initiate and pay for most dates, but when the script is altered in any way, 
we see significant changes in the sexual processes. So, although the traditional script 
is still relevant, it is time to examine alternative scripts and their sexual processes. 
Regarding sexual practices, dates are not as homogenous as recited scripts have led 
us to believe, and only a minority of dates follow the traditional script completely. 
The dominant norm isn’t the only norm, and this study suggests that what seems to 
be dominant on the surface, is more diverse than we realized.

The further we get from the dating script, the more ambiguous the nature of 
the interaction and the more nuanced the sexual scripts become. In the case of the 
female-initiated dates, there is a normlessness when it comes to sexual outcomes. 
We see that the likelihood of genital contact increases whenever the traditional script 
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is violated. Does veering off the script also reflect more egalitarian practices related 
to sex? Perhaps we are slowly moving away from these traditional dating scripts in 
the form of sexual negotiations. In this way, if we attend to the sexual processes of 
dates, we may find that the traditional dating script is not as enduring as we have 
come to believe.

Conclusion

This article examines whether genital contact is associated with traditional or alter-
native components of dating scripts. We examined variations of a dating script and 
their ability to predict genital contact. This study highlights the variability of sexual 
scripts in dating practices, suggesting that the sexual scripts associated with dates 
are not as homogenous or conservative as they have appeared. We cannot assume 
that traditional date components lead to traditional sexual activities. Scholars have 
grappled with the enduring relevance of traditional dating scripts despite evidence 
of increasingly egalitarian views (Lamont, 2014, 2020). Although we do see gen-
dered patterns in scripted behavior when it comes to the initial logistics of the date 
(who asked; who paid), it seems like the sexual rules are more contextual, and there 
may be more room for negotiation than scholarship has previously assumed. Our 
findings suggest a discrepancy between what college students are saying and what 
they are doing.

The absence of sexual activity on dates relative to hookups has monopolized the 
focus of discussions about dating and the sexual processes in hookup culture. With 
the way hookup culture has incorporated casual sex alongside dates in the court-
ship process, it is important that we attend to how these changes in sexual norms 
may inform the sexual processes of dates. As research on traditional gender roles 
in courtship and the stalled gender revolution looks to dating scripts to shed light 
on gender inequalities, it is crucial to examine the function of sex in dating and 
to understand what scripts are actually being practiced and what factors may be 
informing them.

Limitations and Future Research

This study has some limitations that should be addressed and considered when inter-
preting the results. For one, as previously mentioned, the OCSLS survey data comes 
from a convenience sample, which means it is a nonrandom sample and therefore 
not generalizable. With that being said, given the large sample size with a near-per-
fect response rate, we believe that the data set reflects the attitudes and practices of a 
significant cross-section of the college student population (Allison & Risman, 2013; 
Kettrey, 2018; Kuperberg & Padgett, 2017). Extra credit was offered to students who 
took the survey, which decreases selection bias (Allison & Ralston, 2018). Students 
took the survey privately online, which “decrease[s] desirability bias and improve[s] 
the validity of responses” (Allison & Risman, 2017:480).
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The respondent’s subjective assessment may also present a limitation to this 
study, given we do not know if the other person on the date would have defined the 
interaction in the same way. This is especially true of dates that veer off the tradi-
tional script. We were also limited to the respondent’s most recent date, which is not 
necessarily representative of their typical dating experiences.

Another limitation of this study is that we do not know if the couple has gone 
on a date (or hooked up) prior to the date in question. Research on dating scripts 
pays closest attention to first date scripts, though scholars who have examined dat-
ing scripts more generally have found similar gendered patterns (Bartoli & Clark, 
2006; Lamont, 2020). Future research should consider how the number of previous 
dates shapes sexual outcomes. For instance, it is possible that first dates follow the 
cultural expectation for no genital contact, with future dates involving more sexual 
activity, even if the other components of the date (initiating and paying) remain tra-
ditionally gendered before exclusivity.

We also do not know how a “date” is being defined. It is generally accepted 
that dating “implies some level of romantic or sexual interest” (Morr & Mongeau, 
2004:7). Beyond that, however, the definition of a date is taken for granted, as dates 
are often defined in terms of their script components. For example, women report 
relying on the act of men paying to signal that an interaction is a date (Allison, 
2019). The variety in scripts classified as a date by respondents, however, suggests 
the need for a better understanding of what constitutes a date beyond the tradition-
ally gendered signifiers. Although we do not know the respondent’s criteria for what 
qualifies as a date, we do know that the interaction was classified as a date with 
someone they were not in an exclusive relationship with.

In this study, we limited our analysis to dates where sexual activity occurred. 
Future research could estimate multinomial logit models to examine the effects of 
dating script components and attitudes on three sexual outcomes: no sexual activ-
ity, petting, and genital contact. This type of analysis may provide a more nuanced 
understanding of the sexual scripting process.

Future research might also consider the different operations of the sexual double 
standard and the relational standard. Data from the Online College Social Life Sur-
vey reported that only 16 percent of surveyed college students held a sexual double 
standard, in that they indicate they respect women less if they hook up with a lot 
of people, but not men. Over 70 percent of students held what we call a relational 
standard, in that they report being less interested in someone as a potential girl/boy-
friend if they hook up a lot. The sexual double standard may be less articulated as 
college students are becoming more likely to recite egalitarian ideals. The relational 
standard, however, remains pervasive in its influence. In contemporary America, it 
seems that being chaste matters more for relationship building than reputation build-
ing. This distinction between who is considered “respectable” and who is considered 
“relationship material” is important for understanding the persistence of traditional 
gender roles in courtship despite increasing egalitarian ideals.

Our study sheds light on nuances of the dating script and sexual processes that 
require additional attention. These questions may become even more important as 
the dating landscape is shifting within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. With 
stay-at-home orders, mask mandates, and heightened safety precautions, dating 
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logistics have been changing and sexual scripts are being reformulated. In the future, 
we may expect to see an increase in female-initiated dates, as indicated by Kend-
rick’s (2021) preliminary research on pandemic courtship culture, which suggests 
that women have been more intentional about taking an active role in dating during 
the pandemic. In highlighting how the sexual processes of female-initiated dates dif-
fer from male-initiated dates, our study creates an important point of departure for 
future research on female-initiated dates.
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