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Introduction 
Emerging adults tend to engage in protracted 
explorations of what they do and don’t want in a 
romantic and sexual relationship   (Arnett, 2000, 
2004). The exploration of romantic and sexual 
desire occurs not only in deeds but also in words, 
and in words exchanged not only with romantic 
partners but also with close platonic friends 
(Korobov & Thorne, 2006; Montgomery & Côté, 
2003; Prager, 1995).  This mixed-methods study 
explores how heterosexual emerging adults 
navigate the vagaries of romantic and sexual 
desire in casual conversation with a close same-sex 
friend. 

 Research questions: 

• In what patterns of talk do same-sex friends 
engage when exploring romantic and sexual 
desire? 

• Which speaker  -- the desirer or the listener --
drives the use of particular  patterns? 

 

 

Method  
Participants 
The initial sample: 
•  79 casual 10-minute conversations between same-

sex pairs of friends who had known each other for 
at least 6 months (58% female) 

Friends were:  
• 18 to 23 year old (M = 19.5 years, SD = 1.0), 

heterosexual undergraduates at a public university 
in Northern California 

• Native English speakers (100%) 
• “White” or “Caucasian” (90%) 
• Close friends (self-rated M = 4, on a 5-point scale; 

“very close”).   
Procedure  
Pairs of friends talked freely for 10 minutes to catch up 
with each other, while being audio-recorded. Through 
repeated readings of the transcribed recordings, we 
identified a form of talk about desire in which 
participants attempted to figure out what they or their 
romantic partner wanted romantically or sexually, 
labeled exploring desire (ED). All transcripts were then 
coded for episodes of ED.  
ED episodes began with a question about romantic or 
sexual desire, or a statement that questioned or 
problematized the participants’ or their romantic 
partner’s romantic/sexual desire, and were followed 
by exploration of that desire.  
Once identified (IRR = 71.43%), all ED episodes were 
examined iteratively and inductively by the first 
author to identify patterns in how desire was 
explored.  Patterns were reliability coded (κ = .77) and 
then further analyzed by the first author using a 
Constructivist Grounded Theory approach (Charmaz, 
1983). 

Results 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Due to space constraints, only the two most common patterns (supporting and probing) will be discussed here.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
• With regard to which speaker drove the use of a particular ED pattern, supporting episodes were typically initiated 
by the desirer (the individual whose relationship was being discussed), who seemed to raise the topic in search of 
support.  In contrast, probing episodes appeared to be  driven by the listener (the individual whose desire was not on 
the table). In all probing cases, the individual who was being probed was not currently involved in a confirmed 
romantic or sexual relationship. 

 

Transcription Conventions 

=  a latched statement   - speech that is cut-off or abruptly stopped  … a short pause 
[  overlapping speech   ___ emphasis 

 

• Of the 79 dyads, 14 (18%) produced at least one episode of 
ED.  
 

• These 14 dyads produced a total of 20 ED episodes. Eight 
dyads each produced a single ED episode, and 6 dyads each 
produced 2 episodes. 
 
 
 

•  Four mutually exclusive patterns of ED were identified in 
the 20 ED episodes: supporting (n = 8), probing (n = 7), 
monologuing (n = 3), and debating (n = 2).  
 

• Of the 6 dyads with several ED episodes, the majority of the 
dyads (4/6) produced two different ED patterns.  (see Fig. 1) 

Figure 1. Proportion of patterns used by dyads. * Dyads with two episodes 
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Supporting: Both friends discuss the desire, with one 
 friend offering advice or encouragement to the friend 
 whose desire is being explored.   

 
 
 
 

Probing: One friend repeatedly and probingly questions 
 the other about their desire, romantic relationship status,  
or romantic/sexual experiences. The other friend is pressed 
 to take a stand on her/his desire or relationship status. 
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Angela:  That’s true. I still think you guys will get back together. 

But that’s just my opinion. 

3 

4 

5 

6 

Kara: God, I hope so. But then I don’t know. Then I don’t know 

if I want to because you know  it sort of screwed me over. 

Not really. But, you know,  

[I’m not exactly happy right now. 

7 

8 

Angela:    [Yeah but that’s the…Yeah. Yeah, obviously. He pulled 

 that out of nowhere.  

10 Kara: [Out of his ass 

11 

12 

Angela: [But then you then you think about in like, like I said in 

perspective. He’s leaving next quarter anyways right?  

1 

2 

Ellie: So it's like, do you like Jeff a lot or, I mean, is it just after 

that phone call it's kind of… 

3 Selina:  Oh, I don't know.  I don't even know him really that well. 

4 

5 

Ellie:   Yeah.  So I mean do you wanna get to know him? Or it's 

kinda like too busy kind of thing? 

6 

7 

Selina:  I don't know.  I probably will.  Eventually.  You know like, I 

am pretty busy, so… it's hard but… 

8 Ellie:   Yeah. 

9 Selina:   But you know.  It'll be fun to have a = 

10 Ellie:   Yeah. 

11 Selina:  = ‘little friend’ (laughs)  

12 Ellie:   Yep, (laugh) just a friend. 

13 Selina:   Yeah 

14 Ellie:   That's cool.  That's cool. 

Excerpt 1: Supporting Excerpt 2: Probing 

Conclusions 
Although the sample was small, we found that 
emerging adults of both genders used friendship 
as a platform for exploring desire in four different 
ways, and that different patterns were used by 
dyads who produced several ED episodes.  

The most frequent patterns of ED were supporting 
and probing.  Supporting episodes appeared to be 
driven by the individual whose desire was being 
discussed, whereas probing episodes appeared to 
be driven by the individual whose desire was not 
being discussed. Accordingly, supporting episodes 
served the desirous individual’s apparent need for 
support in figuring out his/her desire or his/her 
partner’s desire. Probing episodes, in contrast, led 
to exploration that appeared to feed the curiosity 
of the prober.  

The personal investment of both the desirer and 
the listener in such exchanges extends prior 
conceptualizations of romantic and sexual 
development as a participatory practice that 
extends beyond romantic or sexual partners to 
engage the curiosity and empathy of close friends. 
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