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How Americans communicate affection: findings from a 
representative national sample
Kory Floyd , Mark T Morman, Jeannette Maré, and Elizabeth Holmes

ABSTRACT
Humans are highly social beings who need intimate relation-
ships to thrive and survive. Integral to human physical and 
emotional wellness is the need for affection. A substantial 
body of evidence has found that expressing and receiving 
affection with significant others is associated with a multitude 
of positive health outcomes. The primary goal of the current 
study was to create a generalizable typology of affectionate 
behaviors embedded within close relationships and experi-
enced within the daily lives of U.S. American adults from across 
the country. The study identified 13 discrete forms of daily 
affectionate communication. Implications for such a typology 
of daily affection within the United States are discussed.

KEYWORDS 
Affection; affectionate 
communication; affection 
exchange theory

Humans are an intensely social species characterized by a need for high quality 
relationships and intimate interaction with valued others. Strong interpersonal 
relationships support a host of physical and mental benefits and have long 
been regarded as vital to human survival and well-being. Long-standing 
theorizing about the role of primary interpersonal needs (Schutz, 1958), 
behavior and motivation (Maslow, 1943), the need to belong (Baumeister & 
Leary, 1995), and the evolutionary drive for survival and fitness (Floyd, 2006a) 
illuminates why such relationships are so important to wellness and how 
relational communication behaviors work to produce and sustain these health 
outcomes. Among the most consequential forms of relational communication 
for health and wellness is the tendency to express and receive affection. 
Research over the last two decades overwhelmingly supports the argument 
that the communication of affection within interpersonal relationships is 
associated with multiple physical and mental health outcomes (for a meta- 
analysis, see Hesse et al., 2020).

Affectionate communication is defined as an “individual’s intentional and 
overt enactment or expression of feelings of closeness, care, and fondness for 
another” (Floyd & Morman, 1998, p. 145); additionally, it is conceptualized as 
the “symbolic behaviors through which people convey messages of love, 
fondness, and positive regard to each other” (Floyd, 2015, p. 24). Whereas 
the provision of affection is reliably associated with physical and mental 
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benefits, deprivation of affection covaries with a litany of negative health 
outcomes, including loneliness, chronic pain, and thoughts of self-harm 
(Floyd & Morman, 2020). With social isolation at epidemic levels in the 
United States (Demarinis, 2020), a deeper understanding of the role and 
importance of human affection exchange in our daily lives is needed, perhaps 
now more than ever. Therefore, the goal for the current project is to investigate 
the daily expressions of affection within the lives of the American population. 
On a granular level, we sought to discover the specific ways Americans 
communicated affection to friends, family, and romantic partners, and in 
what contexts. Our goal was to create a generalizable typology of affectionate 
behaviors embedded within close relationships and experienced within the 
daily lives of Americans from across the country.

We begin this review by using Floyd’s (2006a) affection exchange theory to 
frame the importance of affectionate communication to the human social 
agenda, underscoring the value of generalizable conceptual and operational 
definitions. We then describe existing conceptual definitions, focusing speci-
fically on Floyd and Morman's (1998) tripartite model, and then detail the 
development of its accompanying operational definition. Finally, we articulate 
research questions and hypotheses underlying this largely exploratory study of 
how U.S. American adults express affection in their relationships.

Affection exchange theory

A substantial body of empirical research associates human affection exchange 
with a host of physical, psychological, and relational benefits. One framework 
explaining these associations is affection exchange theory (AET: Floyd, 2006a, 
2019). AET is a neo-Darwinian theory that locates affectionate communica-
tion as an innate, adaptive resource used to solicit and maintain significant 
advantages and rewards within social and familiar relationships. Closeness, 
companionship, solidarity, mating potential, and the physical and mental 
health benefits of communicating affection are theorized to promote viability 
and survival as humans discriminately exchange affection-based resources in 
order to gain the advantages, rewards, and other resources needed to advance 
longevity outcomes for themselves and for those they love.

AET proposes that communicating affection – especially in the context of 
close relationships – enhances physical and mental well-being by strengthen-
ing the body’s ability to manage stress. Researchers have long supported the 
contention of AET that affectionate communication improves the body’s 
stress response, buffers against heightened physiological responses to various 
stressors, and accelerates stress recovery more efficiently than other activities 
(e.g., Floyd, Hesse, & Haynes, 2007; Floyd et al., 2007; Floyd & Riforgiate, 
2008). To the extent that elevated stress predicts numerous mental and 
physical detriments (e.g., Webster Marketon & Glaser, 2008), the exchange 
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of affection, particularly between individuals who care about each other, has 
the potential to improve the body’s stress response thereby improving impor-
tant cardiovascular, immune, and endocrine markers of health and vitality.

Thus, overall, individuals who are characterized as more affectionate in 
their interactions with others (as opposed to those who are less affectionate) 
should be advantaged in the competition for interpersonal resources, mating 
potential, and physical and emotional fitness (Hesse et al., 2020). Given the 
extent of its explanatory power, AET provides an insightful framework for 
understanding exactly why expressing and receiving affection is central to 
human wellness and viability.

Variation in forms of affectionate expression

One might suppose that communicating affection is such a natural human 
function as to make questions about how that task is accomplished seem 
superfluous. In actuality, people use a wide variety of both verbal and non-
verbal behaviors to convey messages of affection, from touching and cuddling 
to mutual gaze, facial pleasantness, vocal warmth, self-disclosure, and even 
empathic listening (see Floyd, 2014a; Pendell, 2003).

Initial efforts to catalog the encoding of affectionate messages adopted, at 
least implicitly, a two-dimensional model, wherein affectionate messages were 
encoded either verbally (e.g., by saying “I like you” or “I love you”) or 
nonverbally (e.g., by kissing, hugging, or holding hands). Some operational 
definitions of affectionate behavior even measured verbal and nonverbal 
expressions without distinguishing between them a priori. Noller (1978), for 
instance, examined videotaped interactions of 87 parent-child dyads and 
coded “the number of instances of interactive behavior that would normally 
be regarded as affectionate,” including cuddling, kissing, and saying “I love 
you” (p. 317). Other measures placed specific emphasis on nonverbal expres-
sions of affection, such as hugging or kissing (see Acker, Acker, & Pearson, 
1973; Acker & Marton, 1984; Lovaas, Schaeffer, & Simmons, 1965). Floyd 
(1997a, 1997b, 1997) adopted the same two-factor model in the development 
of a self-report measure of affectionate behavior, as did Huston and Vangelisti 
(1991) in the development of their self-report measure of marital affection.

Logic would dictate that the combination of verbal and nonverbal expres-
sions is both mutually exclusive and exhaustive. Largely unaccounted for in 
this two-factor model, however, is the possibility that, within particular rela-
tionships, people communicate affection by providing social and instrumental 
support, such as doing favors for each other, helping with projects, or lending 
the use of resources. Although such behaviors can accompany other, more 
direct expressions of affection within these relationships, they often do not. 
Regardless, the critical observation is that individuals in some relationships 
both use supportive behaviors to convey affection to each other and decode these 

COMMUNICATION QUARTERLY 3



behaviors as such. This observation gave rise to Floyd and Morman’s tripartite 
model for affectionate communication, described subsequently.

Floyd and Morman’s Tripartite Model
In an effort to catalog more fully people’s enacted affectionate behaviors, Floyd 
and Morman (1998) proposed a tripartite model that includes both a verbal 
category and a direct nonverbal category. In the former category belong 
statements of affectionate meaning, such as “I love you,” “I care about you,” 
and “I am in love with you,” whether those statements are spoken aloud, 
written, conveyed in an electronic text format (e.g., an e-mail or text message), 
or expressed via sign language. In each instance, the affectionate sentiment is 
conveyed through words, distinguishing it from behaviors belonging to the 
latter category. In North American cultures, nonverbal affectionate gestures 
typically comprise behaviors such as kissing, hugging, handholding, warm 
touch, smiling, and sexual interaction.

Although these categories are logically exhaustive, Floyd and Morman 
(1998) were persuaded by the arguments of Swain (1989), Wood and Inman 
(1993), and Parks and Floyd (1996) to consider that, in some circumstances, 
people may elect to encode affectionate messages “covertly,” via seemingly 
innocuous or task-oriented behaviors. Swain suggested that such a tactic is 
common in men’s friendships as a way for men to convey affectionate senti-
ments in a manner unlikely to attract judgmental attention from third-party 
observers, who may critique such behaviors as gender-atypical (see Morman & 
Floyd, 1998). Extending that argument, Floyd and Morman also anticipated 
that people may enact affectionate messages covertly when social norms 
proscribe more overt expressions or when they want to preserve plausible 
deniability of their affectionate intentions, and they may also use task-oriented 
behaviors as a means of providing tangible aid to recipients (such as conveying 
one’s affection by helping with a household task).

These observations led Floyd and Morman (1998) to argue that although 
a verbal-nonverbal binary was logically exhaustive, considering only overtly 
affectionate verbal and nonverbal messages as legitimate would likely omit 
many valid forms of affectionate expression. Thus, Floyd and Morman pro-
posed a tripartite model of affectionate behavior. That model distinguishes 
between messages that are encoded verbally, via direct nonverbal gestures, and 
via socially supportive behaviors, such as instrumental support done for the 
purpose of conveying affection. In this context, the qualifier of “direct” non-
verbal gestures denotes nonverbal behaviors that are readily decoded as affec-
tionate within the social and cultural context in which they are enacted, such 
as hugging, kissing, and handholding frequently are within North American 
cultures. Socially supportive behaviors – although they technically can be 
either verbal or nonverbal in nature – are those that convey an affectionate 
sentiment in the form of a behavior that, even devoid of its affectionate 
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subtext, embodies help or support to the recipient. As such, Floyd has at times 
referred to this category as “indirect” affection (see Floyd, 2006a) to recognize 
that socially supportive behaviors enacted for the purpose of conveying affec-
tion may nonetheless not be interpreted by others as affectionate. (Indeed, this 
is the very essence of Swain’s 1989 argument that such behaviors are “covert.”)

Operationalization of the Tripartite Model
Floyd and Morman (1998) tripartite model was operationalized in the form of 
the Affectionate Communication Index (ACI), a self- or other-report instru-
ment that assesses the frequency of verbal, nonverbal, and socially supportive 
affectionate behavior within a specified relationship. To create the ACI, Floyd 
and Morman began with an inductive approach that comprised asking parti-
cipants what they did to express affection in their closest relationships. As 
described by Floyd (2019), initial data collections culled individual behaviors 
from people’s descriptions of how they conveyed affection. Those behaviors 
most commonly mentioned were then used in early versions of the ACI, and 
after a series of exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses and tests of 
psychometric adequacy, the 18-item current version of the ACI was published.

Despite its frequent use in empirical research (see Floyd, 2019), the ACI – 
and indeed, the tripartite model it reflects – are limited insofar as the explora-
tory research used to identify the initial pool of behavioral items was based on 
small, nonrepresentative samples of adults. No prior research has used 
a representative sample to ascertain which behaviors are, in fact, most com-
monly used to communicate affection.

The lack of such research on which to base measurement models and 
operational definitions may have at least two separate effects on the affection-
ate communication literature. One effect is that some consequential behaviors 
may be overlooked. For instance, the exploratory research forming the basis 
for the ACI was conducted in the mid- to late-1990s, before e-mail was widely 
used by the public and long before the emergence of social media or smart-
phone technologies. As these communication channels have emerged, they 
have given rise to potentially new behaviors through which affection can be 
expressed. Researchers such as Mansson and Myers (2011) and Quan-Haase 
and Young (2010) have documented that people adapt the affordances of 
platforms such as Facebook and instant messaging to the task of expressing 
affection. To the extent that such behaviors – such as posting profile pictures 
with another person and putting another user among one’s top friends – are 
common relative to other forms of affectionate expression, they are not being 
captured by the ACI. A second effect is that some relatively infrequent or less- 
consequential behaviors may be captured by the ACI, and/or their importance 
may be amplified by the ACI or the tripartite model. For example, nonverbal 
behaviors such as winking at someone – a behavior currently included in the 
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ACI – may be not only less frequent but also less important than other 
behaviors that are not currently represented.

Consequently, without the benefit of a representative sample with which to 
do exploratory analyses, current measurement instruments may, in effect, be 
committing both alpha errors – by measuring items that ought not be mea-
sured – and beta errors – by excluding items that should be included. These 
limitations certainly do not invalidate the empirical literature on affectionate 
communication, which uses a wide variety of operational definitions and 
manipulations (see Floyd, 2019, for an extensive review), but they do generate 
the possibility that both theoretic understanding and operational accuracy can 
be enhanced by examining data from a better representation of the population.

Toward that end, the present study reports exploratory analyses of data 
from a Census-matched representative national sample of U.S. American 
adults. We acknowledge upfront that culture/national origin influences the 
expression of affection (Mansson & Sigurðardóttir, 2017) and that children 
may communicate affection in ways that differ systematically from those used 
by adults (Eberly & Montemayor, 1999). This study therefore does not attempt 
to provide a comprehensive answer to how affection is communicated, but 
rather, to provide a generalizable look at how affection is communicated by 
adults in the United States. Specific hypotheses and research questions are 
described subsequently.

Hypotheses and research questions

This is principally an exploratory study to document the frequency and forms 
of affectionate expressions among U.S. American adults; consequently, it is 
driven primarily by research questions, rather than theoretically derived 
hypotheses. We began the exploration by asking who communicates affection, 
and how frequently:

RQ1: What percentage of adults communicate affection in a 24-hour period, and what 
differentiates those who have from those who have not?

RQ2: How many affectionate expressions do adults make, on average, in a 24-hour 
period?

The representative nature of the sample also allowed us to replicate pre-
viously documented findings regarding who is most likely to be affectionate. 
Perhaps the most common finding in the affectionate communication literature 
is that women are, on average, more expressive of affection than men (see Floyd, 
York, & Ray, 2020). As Floyd (2019) indicated, virtually every study examining 
the effect of sex has found that women express more affection in their relation-
ships than men do, and those that have not (e.g., Bombar & Littig, 1996; Carton 
& Horan, 2014; Floyd, 1997b; McCabe, 1987) have reported null results. AET 
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provides no direct explanation for this persistent finding, but it is often 
explained with reference to gender role socialization – that is, that affectionate 
behavior is modeled by and reinforced for females while being punished as 
effeminate for males (see Fabes & Martin, 1991; Rane & Draper, 1995). It is also 
plausible that, as Taylor et al. (2000) proposed, affectionate behavior evolved to 
serve stress-modulation functions in females that it does not serve in males, 
which may account for its greater observed frequency in women. In line with 
that speculation, Floyd et al. (2020) found that trait expressed affection is 
substantially more heritable in women than in men. AET’s neo-Darwinian 
frame would favor the evolutionary explanation, although evolved differences 
may nonetheless be sustained through modeling and reinforcement, as the 
social learning explanation suggests. In the current study, we seek to determine 
whether this finding replicates with the current study’s Census-matched sample: 

H1: Women report enacting more expressions of affection than do men.

To further explore the characteristics of affectionate individuals, we addi-
tionally propose that participants’ reports of their affectionate behavior are 
positively associated with their assessments of their trait affectionate tendencies. 
Floyd (2002) proposed that affectionate communication can be conceptualized 
not only as a discrete behavior but also as a behavioral trait, in that some people 
routinely express and receive more affection than others. Multiple studies have 
shown that the affectionate behavioral tendency can be assessed as a trait (e.g., 
Floyd, 2006b; Floyd et al., 2020), so we hypothesize that people who routinely 
give and receive more affection will also report more affectionate expressions in 
this study. Conversely, we expect more affectionate behavior from those who 
score lower on affection deprivation, an index of one’s perceived deficit in 
desired affection (Floyd, 2014b; Hesse & Mikkelson, 2017).

Moreover, previous studies have documented that affectionate communica-
tion in close relationships is inversely associated with loneliness (Mansson, 
2013). AET explains that affectionate behavior is a fundamental manifestation 
of the adaptive need to belong, and loneliness represents the perception that 
one’s need to belong has been thwarted (Baumeister, Brewer, Tice, & Twenge, 
2007). It logically follows that affectionate behavior is inversely associated with 
reported loneliness. Finally, affectionate communication has been shown to be 
negatively related to chronic pain (Floyd, 2016), an association predicted by the 
neurological “overlap” in the processing of social pain – produced by loneliness 
and the lack of affection – and physical pain (Bush, Luu, & Posner, 2000; 
Eisenberger & Lieberman, 2004). To the extent that lacking affection is aversive 
emotionally, that is, it can also be painful physically because of overlap in how 
the brain processes signals of social and physical pain.

We therefore sought to replicate these findings with this representative 
sample: 
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H2: Adults’ number of affectionate expressions is positively related to a) trait 
expressed affection and b) trait received affection, and negatively related to c) 
affection deprivation, d) loneliness, and e) chronic pain.

Our primary interest in this study is to explore how affection gets expressed. 
Toward that end, we asked which behaviors people use, in which relationships 
they communicate affection, and which communication modalities are most 
commonly employed:

RQ3: Which behaviors do adults use to express affection?

RQ4: To whom do adults express affection most often?

RQ5: Via which communication modalities do adults express affection?

Method

Participants

Participants (N = 1,121) were 498 men, 599 women, 4 transgender individuals, 
and 9 who reported another gender identity (e.g., nonbinary), who ranged in age 
from 18 to 96 years (M = 45.05 years, SD = 16.86). With respect to ethnicity, 15.3% 
of participants were of Hispanic, Latino, and/or Spanish origin; with respect to 
racial identity; 69.8% were white/Caucasian; 12.7% were Black/African American; 
4.8% were Asian/Pacific Islander; 3.7% were Native American or Aleut; 0.2% were 
Arab; and 1.4% claimed other racial identities.1 At the time of the study, 30.0% of 
participants were single/never married; 36.3% were married; 12.9% were not 
married but in a significant romantic relationship, 14.3% were divorced, and 
5.4% were widowed. Most participants (86.4%) identified as exclusively or mostly 
heterosexual, whereas 4.4% identified as exclusively or mostly homosexual, 6.2% 
as exclusively or mostly bisexual, and 2.0% claimed other sexualities or elected not 
to answer. Thirty-nine percent of the sample had completed a high school 
education or less, whereas 29.0% had an associate degree or technical school 
certificate, 21.4% had a bachelor’s degree, and 10.6% had a graduate degree. The 
sample represented all 50 U.S. states and the District of Columbia.

Procedure

Participants were recruited using a U.S. Census-matched MTurk Prime Panel. 
The panel identifies Census-driven percentages of participants by age group, 
gender, ethnicity, and race and recruits until each group is properly repre-
sented. Each prospective participant received a link to an online questionnaire, 
and those who elected to take part filled out the questionnaire and submitted it 
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electronically. In exchange for their participation, respondents were able to 
direct a payment to a charity of their choice.2

A total of 1,234 participants was originally recruited. We subsequently 
removed 113 (8.9%) for failing an embedded attention check in the question-
naire, resulting in the current sample size of 1,121. Completion times for the 
questionnaire – which we expected to vary widely based on how many affec-
tionate expressions, if any, a given participant reported – ranged from 
1 minute, 30 seconds to 59 minutes, 54 seconds (M = 10 minutes, 28.8 seconds, 
SD = 7 minutes, 15.87 seconds).3

The study’s methods and analytical strategy were preregistered with Open 
Science Framework on September 19, 2019, and the study was approved by the 
university’s institutional review board.4

Measures

We asked a series of questions to catalog participants’ experiences of affec-
tionate communication in the previous 24 hours. First, we asked, “how many 
times (if at all) have you expressed affection to someone else, in any manner?” 
and participants responded with a whole number. We then asked participants 
to think about the first of those instances and to indicate the kind of relation-
ship they had with the recipient: spouse or romantic partner; parent or parent- 
in-law; child (including step-child, adopted child, foster child); sibling (includ-
ing half- and step-sibling, adoptive sibling, sibling-in-law); another type of 
relative; friend or neighbor who is not a romantic partner or relative; cow-
orker; stranger or casual acquaintance; or other.

Participants were then presented with the open-ended question, “Please 
describe what you did to express affection to this person,” and were given 
a text box in which to write their answer. The next question asked them to 
indicate the context in which they communicated their affection to the reci-
pient: in person/face to face; over the telephone; by e-mail; via text or instant 
message; in a handwritten letter, note or card; via social media other than text 
or instant message; or other. After describing each affectionate incident, 
participants were asked whether that was the last incident in the previous 
24 hours, or if there were more. If participants clicked on the option indicating 
that there were additional affectionate incidents, they were taken to a new page 
and asked to answer the same questions again. They repeated this process until 
they had described each incident of affectionate expression from the previous 
24 hours.5

We included additional measures to ascertain their associations with the 
affection expressions participants described in this study. Trait affectionate 
communication was assessed using the factor-based Trait Affection Scale 
(Floyd, 2002). The scale comprises separate subscales for trait received affec-
tion (TAS-G; McDonald’s ω = .92)6 and trait expressed affection (TAS-R; ω = 
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.89). Affection deprivation was measured with Floyd’s (2014b) Affection 
Deprivation Scale. The 9-point Likert scale asks participants to indicate their 
level of agreement with items such as “I don’t get enough affection from 
others,” “I often wish I got more affection in my life,” and “In general, I feel 
deprived of affection.” Higher scores index a greater level of perceived affec-
tion deprivation (ω = .89). Loneliness was measured using the UCLA 
Loneliness Scale (version 3; Russell, 1996). The widely used 20-item scale 
assesses agreement with items such as “I have nobody to talk to,” “I feel 
completely alone,” and “People are around me but not with me” (ω = .87). 
Pain was measured using the pain subscale of the RAND Corporation Short 
Form Health Survey 36 (SF-36; Hays, Sherbourne, & Mazel, 1995). The items 
on the pain subscale were “How much bodily pain have you had during the 
past 4 weeks?” and “During the past 4 weeks, how much did pain interfere with 
your normal work (including both work outside the home and housework)?” 
Answers were assessed on an 11-point scale wherein higher scores indicate 
greater pain (ω = .94).

Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations for self-report scales appear in 
Table 1.

Coding of study responses

Responses to the open-ended question of how participants communicated 
affection to others were coded through an iterative process to construct 
a thematic typology of behaviors. First, the two senior authors independently 
reviewed the first ten percent of responses to generate candidate typologies, 
adding new categories to represent responses not accounted for by existing 
categories and continuing until no new categories were required. The senior 
authors then met to compare their typologies and, through discussion, to 
combine them into a single typology. There was approximately 90% overlap 
in the two senior authors’ initial iterations of the typology, so only the 
remaining 10% required discussion to resolve.

These authors then coded the first and second ten percent of responses into 
their typology, examined intercoder reliabilities (based on Cohen’s kappa), 
and on the basis of this coding, the authors added specificity to the codebook 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations for self-report measures (N = 1,121).
Outcome Min Max M SD 2 3 4 5

1. Affection given 1.00 9.00 6.14 1.88 .53* −.03 −.46* .05
2. Affection received 1.00 9.00 5.39 1.95 – −.53* −.71* −.01
3. Affection deprivation 1.00 9.00 4.90 1.89 – .65* .13
4. Loneliness 1.00 9.00 4.02 1.85 – .14*
5. Pain 0.00 9.33 3.39 2.66 –

All variables were measured on a scale of 1–9 except for pain, which was measured from 0–11. *p < .01 (two-tailed).
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and the rules for distinguishing each category from the others. These initial 
kappa estimates appear in Table 2.

Subsequently, the two junior authors independently coded the third 
ten percent of the responses, and all four authors met to resolve disagreements 
through discussion and to refine the codebook further. At this point in the 
coding process, there was no disagreement regarding what the conceptual 
categories were; rather, all disagreement centered on conceptual overlap 
between the categories, such that one coder may have coded an event into 
one category while the other coder coded the same event into a separate 
category. Discussion therefore centered on how to distinguish the categories 
from each other with even greater specificity and concreteness. The two junior 
authors then coded the fourth ten percent of the responses, and Cohen’s kappa 
values (see Table 2) indicate acceptable intercoder reliability across categories. 
Finally, the remaining responses were divided between the two junior authors 
for coding.

Results

Who communicates affection? (RQ1)

When asked whether they had expressed affection to anyone, in any manner, 
within the last 24 hours, 938 (83.7%) participants said they had, whereas 183 
(16.3%) said they had not. Those who had been affectionate in the previous 
24 hours were younger (M = 44.12 years, SD = 16.46) than those who had not 
(M = 49.93 years, SD = 18.09), Welch’s t (238.30) = 4.00, p (2-tailed) < .001, 
Cohen’s d = .33.7 Those expressing affection were more likely to be female than 
male, χ2 (1) = 14.55, p < .001; less likely to be Asian than non-Asian, χ2 (1) = 
5.58, p = .02; and less likely to be Black than non-Black, χ2 (1) = 4.98, p = .03 

Table 2. Intercoder reliability estimates, based on Cohen’s Kappa, for thematic 
analysis of affection behaviors.

Theme First-Pass Kappas Final-Pass Kappas M

Verbal 0.86 0.93 0.90
Kissing 0.94 0.97 0.96
Cooking 1.00 1.00 1.00
Hugging 0.95 0.96 0.96
Shared activity 0.89 0.77 0.83
Listening 0.89 0.53 0.71
Complimenting 0.75 0.81 0.78
Hand holding 1.00 1.00 1.00
Other touch 1.00 0.90 0.95
Conversation 0.87 0.80 0.84
Helping 1.00 0.85 0.93
Sex 0.91 0.86 0.89
Flirting 1.00 1.00 1.00

First-pass kappas are based on two senior authors’ coding of first 20% of responses; final-pass 
kappas are based on two junior authors’ coding of second 20% of responses. Means 
observe typical rounding rules.
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(other associations with race/ethnicity were nonsignificant). They were also 
more likely to be married or in a significant romantic relationship than single, 
divorced, or widowed, χ2 (5) = 92.02, p < .001; and more likely to be hetero-
sexual or bisexual than homosexual or of another or unreported sexuality, χ2 

(5) = 25.53, p < .001. There was no association with education level.
Those who had been affectionate in the previous 24 hours scored higher on 

trait expressed affection (M = 6.40, SD = 1.78) than those who had not (M = 
4.86, SD = 1.91), Welch’s t (239.64) = −9.89, p (2-tailed) < .001, d = .84; and 
higher on trait received affection (M = 5.64, SD = 1.88) than those who had not 
(M = 4.16, SD = 1.77), Welch’s t (261.08) = −10.16, p (2-tailed) < .001, d = .81. 
Participants who had been affectionate were also less lonely (M = 3.82, SD = 
1.80) than those who had not (M = 4.88, SD = 1.80), Welch’s t (250.72) = 7.18, 
p (2-tailed) < .001, d = .59; and less deprived of affection (M = 4.83, SD = 1.88) 
than those who had not (M = 5.18, SD = 1.95), Welch’s t (245.35) = 2.25, 
p (2-tailed) = .03, d = .18. However, those who had been affectionate reported 
more chronic pain (M = 3.46, SD = 2.71) than those who had not (M = 2.99, 
SD = 2.41), Welch’s t (270.94) = −2.18, p (2-tailed) = .03, d = .18.

How many affectionate expressions do adults make? (RQ2, H1, H2)

Considering only those participants who had expressed affection at least once 
in the previous 24 hours, the number of discrete affectionate expressions 
reported in that time period ranged from 1 to 45, with an average of 5.71 
(SD = 6.15). The number of expressions was inversely associated with age, 
r (900) = −.16, p (2-tailed) < .001. Participants who identified as Native 
American or Aleut reported more expressions (M = 9.33, SD = 9.15) than 
those who did not (M = 5.57, SD = 5.98), Welch’s t (33.03) = 2.34, p (2-tailed) = 
.03, d = .49; no other racial or ethnic comparisons were significant.

A oneway ANOVA found that the number of expressions varied as 
a function of relationship status, F (4, 898) = 16.09, p < .001, η2 = .07. A post- 
hoc comparison with the moderately conservative Student-Newman-Keuls 
(SNK) test revealed that participants who were not married but in 
a significant romantic relationship reported significantly more expressions 
(M = 8.76, SD = 8.24) than did those who were single (M = 4.06, SD = 4.07), 
married (M = 6.14, SD = 6.25), divorced (M = 4.16, SD = 4.45), or widowed 
(M = 5.27, SD = 6.15); the latter four groups did not differ significantly from 
each other. The number of expressions did not vary as a function of sexuality 
or education level.

H1 hypothesized that women report a higher number of discrete expres-
sions than do men. A comparison among genders was significant, F (3, 902) = 
4.42, p = .004, η2 = .01, and in support of the prediction, a planned, single-df 
contrast revealed that women reported more expressions (M = 6.32, SD = 6.49) 
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than did men (M = 4.86, SD = 5.61), t (902) = 3.54, p < .001, d = .24. H1 is 
supported.

H2 predicted that the number of affectionate expressions during a 24-hour 
period is positively related to a) trait expressed affection and b) trait received 
affection, and negatively related to c) affection deprivation, d) loneliness, and 
e) chronic pain. In support of the prediction, the number of affectionate 
expressions reported in a 24-hour period was linearly related to scores on 
trait expressed affection, r (911) = .17, p < .001, and trait received affection, 
r (911) = .12, p < .001, and negatively associated with loneliness, r (911) = −.08, 
p = .01. However, it was unrelated to affection deprivation, r (910) = −.05, p = 
.08, and was positively associated with chronic pain, r (911) = .12, p < .001. H2 
is partially supported.

How do people communicate affection? (RQ3)

Among the 938 participants who reported having expressed affection within 
the previous 24 hours, a total of 2,177 discrete affection events was documen-
ted. The behaviors as coded are described below, in order of frequency, along 
with their relative frequencies and quoted examples (spelling and grammatical 
errors have been retained).

Verbal expressions of love of care (41.5%) comprised references to spoken 
or written messages of affection, love, or liking. Some entries specified the 
actual words communicated (“I said ‘I love you’”), whereas others paraphrased 
the words communicated (“On the telephone, expressed my love for her,” 
“Told spouse I cared for her and loved her”).

Hugging (32.8%) consisted of references specifically to hugging, embracing, 
holding, cuddling, or snuggling, such as “I hugged them,” “Gave a hug before 
bed,” and “Snuggled with him.” References to holding hands or other forms of 
affectionate touch were not included in this category.

Kissing (27.2%) included references to giving someone a kiss. Some such 
references specified a location of the kiss, such as “kissed her on the forehead” 
and “I kissed them on the cheek.” Others were nonspecific as to location, such 
as “kissed her” and “[gave] a kiss goodbye.”

Complimenting and encouraging (11.9%) consisted of references to offer-
ing someone compliments, appreciation, gratitude, encouragement, and/or 
reassurance, or expressing pride in someone, such as “I told them that 
I hope they have a good day at work” and “Said, ‘you did a great job.’” This 
category also included celebratory phrases/congratulations/affirmations 
(including “happy birthday” and “happy anniversary”). Behaviors coded in 
this category could be either spoken or written.

Listening and responding (8.0%) included references to listening, paying 
attention, and/or offering advice, feedback, or perspective, asking how the 
other person is, or expressing care or concern. Entries in this category 
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included “Listened to a problem she was having and tried to give her advice,” 
“Called them to see how they were doing,” and “Listened to his concerns and 
worries.”

Helping (6.7%) comprised references to offering help or assistance (“I 
helped her run errands”), including task assistance and financial assistance 
(“Babysat his kids,” “Donated money for her daughter’s medical expenses”), 
and/or buying items for someone.

Shared activity (5.4%) consisted of references to sharing some type of 
activity, whether the particular activity is specified or not. 
Examples included “we went to dinner,” “watched TV together,” and “going 
to park with him.”

Cooking (4.5%) included references to cooking or preparing food/meals for 
another person, such as “made her lunch for work,” “made dinner,” and 
“cooking dinner for them.”

Other touch (4.1%) consisted of references to specific forms of touch other 
than touch that would be coded as kissing, hugging, or hand holding. Entries 
included “touched their shoulder,” “gave a back rub,” and “I rubbed his arm.”

Conversation event (3.1%) comprised references to talking or conversing 
with someone, having a significant conversation, or related expressions. Some 
entries referred to the content of conversations, such as “we had 
a conversation about issues in our relationship.” Other entries simply made 
reference to the conversation itself as an expression of affection, such as “we 
had a chat.”

Sex (2.4%) included references to having sex, making love, having inter-
course, or related behaviors, such as “we had marital relations before going to 
sleep.” Many entries coded into this category also referenced other behavioral 
categories, such as “kissed hugged and had sex” and “cooked for them, made 
love,” and were therefore cross-coded. Entries were not coded into this 
category if the reference was only to kissing or flirting.

Hand holding (1.9%) comprised references to holding someone’s hand, 
such as “holding hands in public” and “held their hand.”

Flirting (0.7%) consisted of references to flirtatious behavior, sweet- 
talking, using pet names, and/or being playful or seductive. These included 
“sweet nickname calling,” “flirted with them,” and “texted in flirtations [sic] 
manner.”

Finally, the uncategorized (2.4%) entry was used to code entries not 
captured by other categories. Entries included “good news,” “to express our 
relationship with each other,” and (for offering affection to an animal) “I gave 
it a warm bed and fed it.”

Because some reported behaviors made reference to more than one category 
(e.g., kissing and having sex), each reported behavior was coded into as many 
categories as appropriate. Reported behaviors were coded into between 1 and 8 
categories, M = 1.53 categories, SD = 0.81.
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To whom are people affectionate, and via which communication modalities? 
(RQ4, RQ5)

For each expression of affection described, participants were asked to indicate 
the nature of the relationship they had with the recipient of the expression. As 
shown in Table 3, the most common target was a spouse or romantic partner, 
followed by a child, a friend or neighbor, and a parent. Collectively, these four 
relationships accounted for nearly 83% of the reported expressions. The 4.5% 
of participants reporting expressions to “other” types of relationships identi-
fied, as targets, students they taught, an ex-romantic partner, a friend’s child, 
a fellow church member, and pets.

For each expression, participants were also asked to identify the commu-
nication modality they used. As Table 4 shows, face-to-face expressions were 
overwhelmingly the most popular, followed by expressions over the telephone 
and via text or instant message.8 Together, these three modalities accounted 
for over 95% of all documented expressions.

Discussion

Using a Census-matched sample, we explored how U.S. American adults 
communicate affection. We hypothesized that women are more affectionate 
than men, on average, and that reported affectionate communication is 
directly related to trait-level expressed and received affection and inversely 

Table 3. Frequencies of affectionate expressions by relationship type.
Relationship n Percent

My spouse or romantic partner 943 43.3
My child (including step-child, adopted child, foster child) 480 22.0
My friend or neighbor who is not a romantic partner or relative 201 9.2
My parent or parent-in-law 174 8.0
Another type of relative 102 4.7
My sibling (including half- and step-sibling, adoptive sibling, sibling-in-law) 93 4.3
A stranger of casual acquaintance 41 1.9
My coworker 40 1.8
Other 98 4.5
Missing 5 0.2

N = 2,177 expressions.

Table 4. Frequencies of affectionate expressions by modality.
Modality n Percent

In person/face to face 1,663 76.4
Over the telephone 241 11.1
Via text or instant message (IM) 171 7.9
Via social media other than text or IM 31 1.4
By e-mail 20 0.9
In a handwritten letter, note, or card 11 0.5
Other or missing 40 2.0

N = 2,177 expressions.
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related to affection deprivation, loneliness, and pain. We also asked who 
communicates affection, how often, via which behaviors, toward which tar-
gets, and via which communication modalities. Results revealed that affec-
tionate expressions were common, in general; were more common for some 
groups than for others; were enacted using a wide range of behaviors; repre-
sented a range of relationships and communication modalities; and were 
associated with trait levels of affection, loneliness, and chronic pain. These 
largely exploratory findings have implications for theory and extant empirical 
work, as well as for conceptual and operational definitions used in the affec-
tionate communication literature. These implications are discussed subse-
quently and are followed by assessments of the study’s strengths, limitations, 
and conclusions.

Theoretic and empirical implications

AET implies that affectionate communication is relatively ubiquitous in 
human interaction, an implication supported by the present finding that 
nearly 84% of participants had expressed affection to someone else in the 
previous 24-hour period. Research based on AET has long documented 
individual differences in the general tendency to be affectionate (see Floyd, 
2002), yet no previous research has identified the prevalence of affectionate 
communication behaviors in the general public. We contend that its high 
prevalence, as demonstrated here, supports both theoretic and empirical 
efforts to understand the behavior better.

As Floyd (2019) explained, nearly every empirical study comparing women 
and men’s affectionate behavior has found women to be more expressive of 
affection than men, and that contention received support both from the 
finding that women were more likely than men to have communicated affec-
tion in the previous 24 hours and also from the finding that, among those who 
did express affection, women enacted more such expressions than did men. 
AET provides little direct guidance as to why women are more affectionate 
than men, yet some researchers – including Taylor et al. (2000) and Floyd et al. 
(2020) – have speculated that affectionate behavior more directly serves the 
evolutionary survival imperative for women than for men. This is, perhaps, 
why Floyd et al. (2020) found that the trait-level tendency toward affection is 
substantially more heritable for women than for men.

Floyd (2014b, 2016) used AET to argue that if affectionate behavior is 
beneficial to mental and physical wellness, then it should be negatively asso-
ciated with health detriments. In the present study, we hypothesized that the 
number of affectionate behaviors expressed in 24 hours is negatively associated 
with loneliness (a mental outcome) and chronic pain (a physical outcome), as 
well as with the perception that one is deprived of affection. As anticipated, 
people who engaged in more affectionate acts were less lonely. Although that 
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finding comports with AET’s logic and with the findings of Floyd (2014b), its 
correlational nature leaves questions about causality unresolved. It is certainly 
possible that communicating affection reinforces emotional bonds, mitigating 
loneliness; it is also possible that feeling lonely inhibits the tendency to express 
affection. The causal nature may also be bi-directional, and it is even con-
ceivable that both outcomes are caused by a third variable, rendering their 
correlation spurious. These possibilities await adjudication.

Contrary to expectations, however, the number of affectionate acts in a 24- 
hour period was unrelated to affection deprivation. The nonsignificant asso-
ciation with affection deprivation is surprising, given that those who had 
enacted any affectionate expressions in the previous 24 hours were, as 
a group, significantly less affection deprived than those who had enacted no 
affectionate expressions. Thus, the expected pattern emerged at the categorical 
level, but affection deprivation showed no significant linear association with 
the number of affectionate acts. Even more puzzling was that, contrary to the 
hypothesis, the number of affectionate acts showed a direct correlation with 
chronic pain, rather than the expected inverse correlation. Thus, the more 
often people showed affection, the more they suffered from chronic physical 
pain. As with loneliness, the correlation with pain cannot confirm any causal 
claims. To the extent that some affectionate behaviors can ameliorate pain (see 
Floyd, Ray, van Raalte, Stein, & Generous, 2018), one plausible speculation is 
that the experience of pain motivates people to be more affectionate with 
others as a potentially restorative behavior. It is perhaps less plausible to 
speculate that engaging in affectionate behavior causes or exacerbates pain, 
but such a possibility cannot be ruled out with the present data alone. 
A spurious correlation is certainly also possible, if, for instance, 
a demographic or health-related variable predicted both outcomes.

Conceptual and operational implications

There was substantial variation in the forms and frequencies of affectionate 
expressions that participants described, and this has implications for both 
conceptual models (such as Floyd and Morman’s tripartite model) and opera-
tional definitions (such as the ACI). With respect to representation, the coded 
descriptions of affectionate behavior reflected all three categories in the tri-
partite model – verbal, direct nonverbal, and socially supportive behavior – 
although not with equal frequency, as addressed subsequently. We considered 
the categories of shared activity, helping, and cooking reflective of the socially 
supportive category, given their instrumental focus and given that none 
comprises the overt expression of affection. Regarding the conceptual ade-
quacy of the tripartite model, all three of its categories of behavior were 
reflected in the behaviors that participants described, and no coded form of 
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behavior from the current typology lay outside the conceptual boundaries of 
the tripartite model’s three categories.

Affectionate acts coded from participants’ descriptions varied widely not 
only in their form but also in their frequency. Three types of affectionate 
behavior – verbal expressions of love or care, hugging, and kissing – were 
reported relatively frequently, being represented in at least 25% of the 
descriptions. On the contrary, nearly all of the remaining forms of affec-
tionate behavior were reflected in fewer than 10% of the descriptions. Floyd 
and Morman’s model makes no claim regarding either the relative frequency 
or the relative importance of its three categories of affectionate behavior, 
save for the observation that socially supportive behavior was explored as 
a category because it may be favored in male-male relationships as a strategy 
for conveying affection in ways that are both instrumentally focused and 
covert (see Swain, 1989). In the present study, however, women and men 
were equally likely to describe affectionate behaviors coded into the cate-
gories of shared activity, χ2 (1) = .21, p = .65, and helping, χ2 (1) = 1.13, p = 
.29, and the instrumental behavior of cooking was significantly more often 
described by women than by men, χ2 (1) = 8.24, p = .004. Although these 
forms of affection reflect the socially supportive category of the tripartite 
model, they were not more likely to be identified by men than by women, as 
Swain’s (1989) covert intimacy perspective would suggest.9 It is important to 
note that the tripartite model does not actually imply a sex difference in the 
frequency of these affectionate behaviors; it was merely the possibility of 
such a difference that motivated inclusion of the socially supportive category 
in the model.

With respect to operationalizing affectionate communication, the current 
typology has implications for Floyd and Morman (1998) ACI. Because it is 
explicitly based on the tripartite model, the ACI comprises subscales measur-
ing verbal, direct nonverbal, and socially supportive affectionate behaviors. In 
the current typology, verbal expression of love or care was the most commonly 
reported form of affectionate behavior, at 41.5%. Some other categories also 
directly implicated verbal behavior, including complimenting and encoura-
ging (11.0%), listening and responding (8.0%), conversation event (3.1%), and 
even flirting (0.7%). Collectively, 64.3% of the descriptions invoked at least one 
category that implicated verbal behavior either directly (verbal expressions of 
love or care, complimenting and encouraging, conversation event) or poten-
tially (listening and responding, flirting). This generally supports the inclusion 
of the verbal subscale in the ACI, although the items in the verbal subscale 
assess the frequency of specific statements (e.g., “say ‘I love you,’” “say he or 
she is a good friend”), whereas specific utterances were not enumerated in the 
categories implicating verbal behavior. The individual descriptions in such 
categories (verbal expressions of love or care, complimenting and encoura-
ging, listening and responding, conversation event, and flirting) could be 
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reassessed to identify the most common specific utterances, which could then 
be used to revise the verbal subscale of the ACI.

This study’s typology also included several categories that are conceptually 
included in the tripartite model’s direct nonverbal category. These include 
hugging (32.8%), kissing (27.2%), other touch (4.1%), sex (2.4%), and hand 
holding (1.9%), collectively representing 68.4% of participants’ descriptions.10 

This supports the inclusion of the direct nonverbal subscale in the ACI. The 
subscale currently includes two items assessing hugging, two items assessing 
kissing, one item assessing hand holding, and one item assessing another form 
of touch (“give him or her a massage or backrub”), all of which reflect the 
present typology. However, it also includes one item assessing proximity (“sit 
close to him or her”) and one item assessing winking, neither of which is 
reflected in the current typology. A revision of the subscale may delete the 
latter items based on their lack of representation. Moreover, the subscale 
includes no items related to sex or sexual activity, which was included in the 
present typology but had been omitted from the original version of the ACI in 
order to keep the scale applicable to both sexual and platonic relationships.

Finally, as mentioned above, the categories of shared activity, helping, and 
cooking in the current typology reflect socially supportive behaviors and 
collectively represent 16.6% of participants’ descriptions. Floyd and Morman 
(1998) recognized that socially supportive behaviors would likely be the least 
commonly observed form of affectionate behavior, on average, and the current 
results support that contention. Of all three ACI subscales, the supportive 
behavior subscale is most in need of updating, according to the present study’s 
findings. The subscale currently includes only one item (“help him or her with 
problems”) reflecting a category in the current typology, so additional items 
assessing help, shared activity, and cooking may be warranted. Moreover, the 
subscale currently includes three items (“praise his or her accomplishments,” 
“acknowledge his or her birthday,” and “give him or her compliments”) that 
conceptually represent the “complimenting and encouraging” category from 
the present typology and might therefore be moved to the verbal subscale. 
Finally, retention of the item “share private information” may not be sup-
ported by the current findings.

Whenever modifications are made to the ACI, the frequency of individual 
affectionate behaviors must be considered. If the ACI is to represent the 
behavioral phenomenon of affectionate communication in close relationships, 
then it is most important to represent behaviors that appear with greater 
frequency, such as verbal expressions of love, and perhaps even to weigh 
their contributions more strongly. Conversely, behaviors that appear with 
relatively low frequency, even if meaningful individual relationships, may be 
less appropriate for inclusion.

In addition to its implications for the ACI, the present results also have 
implications for the psychometric adequacy of Floyd’s (2002) trait affection 

COMMUNICATION QUARTERLY 19



scale-given (TAS-G), which was used as a measure in the present study to 
assess participants’ trait-like tendencies to express affection to others. The 
predictive validity of the TAS-G is bolstered by both the significant association 
between trait expressed affection and participants’ self-reported number of 
affectionate expressions in a 24-hour period and by the significant difference 
in TAS-G scores between those who had and had not communicated affection 
in the previous 24 hours. Regarding the former, one would not expect that an 
individual who scores highly on expressed affection as a trait is necessary 
highly affectionate every day, and indeed, the correlation coefficient was 
relatively weak, at r = .17. Had the correlation been nonsignificant, especially 
with the current sample size, that would have cast legitimate doubt on the 
scale’s predictive validity. Certainly it would not have invalidated the scale 
wholesale, especially given that the correlation here is with a single-item 
measure, but it would have raised a legitimate question as to why a measure 
of trait-level affection is not significantly predictive of actual affectionate 
behavior. Moreover, scores on trait expressed affection were significantly 
higher for those who reported any affectionate behaviors in the previous 
24 hours than for those who did not, with a substantial effect size estimate 
(Cohen’s d = .84), which also supports the scale’s predictive validity.

Strengths and limitations

As noted above, the primary methodological strength of the study was its use 
of a Census-matched representative sample of U.S. American adults. Samples 
in interpersonal communication studies are rarely representative of the popu-
lation, but instead commonly overrepresent the perspectives and experiences 
of certain groups, such as white undergraduates (Afifi & Cornejo, 2020). The 
sampling method of the present study ensured that the proportions of demo-
graphic categories in the sample represented those of the U.S. adult popula-
tion, substantially increasing the likelihood that the findings generalize to that 
population.

A second methodological strength was the approach of asking participants 
to describe specific affectionate behaviors from a specified time frame – the last 
24 hours – rather than relying solely on trait-level measures of affectionate 
behavior. Trait-level measures, such as Floyd’s (2002) TAS-G, index an indi-
vidual’s general tendency to communicate affection, irrespective of the rela-
tionship in which it occurs and largely irrespective of the behaviors through 
which it is expressed. Such an operational approach has been extremely 
fruitful for identifying the benefits associated with affectionate communication 
(for a recent meta-analysis of the health benefits, see Hesse et al., 2020). 
Nonetheless, a sole reliance on trait-level measurement would preclude exam-
ination of the specific behaviors used to convey affection, and asking partici-
pants how they typically communicate affection (as in Floyd & Morman, 1998) 
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would risk misrepresentation due to faulty memory and honesty (Subar et al., 
2015) and/or inflation biases (Floyd, Generous, Clark, Simon, & McLeod, 
2015). We contend that asking participants to consider only the previous 
24 hours when reporting on their affectionate expressions warrants greater 
confidence (relative to other operational options) in the accuracy of the 
reports.

As we acknowledged in the literature review, the sampling frame included 
only U.S. American adults. This was a deliberate limitation, one that excluded 
data from minors and from those in countries other than the United States. 
Because the goal of the current study was to obtain a representative sample, we 
intentionally restricted sampling to participants in U.S. states and the District 
of Columbia, and because the online nature of the data collection made 
obtaining both participant assent and parental consent unfeasible, we did 
not include children in the sampling frame. Both decisions limit the general-
izability of the findings to the population of U.S. American adults.

Future research aimed at replicating these exploratory procedures with 
participants in non-U.S. countries would therefore be highly valuable to 
identify cross-cultural consistency and variability in how affectionate people 
are and via which behaviors they express affection. Mansson (Mansson et al., 
2016; Mansson & Sigurðardóttir, 2017) has demonstrated not only that U.S. 
Americans are more expressive of affection than citizens of many other 
countries (see also Wu et al., 2014) but also that affectionate expression 
covaries systematically with several of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions 
(Hofstede & Hofstede, 2010), including individualism, uncertainty avoidance, 
power distance, and cultural masculinity/femininity. Left undocumented, 
however, are potential differences in the behaviors used to communicate, 
which likely vary cross-culturally. For instance, kissing emerged in the present 
study as one of the three most common affectionate communication behaviors 
for U.S. American adults, yet anthropological research compiled by 
Jankowiak, Volsche, and Garcia (2015) demonstrated that romantic-sexual 
kissing is common in only 46% percent of known human cultures. Their 
analysis found that the romantic-sexual kiss is most common in Asia and 
the Middle East and least common in Central America. Affectionate kissing is 
not necessarily sexual or romantic, of course, but is also observed in platonic 
(Anderson, Adams, & Rivers, 2012) and familial (Harrison-Speake & Willis, 
1995) interaction. Nonetheless, cultural differences in comfort with touch 
(Remland & Jones, 1988) likely cause the frequency of kissing, hugging, 
hand holding, and other tactile affectionate behaviors to vary across cultures 
in a range of relationships. A compelling question, then, is which forms of 
affectionate expression are common in cultures less likely to enact affectionate 
touch.

A second limitation of the sampling frame is that the present findings do not 
necessarily generalize to children. Little research has thus far explored 
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affectionate behavior in children, but there is evidence that the frequency of 
affection covaries with age. In two studies, Eberly and Montemayor (1998, 1999) 
found that sixth-grade students were more affectionate than eighth- and tenth- 
grade students (the latter of whom did not differ from each other), but also that 
sixth- and eighth-grade students were less affectionate toward their parents than 
were tenth-grade students. Similarly, in a study of men’s relationships with their 
preadolescent sons (ages 7 to 12 years), Salt (1991) reported that sons’ age was 
inversely related to affectionate touch in the paternal relationship. As with 
culture, however, variation in the specific behaviors used to convey affection is, 
as yet, undocumented as a function of age, providing a useful question for future 
research.

Despite the empirical advantages (described above) of asking people to 
describe specific affectionate acts from the previous 24 hours, we acknowledge 
the potential for participant fatigue that this approach may have introduced. It 
is possible that some participants underreported their affectionate behaviors – 
or described none altogether – due to fatigue rather than a genuine lack of 
affectionate expressions. Our strong contention is that the advantages of this 
methodological approach outweigh this potential limitation, but the limitation 
must nonetheless be acknowledged.

Conclusions

This is a study that perhaps should have been conducted two decades ago, 
when the affectionate communication literature was still in its infancy. In 
particular, measurement models such as the affectionate communication 
index may have benefited from the greater specificity afforded by an explora-
tory cataloging of affectionate behaviors in a representative sample. 
Paradoxically, however, the theoretic and operational infrastructure repre-
sented in the present study would largely have precluded conducting the 
study two decades ago, insofar as most of that infrastructure has been devel-
oped in the last 20 years. Although these findings would have had utility at an 
earlier point in time, we contend that they are no less valuable now, and that 
they do warrant examining the tripartite model and, especially, the ACI. In 
particular, the “socially supportive” dimension of the tripartite model may 
require some reconsideration, at least insofar as its status relative to the other 
two dimensions, and all three subscales of the ACI could evidence greater 
validity if reconfigured on the basis of present findings.

Notes

1. These percentages sum to >100 because some participants selected more than one 
ethnic/racial identity.
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2. When using Prime Panels, our survey platform (SurveyMonkey) offers participants the 
opportunity to make a donation to a charity of their choice in lieu of receiving a direct 
payment. SurveyMonkey sets the rate of remuneration and Prime Panels is not able to 
specify the exact amount.

3. We would normally remove cases in which the time to completion was more than 2 
standard deviations below the mean, but that was impossible in this case because the 
standard deviation is less than half of the mean for completion time, so no cases were 
removed for completion time.

4. An anonymized view of the OSF preregistration is available at https://osf.io/by4va/? 
view_only=8103f507b0bd4736b381ae3680c31f34

5. To test the feasibility of the online questionnaire, we conducted a small pilot study (N = 48) 
using undergraduate communication students. There were 11 men, 30 women, and 7 who 
did not report a gender, ranging in age from 19 to 23 years (M = 21.02 years, SD = 0.95). 
Most (75%) identified as white/Caucasian, whereas 8.3% were of Hispanic, Latino, and/or 
Spanish origin; 4.2% were Asian/Pacific Islander; 2.1% were Black/African American; and 
2.1% were Native American or Aleut. Most (97.6%) were single/never married, and 2.4% 
were married. Forty participants self-identified as heterosexual, two as bisexual, and the 
remainder did not identify a sexual orientation. Participants reported no difficulties 
completing the online questionnaire or submitting their responses. Most (87.5%) reported 
having communicated affection at least once within the previous 24-hour period, and 
when asked how many times they had done so, the modal responses were 4, 5, and 10 (with 
7 participants reporting each number). The modal target was a spouse or romantic partner. 
In the pilot study, the average time to questionnaire completion was 8 minutes, 14 seconds.

6. Cronbach’s alpha is perhaps the most commonly reported measure of internal reliability, 
yet recent research has advocated substituting McDonald’s omega (ω), which is 
Cronbach’s alpha’s parent measure (Hayes & Coutts, 2020). Unlike alpha, McDonald’s 
omega does not assume essential tau-equivalence, which is the assumption that “each 
item measures the same latent variable, on the same scale, but with possibly different 
degrees of precision” (Graham, 2006, p. 934).

7. Welch’s t-test is preferred to the more widely known Student’s t-test because they offer 
a more stable Type I error rate and are more robust to violations of normality and 
homogeneity of variance (Delacre, Lakens, & Leys, 2017). Moreover, Welch’s t-test 
outperforms Student’s t-test when sample sizes are unequal, and when data meet the 
homoscedasticity assumption, Welch’s t-tests loses minimal robustness compared to the 
Student’s t-test.

8. It should be noted that these data were collected before the imposition of social distan-
cing recommendations or quarantine orders related to the COVID-19 outbreak in early 
2020. Face-to-face contact was likely severely limited during the pandemic period.

9. These χ2 tests included only those participants who self-identified as either female or 
male. Frequencies for these behaviors were too low to subdivide the χ2 analyses into 
male-male, female-female, and male-female interaction.

10. The overall percentages of participants’ descriptions reflecting verbal behaviors, direct 
nonverbal behaviors, and socially supportive behaviors sum to >100 because multiple 
descriptions included behaviors from more than one general category.
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