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Abstract


There are many factors that play an important role within a healthy, functional marriage relationship. While faith, honesty, trust, and cooperation are all important concepts that spouses should hold accountable to each other, flirting is an important marital form of expression that has been proven to strengthen the bond between married couples. Research has shown that marriage relationships that incorporate a high-level of flirting within their day-to-day lives are more faithful and satisfying compared to ones that did not use flirting.  This paper reviews research conducted by communication specialists who have sought to find how the process of flirting works within marriage relationships, different types of flirting and their corresponding motives, differences in flirting between the opposite sex, and the benefits it provides to spouses. 






















Flirting With Spouse Benefits Marital Relationship

Marriage relationships in the twenty-first century have evolved greatly from previous decades and generations. The manner in which men and women interact while dating, the length of courtship, and outside secular distractions all play a role in the status of marriages for young and old couples, alike. The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services states that approximately one-third of marriages end in divorce within 10 years (Frisby & Booth-Butterfield, 2012). Marital satisfaction is an area of focus in research that shows the effects of healthy or unhealthy relationships between spouses (Frisby & Booth-Butterfield, 2012). Research proves that satisfying marital relationships create healthier, longer lifestyles in individuals (Frisby & Booth-Butterfield, 2012). Flirting is a form of emotional expression that evokes interest, courtship, and/or sex between two individuals (Frisby, 2009). From previous research conducted, it can be conclusive to state that various forms of flirtatious behaviors between spouses benefits the overall marriage relationship by means of quality and longevity.
Flirting is a process that uses many verbal and nonverbal communication skills to achieve success among individuals, and contains varied motives behind each individual. Flirting is defined as “messages and behaviors perceived by a recipient as purposefully attempting to gain his or her attention and stimulate his or her interest in the sender, while simultaneously being perceived as intentionally revealing an affiliative desire (Frisby, Dillow, Gaughan, & Nordlund, 2011). By glancing at this definition, one would assume that flirting is used only for sexual gains or purposes from one individual to another in a relationship. Although previous, traditional research has affiliated flirting with sexual motives, new research that is being conducted that now intervenes in that flirting can contain several other, relational contexts (Frisby & Booth-Butterfield, 2012). In fact, researchers have found a way to categorize flirting into several different areas regarding the individual who uses it and why. Brandi Frisby (2009) found in her study that flirting could be broken down into six main motivations: sex, relational, exploring, fun, esteem, and instrumental (Frisby & Booth-Butterfield, 2012). 
Looking more closely at Frisby and Booth-Butterfield’s (2012) research, flirting for sex is simply for sexual contact with a relational partner. Relational flirting is used to increase intimacy and closeness between two individuals. Flirting for exploration is used for an individual to find out if the partner they desire is also looking for romantic interests in a relationship. Flirting for fun is used to keep a relationship informal and enjoyable. Esteem flirting is aimed at increase the sender’s self-esteem and/or the esteem of the receiver, and instrumental flirting is used to benefit in some way from flirting to a partner. Flirting is a form of affection that is not to be confused with relational deception. Although flirting is done for a specific motivation, much like deception, it is seen as memorable, important, and supportive between partners’ relationships (Horan & Booth-Butterfield, 2010). As one can see, flirting is much more complex and dynamic between a dyadic, interpersonal communication relationship, especially between spouses.
As stated above, Forms and motives of flirtatious communication differ between the genders of individuals. It is shown that males flirt for mainly sexual gains, while females flirt for fun and relational means (Frisby & Booth-Butterfield, 2012). Many would state after seeing the previous comment that it agrees with stereotyping between the motive comparisons between males and females in a relationship. However, it can be reasonable to infer that flirting between individuals lies heavily on the context and situation of the relationship, and can vary between genders as needed or desired.
Over the course of spouses’ relationship, from dating all the way to marriage, the manner in which they flirt evolves and changes over time. Flirting while dating allows exploration of the unknown sender and receiver in attempt to learn more about them. Couples who were interviewed stated that their manner of flirting was simple, and used to display physical and sexual attraction/motivation towards the other individual. Flirting in marriage can allow deeper, more passionate bonds between spouses, as well as a form of marriage support. The same couples who elaborated on their flirting before marriage explained that flirting during marriage was much more complex, and used more as a tool to intensify their bond and trust between one another (Frisby, 2009).
It is easy to see that couples date and become married because of compatibility between personalities, interests, beliefs, and shared activities. However, they also rely heavily on attraction as well.  Flirting is directly linked to attraction. The more attracted an individual is toward another, the more likely they desire to communicate with them in a way that expresses that attraction (Frisby, Dillow, Gaughan, & Nordlund, 2010). Flirting is a means of that communication outreach, and is important in signifying the intrinsic passion for an individual on a physical, emotional, and relational level.
There are many obvious effects for flirting within a marital relationship. As stated above, one of the six motivations for flirting is to increase the esteems and morale between partners in a relationship. Recorded conversations of husbands and wives reveal that they flirt to make their spouse feel “wanted” or “beautiful” (Frisby, 2009). From the research mentioned above, it is clear to see that simply verbally speaking these statements of passion and love does not produce a meaningful effect. Partners have to use nonverbal communication skills such as the appropriate tone of voice, haptics, and eye contact to express genuineness and sincerity to their husband or wife Adler & Proctor, 2011). Flirtatious, nonverbal behaviors or suggestions, such as neck rubs or blowing kisses, between spouses is a key indicator of continuing commitment in a marital relationship (Frisby & Booth-Butterfield, 2012).
In addition to that, research has also indicated that flirting can be used as a private, intimate form of communication. Partners describe that flirting between one another crates a form and “marital language” that only the couple knows and understand, which could increase the bond and strength of their relationship (Frisby, 2009). This concept is similarly linked to flirting being used as a form of “relationship maintenance”. Couples state that without flirting, there would not be as strong a sense of “closeness”, or connection between one another (Frisby, 2009). Also, it can be drawn from the research that couples use flirting as a way to settle disputes or disagreements that may arise periodically over the course of their marriage together. 
The effects of flirting for a marriage relationship lead to important benefits that increase commitment and longevity between spouses. Frisby and Booth-Butterfield (2012) describe commitment as an “individual’s intention to continue the relationship.” Flirting gives spouses feelings of positivity and growth within their relationship (Frisby & Booth-Butterfield, 2012). These behaviors, in a sense, build each individual up. Although flirting can involve any five of the mentioned motivations, initiation of flirting for sexual contact connects the aspect of marital satisfaction. The researchers explain that sexual satisfaction and a pleasing marital atmosphere leads to a satisfying, long-term relationship (Frisby & Booth-Butterfield, 2012). Frisby and Booth-Butterfield’s research (2009) showed that successful marriage relationships involve “attentive flirting”, which associated context-based atmosphere between spouses, and a deep concern for the well being of his or her partner. Spouses who were more conscientious of their spouse resulted in increased faith and “closeness” between one another (Goodboy & Booth-Butterfield, 2009).
In conclusion, flirting within a marriage relationship evokes positive, “confirming” messages that directly link to satisfaction between partners (Adler & Proctor, 2011). It is just to state that very few newly wed couples enter a relationship with negative, or low aspirations and hopes for themselves and their spouse for their future. Almost all couples enter a marriage desiring for success and pleasure with the individual they love the most (Frisby, 2009). Where marriages fail is the lack of communication awareness and set of skills to show each spouse the love, faith, and passion they contain for one another. Flirting is an overlooked aspect of marriages that is underused, and could be used as a fun, relational type of communication that allows marriages to stay “fresh” and interesting. As more couples look into implementing the actions described in this paper, the more satisfying and nourishing their marriage will be for the future.
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