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Abstract 

The uncertain future due to COVID-19 pandemic and the technological advancements may have altered
young adults' experiences of romantic relationships. It is unclear whether individuals will continue to prefer
traditional long-term romantic relationships (LTRR) or opt for short-term ones (STRR). This research
describes how young adults in Malaysia perceive LTRR and STRR. Using the structured approach of the
Theory of Social Representation, data were collected from N  N =  512; 238 (46.48%) male; Mage 21.75;

majority are heterosexual and students, and analyzed using prototypical analysis to reveal high consensus
elements. Five observations were made: (1) females prioritize "Love" in both STRR and LTRR, while males
prioritize “love” only in LTRR; (2) females prioritize “marriage” in LTRR, while men prioritize “trust,” “comfort,”
and “stability.” Males do not consider “marriage” as part of a LTRR; (3) both males and females view STRR
positively, while LTRR are viewed more practically; (4) “sex” is a core element in STRR but is absent in
LTRR; (e) males differentiate between STRR and LTRR with no overlapping elements. These findings
provide insight into the social representations of romantic relationships among young adults in Malaysia and
suggest future directions for research in the field.

Keywords: Long-term romantic relationship, Short-term romantic relationship, COVID-19, Love, Sex, Social
representations

Introduction

Romantic relationships are beneficial in multiple ways to the lives of young adults. They protect against
mental distress (Bourassa et al., 2019; Ciria-Barreiro et al., 2021), facilitate positive life development
(Gómez-López et al., 2019b), are an important source of mental well-being (Braithwaite & Holt-Lunstad,
2017; Gómez-López et al., 2019a; Sisson et al., 2022), may help reduce externalizing behaviors (e.g.,
aggression; Kansky & Allen, 2018), and have been linked to positive physical health outcomes, such as
indicators of reduced inflammation (Jolink et al., 2023). University students in romantic relationships tend to
be serious about them and feel strongly in love (Nadzirah et al., 2018). The nature and trajectories of
romantic relationships among young adults have changed significantly in recent years, requiring further
study, especially among underrepresented populations such as Asian subgroups (Tillman et al., 2019). This
could be because of the numerous challenges they face in them, regarding break-ups (Mengzhen & Yap,
2022b 2022), finances (Olson & Rick, 2022), infidelity (Fincham & May, 2017), early pregnancies (Idris et
al., 2022), and sexual dissatisfaction (Pacher, 2022). Due to (1) uncertainty resulting from COVID-19 (e.g.,
not able to meet up physically, economic impacts), (2) technological advancements (e.g., invention of dating



apps such as Tinder, sexting), and (3) cultural influences (e.g., globalisationglobalization, gender inequality,
and changing norms in terms of attitudes towards toward premarital sex) the normative view of romantic
relationships among young adults may have changed. As a result, it is unclear whether, in the future, people
would favor traditional long-term romantic relationships (LTRR), short-term romantic relationships (STRR),
or both. Therefore, to identify the mechanisms of these challenges and how best to intervene so that more
young people may experience the benefits of romantic relationships, it is essential to first comprehend how
they understand these two concepts. Hence, in this research, we intend to study the social representations of
young adults concerning STRR and LTRR.

Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) and Romantic Relationship

The unexpected COVID-19 pandemic, which began in late 2019, had a significant impact on romantic
relationships. To curb the spread of the virus, governments implemented movement restrictions (Benton et
al., 2021), limiting physical contact and reducing the risk of transmission. As a result, many countries
greatly restricted travel for non-essential reasons, sparking frustrations over the continued dismissal of
traveling to meet significant others as unimportant (Chung, 2020). These movement restrictions also caused
those who were single to lose opportunities to meet partners (Goldstein & Flicker, 2020; Hindes & Urry,
2022). These changes may have led people to rethink their normative needs from romantic relationships.

Furthermore, those planning to be involved in romantic relationships had to consider COVID-19-related
instabilities. The movement restrictions limited not just social activities but economic ones (Ozili & Arun,
2023). As inflation and unemployment rates rose globally (Ozili & Arun, 2023; Pak et al., 2020), young
adults were threatened with the loss of occupations and uncertainty over the future (Aziz et al., 2020; Wong
& Alias, 2021). These may lead some to prioritize individual needs or goals (e.g., career- and health-related
ones) over seeking out traditional forms of romantic relationships (Mahmud et al., 2020; Watkins &
Beckmeyer, 2020). Tan et al. (2021) showed that the youth of today might prefer singlehood to romantic
relationships because of the flexibility it affords in finances and decision-making. These priorities may result
in a preference for the reduced commitment of short-term relationships over long-term ones. As the COVID-
19 pandemic gradually comes to an end around the globe (Miller & Seitz, 2023; World Bank, 2022;
Yuansheng et al., 2022), it remains to be seen if changes in our ways of experiencing romantic relationships
developed during the pandemic will persist through worldwide returns to normalcy.

Technological Advancement and Romantic Relationship

Technological advances impact young people's romantic relationships. Technology aids long-distance
communication (Acosta-Rodas et al., 2021) and broadens short-term prospects through online dating
(Morrissey, 2020; Zhou, 2023). Pandemic restrictions boosted online dating in Asia (Low et al., 2022). For
example, Tinder dominates Malaysian mobile dating (Jacobs, 2021). Technology also enables sexting, a
form of modern sexual communication (Van Ouytsel et al., 2020). Sexting allows sexual needs to be
satisfied remotely, potentially shaping normative views on sex, especially for long-distance couples
(Beckmeyer et al., 2022; Kafaee & Kohut, 2021). Technology's impact on romance also intertwines with
culture. Malaysians showed low initial adoption of online dating apps (Adam et al., 2020), but attention is
growing (Balan et al., 2021; Chan et al., 2023; Shah Alam et al., 2018) despite the expected resistance
from Malaysian conservatism (Goh et al., 2022 2023). Therefore, understanding romantic relationships also
requires an understanding of the local, cultural context.

Cultural Values and Romantic Relationship

Malaysia and other Asian countries are undergoing a cultural shift. Unlike the West's focus on romantic
relationships (Akyol, 2020), Asian marriages traditionally emphasized practical motives like finances
(Lapanun, 2019) or parental arrangements (Jones, 2017). However, globalization, partly precipitated by
COVID-19 (Fernandes et al., 2020; Nilsson et al., 2022; Trott et al., 2022), reshapes traditional values
(Kobayashi & Kawabata, 2019; Ullah & Ho, 2021), as much as they try to preserve cultural identity (Uçar &
and Demir , 2022 2023). In conservative cultures like Malaysia (Abdul Rahman, 2014; Fan, 2021), this can
spark conflicts in romantic relationships. For example, Malaysian conservatism impacts marriage views
(Manap et al., 2013). While religion bolsters its cultural significance, modern-day marriages may result in
significant financial burdens (Olson & Rick, 2022) from the exorbitant costs of Malaysian weddings
(Zulkarnain & Ramli, 2021), potentially influencing some to remain unmarried. Furthermore, the divorce rate
has recently almost doubled, partly owing to challenges of work–home balancing, lower tolerance for



unhappy marriages, and rising divorce acceptance (Jones, 2021). Therefore, children growing up observing
normalized divorces might view divorce and relationships differently as young adults, despite Malaysia's
conservatism.

Sex is critical in young adult relationships (Blumenstock, 2022). Malaysia’s strongly conservative culture
(Abdul Rahman, 2014), influenced by religion (Razali et al., 2021a, 2021b), deems premarital sex taboo
(Ismail & Hamid, 2016). However, newer research shows religiosity’s reduced impact on preventing
premarital activity (Muhammad et al., 2017), suggesting young adult sexual norms have changed. Media
reports also document the arrests of unmarried couples at hotels (Daily Mail, 2010; Meor Ahmad, 2023;
Mok, 2018; Zakaraya, 2020) and multiple studies reported lower ages of sexual debut (Ismail et al., 2021;
Lian et al., 2020; Win et al., 2020) compared to past reports (Joseph, 2016; Ng, 2022), further implying
changes in behaviors.

Another possible influence is the gender inequality which persists in Malaysia (Lee & Choong, 2019),
impacting women’s careers (Moorthy et al., 2022) and income (Cheong & Narayanan, 2022). This may
drive some Malaysian women to seek marriage (Kohno et al., 2019, 2020) for social protection rather than
seeing it as the result of a romantic relationship. Likewise, men may adhere to gender roles by seeking
passive partners, assuming women need financial support (Akyol, 2020). It is currently unclear how young
adults’ perceptions of romantic relationships resulting from these societal structures may differ between
males and females specifically.

The Concept of Short-Term and Long-Term Romantic Relationships

The concepts of STRR and LTRR have been explored in research (Besser et al., 2022 2023; Harvey, 2019;
Mengzhen & Berezina, 2022a 2022; Mutluoglu & Ashworth, 2021), but rarely in Malaysia. There are two
important observations concerning these two concepts: (1) gender differences and (2) everyday
representations (which may differ from scientific concepts).

Firstly, past research has identified gender differences in approaches to relationships. Men might behave in
ways which favor STRR over LTRR. Relative to women, men exhibit stronger sex drives (Frankenbach et al.,
2022), embrace casual sex (Archer, 2019; Buss & Schmitt, 2019), and take higher risks for it (Pipitone et
al., 2021). They show curiosity in diverse sexual experiences (Gray et al., 2019; Thompson et al., 2020),
including threesomes and one-night stands. In contrast, women lean towards toward LTRR (Li & Choy,
2023), favoring partners willing to commit (Wade et al., 2021). Additionally, women often experience more
negative emotions after casual sex (Buss & Schmitt, 2019; McKeen et al., 2022), including regret (Kennair et
al., 2018; Wesche et al., 2021). This may be because women are likelier to have unsatisfactory sex due to
stigma, violence risk (Conley & Klein, 2022), and subpar sex (Piemonte et al., 2019). Another factor is the
sexual double standard, which values male sexual freedom but female sexual restraint (Endendijk et al.,
2020), and is stronger in countries with more gender inequality (Endendijk et al., 2020) or rigid gender
roles (Heise et al., 2019). These dynamics may affect how Malaysian young adults perceive STRR and LTRR.

Secondly, while STRR and LTRR have been studied, definitions are often researcher-derived. Real-life
perceptions can differ from academic definitions (Orosz, 2010). For example, it is unclear whether serial
monogamy (engaging in successive STRR) emphasizes sexual encounters or romance (Olmstead & Anders,
2021). Social representations research in Brazil have explored perceptions of “couple relationship” based on
informal or formal involvement in them but not general perceptions (Andrade & Wachelke, 2011).
Understanding how people perceive STRR and LTRR based on daily experiences is essential, as
communication shapes social reality. In social psychology, this is referred to as social representations
(Sammut et al., 2015).

Social Representation

Social representation is defined as a product and process of a mental activity of an individual or a group
whereby they reconstruct the reality which has a specific meaning for them (Orosz, 2010). This is because
different groups of people, when encountering the same phenomena, would interpret the phenomena
differently. For example, when facing issues about “system security” in hospitals, the doctors perceived it as
access to data while the nurses perceived it as protection of patient confidentiality (Vaast, 2007). In the
context of this study, social representations should be understood as a noun, as it refers to a product, or a
representation, whose content can be studied (Chryssides et al., 2009). Understanding social representations



is important areimportant as it (1) provides us with communicable knowledge, (2) helps to define our
identity and identity of a specific group, (3) orients our behavior, and (4) justifies actions within a social
group (Orosz, 2010). For example, in social representations of road safety, one group perceived “speed” as
“danger,” while another group perceived it as “pleasure.” These representations changed driving practices, as
those who viewed speed as “dangerous” drove more “carefully” and received fewer speeding tickets
compared to the “pleasure” group, who perceived driving as “hedonistic” and received more fines (Rateau et
al. , 2011 2023). This shows that how we perceive a phenomenon can change our reality and actions.

The current study follows the structural approach to social representations (Moliner & Abric, 2015). This
theory argues that social representations elements could be arranged into a dual system, the central core and
peripheral. The dual system’s main purpose is to maintain stability in the group’s representations by
preserving consensus within the group and allowing for some individual differences. The central core
represents the widely agreed-upon elements that assist individuals in managing the meanings associated with
STRR and LTRR, reinforcing them into non-negotiable beliefs tied to the group’s values, norms, and history,
defining the social representation and explaining its existence. For example, in a study on social
representations of corruption, the element “money” was illustrated as the central core because it was agreed
upon by most people in the studied population, and it was the first element that came to mind when they
were asked to think about corruption (Mengzhen et al., 2021).

On the other hand, the peripheral consists of elements that are changeable applications of the Single-Target
Implicit to help one adapt to the changing social realities. The differentiation between central and peripheral
factors could help us understand what influences one’s behavior more clearly. After identifying the core and
peripheral messages about organ donation, an experiment was designed by creating two petitions using
central core and peripheral messages respectively (Rateau et al., 2011 2023). 51% of people who were
persuaded by the central core message signed the petition, compared to only 34% of people who saw the
peripheral message. Considering the focus of this study, understanding social representation would mean
comprehending what influences one's actions in romantic relationships.

Hence, this study aimed to bridge the research gap by exploring the social representations of STRR and
LTRR. To be specific, we aimed to address the following research questions:

RQ1: What are the social representations of STRR for males and females? 

RQ2: What are the social representations of LTRR for males and females? 

RQ3: How would males differentiate the social representations of STRR and LTRR compared to females? 

Method

Study Design

This is a cross-sectional study that used an online survey method to gather social representation elements
about STRR and LTRR from respondents. It is also referred to as free association technique (Verges, 1992).
The elements were then categorized into core and peripheral categories through prototypical analysis and
interpretation based on the structural approach of the Theory of Social Representations. Prototypical analysis
was carried out using IRAMUTEQ software. We replicated the design used in study such as Dvoryanchikov et
al. (2014) and Mengzhen et al. (2021). The entire survey was conducted in English, as it is a commonly
used language in daily life conversations, especially among the studied populations.

Respondents

512 respondents completed the survey, with 238 (46.48%) identifying as male and 274 (53.52%) identifying
as female. The demographic data i s are based on self-reported information: for the gender, respondents
chose “female,” “male,” or “others.” The age range was 18–33 ( M = 21.75; SD SD = 3.03). The majority of
respondents identified as heterosexual (80.3%), were students and not working (54.3%), single (57.8%),



and college or university graduates (77.1%). Out of the total respondents, 285 individuals (55.7%) reported
having experience in STRR, while 261 individuals (51.6%) reported having experience in LTRR. All
respondents also self-reported their nationality as Malaysian. For more information, see Table 1.

Table 1 Demographics StatusStudent
Characteristic Malea Femaleb Total

n % n % n %
Sexual orientation
Heterosexual Heterosexual: attracted to
people of the opposite sex

202 84.87 209 76.28 411 80.3

Bisexual Bisexual: attracted to people
of both sex

9 3.78 26 9.49 35 6.8

Homosexual Homosexual: attracted to
people of one’s own sex

11 4.62 5 1.82 16 3.1

Pansexual Pansexual: attracted to
people of either sex

2 0.84 12 4.38 14 2.7

Decline  Decline to answer 9 3.78 5 1.82 14 2.7
Unknown Unknown 5 2.10 17 6.20 22 4.3
Current       status
 Student, not working 136 57.14 142 51.82 278 54.3
Student Student, part-time work 49 20.59 51 18.61 100 19.5
Student Student, full-time work 16 6.72 20 7.30 36 7.0
Full Full-time employed 22 9.24 40 14.60 62 12.1
Others Others 15 6.30 21 7.66 36 7.0
Relationship status       
Single  Single 159 66.81 137 50.00 296 57.8
In  In a relationship 71 29.83 109 39.78 180 35.2
Others Others 8 3.36 28 10.22 36 7.0
Education       
College  College or university graduate 183 76.89 212 77.37 395 77.1
High  High school graduate 50 21.01 41 14.96 91 17.8
Master  Master level degree 3 1.26 19 6.93 22 4.3
Others Others 2 0.84 2 0.73 4 0.8

an = 238
bn = 274

Measure

To gather the social representation elements of STRR, we asked the respondents “Think about short-term
romantic relationships. What words or phrases come to your mind? Please, write five words or phrases.” The
words and phrases written are the elements of social representation. The same technique was used to gather
the social representation elements for LTRR.

Procedure

After obtaining approval from the university’s ethics committee, we advertised the research on various
platforms such as social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, Linkedin, Instagram) or put up posters on various
universities’ public notice boards (e.g., Sunway University). Interested individuals could scan a QR code on
the advertisement which would lead them to the survey page, hosted by Qualtrics. A ll information such as
objectives, risks were written on the first page of the survey and respondents who wanted to proceed to
participate in the study could check the “I agree” button to imply consent. Data collected went through two
steps of analysis: (1) content coding and (2) prototypical analysis. The software IRaMuTeQ was used to carry
out the prototypical analysis.

Results



Content Coding

The main purpose of content coding is to group all the words or phrases that have similar semantic meaning
into one same element. For example, the word “lust” was re-coded into the element “sex”; “excite” and
“excited” was re-coded into exciting; “wedding” and “let’s get married” were re-coded into marriage; phrase
such as “i won’t cheat on her” was re-coded into loyalty. The initial coding was done by the primary
investigator and rechecked by the research team. To ensure the validity of the re-coding, 10 independent
individuals were invited to indicate their agreement if the original word or phrase and recorded word or
phrases have the same semantic meaning. The average pairwise percentage achieved was 85.30%. We
deemed this a good result and proceeded with the prototypical analysis.

Prototypical Analysis

Prototypical analysis organizes the elements based on the frequency measured by significantly higher word
or expression usage, as well as their level of importance, as indicated by the evocation that comes to mind
first (Verges, 1992). It is a widely used method for characterizing the structure of a social representation
based on data collected through free association (Ariccio et al., 2022; Ferrara & Friant, 2016; Giacomozzi et
al., 2022 2023; Morais et al., 2022; Vieira et al., 2022; Wachelke & Wolter, 2011). Prototypical analysis
was carried out using the software IRaMuTeQ. The software categorizes significant elements into: (1) the
central core zone, which consists of elements with high frequency and high importance levels, and three
peripheral zones; (2) the first peripheral zone (high frequency but lower importance levels); (3) contrasted
elements zone (lower frequency but high importance level); and (4) second peripheral zone (low frequency
and low importance level).

In total, there were 2560 elements illustrated by the participants for each term and these were classified into
307 unique elements for “LTRR” and 430 elements for “STRR.” In line with common practice, elements that
were mentioned by less than 5% of the respondents were excluded from further analysis (Dvoryanchikov et
al., 2014). We illustrated all the elements evoked and answered all the research questions.

To answer RQ1, both males and females agreed that “fun,” “sex,” “exciting,” and “puppy love” are the core
elements of STRR. The gender differences found were that males used the additional terms “short” and
“fast,” while females used “love” (see Table 2). This data highlights that females perceive “love” as an
important element, even in STRR.

Table 2 Elements for short-term romantic relationship (STRR)
Dual system Male Female
Central core zone
(elements of high
frequency and high
importance)

Fun (65, 2.5)Sex (54, 2.6)Exciting (40, 2.6)Puppy
love (27, 2.3)Short (68, 2.5)Fast (29, 2.4)

Fun (64, 2.2)Sex (35,
2.5)Exciting (35, 2.5)Puppy
love (35, 2.0)Love (39, 2.4)

First peripheral
zone (elements of
high frequency and
low importance)

Love (31, 2.8) Short (68, 2.7)Not serious
(34, 3.1)No commitment (34,
3.0)Happy (33, 2.8)

Contrasted
elements zone
(elements of low
frequency and high
importance)

Fling (24, 2.5)Passion (20, 2.1)Learning (17,
2.1)Sweet (13, 2.0)Pointless (13, 2.6)

Fling (26, 2.0)Passion (23,
2.4)Fast (22, 2.5)Romantic
(18, 2.4)Friends with benefits
(15, 2.5)

Second peripheral
zone (elements of
low frequency and
low importance)

No commitment (24, 3.1)Happy (22, 3.5)Casual
(19, 2.8)Date (19, 3.1)Not serious (15,
3.3)Testing (13, 3.2)Boring (13, 3.6)Flights (13,
3.2)Heartbreak (13, 3.9)Spontaneous (12, 3.1)

Immature (20, 3.8)Casual
(20, 3.1)Incompatible (20,
4.1)Learning (17, 3.1)Sweet
(15, 2.9)Uncertainty (14, 3.1)

The frequency and level of importance are indicated in the brackets. For example, for males, “Fun (65, 2.5),”
65 indicates the frequency (the number of mentions by respondents), and 2.5 indicates the level of
importance (on a scale of 1–5, with a lower number indicating greater importance)

To answer RQ2, for LTRR, both males and females agreed that “love,” “commitment,” and “loyalty” are the
core elements. The gender differences found were that males used the additional terms “trust,”
“comfortable,” and “stable,” while females used “marriage” (See Table 3). What is interesting in this data is



that marriage is not the concern for males when describing LTRR.

Table 3 Elements for long-term romantic relationship (LTRR)
Dual system Male Female
Central core
zone
(elements of
high
frequency
and high
importance)

Love (119, 2.6)Commitment (86,
2.1)Loyalty (29, 2.2)Trust (66,
2.5)Stable (29, 2.0)

Love (131, 2.7)Commitment (103, 2.1Loyalty
(46, 2.6)Marriage (50, 2.8)

First
peripheral
zone
(elements of
high
frequency
and low
importance)

Partner (34, 3.6) Trust (88, 2.9)Understanding (46, 3.5)

Contrasted
elements
zone
(elements of
low
frequency
and high
importance)

Happy (21, 2.8)Dedication (17,
2.2)Secure (17, 2.6)Forever (15, 2.8)

StableResponsibilityFutureSecurePatienceLong
termSerious

Second
peripheral
zone
(elements of
low
frequency
and low
importance)

Understanding (28, 3.5)Marriage (28,
3.0)Communication (27, 3.4)Difficult
(20, 3.1)Intimacy (19, 3.4)Care (18,
3.0)Future (15, 3.4)Tolerance (15,
3.8Family (15, 3.9)Respect (15, 3.7)Sex
(14, 3.3)Compromise (14, 3.6)Patience
(13, 3.0)Supportive (12, 3.9)Flights (12,
3.2)

Happy (35, 3.5)Comfortable (27, 3.4)Honest
(25, 2.9)Partner (24, 3.1)Communication
(23, 3.1)Care (22, 3.2)Family (22,
3.4)Respect (22, 3.4)Growth (20,
3.9)Tolerance (15, 3.3)

The frequency and level of importance are indicated in the brackets. For example, for males, “Love (119,
2.6),” 119 indicates the frequency (the number of mentions by respondents), and 2.6 indicates the level of
importance (on a scale of 1–5, with a lower number indicating greater importance)

We conducted an intersectional analysis to answer RQ3. For males, there are no overlapping terms in social
representation elements for both STRR and LTRR. However, for females, “love” is the core representation
regardless of whether it's a LTRR or STRR, while for males, “love” only exists in LTRR.

In summary, we wish to shed light on five interesting observations based on the data collected. Firstly, both
females and males have different perceptions of the core elements of relationships. For females, “love” is the
central core element regardless of whether it's a LTRR or STRR. On the other hand, for males, “love” only
exists in LTRR. Secondly, in LTRR, females emphasize “marriage” as an important aspect, while males focus
on “trust,” “comfort,” and “stability.” Thirdly, in STRR, both males and females view it as a positive concept,
as evidenced by the use of positive emotions such as “fun” and “exciting.” While the term “puppy love”
(romantic love that a young person feels for someone else, which usually disappears as the young person
becomes older; Cambridge Dictionary, 2023) may have a negative connotation, overall, both genders have a
positive view of STRR. In contrast, LTRR are viewed more practically, as demonstrated by the use of terms
such as “commitment” and “loyalty” by both males and females. Fourthly, “sex” is a central core element of
STRR for both genders, but it is completely absent from LTRR. Finally, it is clear that males distinguish
between STRR and LTRR, while the core representation of “love” remains constant for females, regardless of
the type of relationship.

Discussion

The uncertain future shaped by technological advancements and the COVID-19 pandemic might have altered
young adults' romantic experiences. It remains unclear if traditional long-term romantic relationships (LTRR),
short-term ones (STRR), or a mix will prevail. This exploratory research described Malaysian young adult



social representations of romantic relationships, crucial for knowledge sharing, identity definition, and
behavior guidance (Orosz, 2010). Data underwent structural analysis via the structural approach to social
representations theory, spotlighting central core elements that cement relationship meanings as unwavering
beliefs tied to group values, norms, and history. We made five observations from the data collected.

Firstly, females and males perceive relationship core elements differently. For females, “love” remains central
in both LTRR and STRR; for males, “love” is only central to LTRR and a first peripheral element of STRR.
Although sex and emotion are not always connected (Birnbaum & Reis, 2019), this reflects females’
willingness to invest emotions in love, even in STRR. Women tend to prioritize serious relationships while
dating (Almond et al., 2019; Foster, 2021; Gray et al., 2019), are less likely to agree that”sex without love
is acceptable” (Buss, 2018), and cite love and commitment as motives for sex more than men (Meston et al.,
2020). This research and past findings on sex being viewed as an expression of love (Fazli Khalaf et al.,
2018) suggest Malaysian young women are similar. Peripheral elements can adapt to situations, thus the
absence of “love” as a Malaysian men’s core representation suggests emotional detachment from sex,
possibly implying Malaysian women favor serial monogamy and Malaysian men flings. Future research could
delve deeper into this aspect.

Gender differences have also emerged in love style preferences. In Malaysia, women displayed elevated
scores in altruistic love, indicating willingness to prioritize partner happiness (Wan Shahrazad et al., 2012). It
currently remains unclear which love type both genders apply to STRR and LTRR; future research could
investigate if women invest altruistic love in short-term relationships too.

Secondly, in LTRR, females prioritize “marriage,” while males emphasize “trust,” “comfort,” and “stability.”
Despite cultural and religious diversity, Malaysians agree Marriage is vital. Romantic love often leads to
marriage and children in today's society (Giddens & Sutton, 2021; Lamanna et al., 2014). A lthough social
systems, such as family laws, often function based on relationship trajectories in society (Harun, 2022), the
typical progression from marriage to cohabitation to childbearing has shifted in the West (Berrington et al.,
2015; Holland, 2013, 2017). Our findings indicate a possible similar shift in Malaysia. This prompts
concerns over marriage's sustainability, as core elements are tied to group values (non-negotiable beliefs),
suggesting marriage is a negotiable belief for men.

Intriguingly, “marriage” falls under the least important second peripheral zone. One could attribute this to
males simply marrying later, but the true difference is only 1–2 years (Department of Statistics Malaysia ,
2020 2022). Therefore, we speculate gender role expectations might contribute. Although women have
been participating more in household spending recently (Lee & Choong, 2019), Malaysia’s patriarchal society
places familial financial responsibility on men (Boo, 2021; Moorthy et al., 2022). Men are still expected to
be breadwinners and cover most expenses (Jones & Gu, 2023; Zulkarnain & Ramli, 2021), possibly
generating stress. Conversely, women might uphold marriage for practical reasons, such as social security
amidst gender inequality. For example, women cannot pass citizenship to children as men can (Ding, 2022),
and gender gaps persist in multiple sectors (Chipfunde et al., 2021; Moorthy et al., 2022; Suleman et al.,
2021). In such an environment, females might, unsurprisingly, seek marriage as social security.

Males favored “trust,” “comfort,” and “stability” over marriage, contradicting Boxer et al. ( 2015), who
discovered more men than women considered trust important in relationships. Studies have shown that lack
of trust could result in negative relationship outcomes (Kamal et al., 2022). Since this is the first study to
reveal such associations with LTRR among males, future research could explore how and why they
developed.

Thirdly, both genders seem to have positive perceptions of STRR, using terms like “fun” and “exciting,”
although “puppy love” may have negative connotations. In contrast, LTRR are viewed more practically, with
both genders using terms such as “commitment” and “loyalty.” These results may be explained using the
concept of hedonic adaptation (Klausen et al., 2022; Lyubomirsky, 2011). Romantic relationships are
typically most delightful at their beginnings, marked by passion, attraction, and thrill. Hedonic adaptation,
deemed a primary hurdle in maintaining relationship satisfaction (Bao & Lyubomirsky, 2013), is the
dissipation of these positive emotions over time (Breines, 2014). As STRR fits hedonic adaptation’s brief
timeframe, individuals may only experience its positive effects, evoking positive core elements. Additionally,
the majority of the respondents are currently in their young adulthood phase, which may lead them to seek
opportunities for exploration in romantic relationships. Those who perceived emerging adulthood as a period
for exploration and new possibilities were more likely to engage in consensually non-monogamous (CNM)



relationships (Olmstead & Anders, 2022). CNM refers to romantic or sexual partnerships in which all parties
involved agree to have multiple partners with the knowledge and consent of everyone involved. Such
relationships can take various forms, including STRR. Future research should also consider whether STRR is
related to other similar concepts, such as serial monogamy, hookups, and open relationships when
examining its social representations and functions.

For long-term relationships, it is reasonable for respondents to link practical words. This showed traditional
LTRR beliefs are still upheld by study participants, akin to other relationship research (Chuah et al., 2022;
Dougall et al., 2022; Peel & Caltabiano, 2021; Riffenburgh-Kirby, 2021).

Fourthly, “sex” is a central core element of STRR for both genders, but completely absent from LTRR. This
result is consistent with Schwarz et al.’s ( 2020) finding that sex is an important component of STRR while
contradicting social representation research from Brazil where sex is not part of the central core elements
(Andrade & Wachelke, 2011). While previous studies have shown that males tend to view sex as key to
romantic relationships (Almond et al., 2019; Thompson & O’Sullivan, 2012), that females do too is
surprising. This is significant because sex is traditionally considered a taboo topic and females often viewed
as more conservative in their attitudes towards toward it (Rahman et al., 2015; Thompson & O’Sullivan,
2012). This finding suggests liberalization of general attitudes towards toward sex, regardless of personal
conservatism. Results stress sex education’s importance among Malaysian youth to prevent unwanted
outcomes like pregnancy should female participation in STRR increase.

Although there are other priorities in LTRR besides sex, it not being part of the core social representations is
worrying. A recent study sheds light on the growing phenomenon of sexless marriages in Asia (Pacher,
2022, p. 123–141), discovering a rising trend of married couples in Japan who are not sexually active. In
Malaysia, issues related to sex, such as poor sexual performance and infidelity, have also been cited as major
reasons for divorce (Malaysiakini, 2018). Future research is much needed to understand sexual behavior in
LTRR among young adults.

Finally, our findings show that males use different terms for STRR and LTRR, indicating a clear distinction
between the two, but females see “love” as a core representation of both. We believe these core
representations of relationships could influence behavior and decision-making in romantic relationships. This
research could help young adults looking for romantic relationships, as it provides insight into what their
peers look for in such relationships.

Limitations

This research has potential limitations. The study design is exploratory, necessitating further research to
comprehend how “love” is manifested in reality. The explanations provided for each revelation remain
speculative until further investigated. The justifications for this study (COVID-19, technology, culture) were
inspired by observations. No relationships between these factors and romantic relationships were measured,
which subsequent studies could delve into.

Demographic data such as religion and ethnicity were also not collected, resulting in a sample that may not
fully represent Malaysia's diversity. More research is needed to explore if all Malaysian young adults perceive
relationships similarly and identify reasons for potential differences (e.g., sociosexuality). Additionally,
English is not the national language of Malaysia, although widely used. Since the study was conducted in
English, had the study been conducted in another language, participants might have offered different, more
nuanced viewpoints.

Lastly, using only five words to express STRR and LTRR beliefs might not entirely capture intricacies. Future
research should consider other methods like in-depth interviews to achieve deeper understanding.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this research provides insight into how young adults in Malaysia perceive short-term (STRR)
and long-term (LTRR) romantic relationships as reflected through their non-negotiable beliefs linked to their
values, norms, and history. We made five important observations: (1) For females, “love” is the central core
element in both short and long term romantic relationships, while for males, “love” is only present in LTRR;
(2) females in LTRR prioritize “marriage,” while males focus on “trust,” “comfort,” and “stability.” Males do
not consider “marriage” as part of a LTRR; (3) both male and female view STRR positively, with “fun” and



“excitement” as common emotions. LTRR, on the other hand, are viewed with more practicality and
characterized by “commitment” and “loyalty”; (4) “sex” is a central core element in STRR for both genders
but is absent in LTRR; and (5) the findings also showed that males completely differentiate both types of
romantic relationship with no overlapping elements. These findings provide preliminary information on how
Malaysian young adults perceive romantic relationships, contributing data from an understudied population.
It can benefit young adults, who may better understand peer perceptions of relationships and adjust their
expectations accordingly; researchers, by serving as a starting point for future research; and stakeholders in
relationship interventions, sex education programs or therapists of emerging adults, by putting into context
the relationship issues they may face. Our study also informs policymakers, who can understand the
changing nature of relationships among Malaysian young adults, and, therefore, how family laws might adapt
to follow suit.
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