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The Relationship Group Seminar: "Backburnering"
James Tobin, Ph.D. | December 5, 2020
Connections that are not currently active, but that are kept "simmering" for potential future prospects (just in case one's current relationship, for example, does not work out) are known as "backburner" relationships. More common than you might think, and existing in the context of both dating and long-term relationships, statistics show relatively high frequencies of people occupying one position (intentionally having someone lingering in the background) or the other (being the love interest behind the curtain) in backburner configurations at some point in their adult lives. While these backburner relationships may, at times, evolve into full-blown emotional and/or sexual affairs, this is actually fairly uncommon. The prevalence of backburner relationships appears related more to evolutionary factors, i.e., the drive to keep one's options open, an instinct greatly facilitated and mobilized by online and digital technology, rather than the motive to cheat. In the next virtual meeting of the Relationship Group Seminar on Saturday, December 5, 2020 (11:45 AM to 1:00 PM), we will discuss the origin and dynamics of backburner relationships.
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HEALTH
The Psychology of 'Backburner' Relationships
It's natural for humans to pay attention to all their romantic options, and new research shows Facebook helps them do that.
JULIE BECK

One episode in season five of How I Met Your Mother, called “Hooked,” revolves around people being kept “on the hook,” romantically speaking, by members of the show’s central gang of friends. “I can’t be with you … right now” is the phrase the pals keep using to string these people along, the “right now” leaving the door cracked open just enough that apparently some poor guy is willing to continue to do Robin’s laundry and rub her feet for the vague possibility of a someday relationship.
This does not make the friends look very good, obviously, but keeping track of and keeping in touch with alternative romantic prospects is a common thing for humans to do, even if it is rarely in such an exaggerated, sitcommy way. A recent study published in Computers in Human Behavior dubs these interactions “backburner relationships." A backburner, as defined by the study, is “a person to whom one is not presently committed, and with whom one maintains some degree of communication, in order to keep or establish the possibility of future romantic and/or sexual involvement.”
The lead study author, Jayson Dibble, an assistant professor of communication at Hope College, told me, “What originally inspired me to think about this is when you meet somebody at a club and trade numbers, you might go through your contacts [later] and say ‘Oh I remember that guy. I might zing him a note and see how he’s doing ... It was inspired by my old days in grad school.”
 “When you were meeting everybody at the club?” I asked.
“Well, I say research is me-search,” he replied, laughing.
The communication is key here. A backburner is not just someone who wanders into your thoughts every once in a while—the college sweetheart whose Facebook photos you occasionally browse, or the cute friend-of-a-friend you met on vacation and have always thought you’d really click with, if you lived in the same city. These “what-ifs” only become backburners if you actually reach out to them.
Dibble notes that sometimes backburners know they’re backburners and sometimes they don’t—I suppose it depends on whether the communication in question is more artful than a “hey, what’s up?” text sent at 1 a.m.
There are a couple of competing evolutionary imperatives at play when it comes to keeping people on the backburner. On the one hand, it makes a certain primal sense to explore all the potential mates available, to be sure to get the best deal. But having one long-term partner helps offspring survive, in the rough-and-tumble caveman world often invoked by evolutionary psychology. So commitment provides benefits, in exchange for letting go of other possibilities—the wouldas, the couldas, the shouldas.
According to the investment model of relationships, developed by social psychologist Caryl Rusbult in the 1980s, people who have invested more resources—time, energy, money—into a relationship should be more committed to it, and alternative partners should seem less attractive. One 2007 study found that love motivates people to shut down other options—people who thought and wrote about love for their partners were more able to suppress thoughts about attractive strangers. This is consistent with research that suggests people in relationships don’t pay as much attention to other members of the sex they’re attracted to, and tend to rate others as less attractive.
So, with all this as background, Dibble reasoned that people in committed relationships in his study would keep fewer people on the backburner.
He and Michelle Drouin had 374 undergrads self-report how many backburners they had, whether they talked to them platonically or were more flirty, and what technology they used to keep in touch with these people. Those who were currently in relationships also completed assessments of their investment in and commitment to their relationships, and rated how appealing they thought their alternatives were.
The most frequent ways that people kept up with their backburners were through texts and Facebook. Forty-five percent of participants reported texting backburners, 37 percent reported talking to them on Facebook. Thirteen percent of people still picked up the phone and called the person they were stringing along, and piddling percentages of people kept up with backburners through email, Skype, or Twitter.
What surprised the researchers was that there was no significant difference between the number of backburners kept by people in relationships, and the number kept by single people.
“We were really puzzled by why we didn’t find a relationship between commitment and backburners,” Dibble says. “If the investment model holds, we should have seen a nice strong relationship. Maybe the investment model doesn’t work in the online world.”
In his dissertation at the University of Texas, Austin, Adam Redd West proposed in 2013 that the investment model indeed might not apply when it comes to the Internet. “The online world provides opportunities to evaluate and monitor alternatives … without the need for direct interaction with others,” he writes. The relative privacy of Facebook makes it easier to keep in minimal contact with backburners. Another thing humans tend to do in relationships is attempt to maximize benefits and minimize costs. It doesn’t take much to just comment on someone’s Facebook status, potentially a small cost for the benefit of keeping that person available as a romantic option.
That could also explain why people in relationships still kept in touch with backburners online at nearly the same rates as single people. It seems a little more acceptable to talk to someone on Facebook when you’re not available than it does to meet up with them for dinner or something.
This was a preliminary study—all it really shows is that people keep some of their romantic alternatives on the backburner. That’s not necessarily a new phenomenon: “The behavior of keeping people waiting in the wings, keeping your options open, is nothing new. In the old days it was called keeping people in your little black book,” Dibble says.
This study shows how that behavior plays out today, when people can zing each other notes through a variety of different mediums. The next steps, Dibble says, are to see exactly what people say to keep others on the backburner and examine the ways those conversations play out. He also wants to refine the definition a little more—if you only check in with someone once a year, are they still a backburner? What happens when someone you considered a backburner starts a new relationship, or gets married?
When someone sees their backburner’s Facebook status change, “you’re going to have that ‘ugh’ moment,” Dibble says. “Now your quality of alternatives has shrunk just a bit. If you could develop a backburner relationship over the short term in the lab, and then take it away, man, that would be really cool.”
JULIE BECK is a senior editor at The Atlantic, where she oversees the Family section, and is the creator of The Friendship Files.
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5 Facts About Back-Burner Relationships
More common than you may think, but no way to know when they'll get the call.
Michelle Drouin Ph.D.
Back burners—the relationship prospects you keep simmering on your back burner—have always existed in some form or another. You turn them on low and fan the flames at your whim, all the while keeping them separate from your main relationship flame. Computers, cell phones, and social media make it easier than ever to keep in touch with these appetizing relationship alternatives. 
You know who they are: They are the people who you keep waiting in the wings in case your current relationship stalls or fails. You might even keep them waiting in the wings in case singlehood fails. You text them. You email them. You send them pictures of your coffee. Keeping them just close enough that if you decide you want them, all you have to do is turn the dial a little higher.
Sounds like a great plan, right?
Perhaps not for the guy or gal on the back burner.
Some of you may already be aware that you're someone else's side dish simmering on low. And maybe you’re fine with it. Maybe you don't really want to be that person's main course.
Or you may be wondering whether someone is communicating with you with aims of a future relationship. Maybe it started with an email, followed by a Facebook message. A quick text here, a DM there, and suddenly you find yourself in a computer-mediated quasi-relationship. You know their work schedule, their plans for the weekend, and the book that’s on their nightstand. It’s a friendship, but it’s also kind of a relationship—just not an official relationship.
You might start to wonder: What is really going on here?
According to our recent research (Dibble and Drouin, 2014; Dibble, Drouin, Aune and Boller, 2015), there might be some ways to figure this out. In our studies, we defined the term “back burner” for 376 young adults:
“Back burners are people we are romantically and/or sexually interested in, who we’re not currently involved with, and with whom we keep in contact in the possibility that we might someday connect romantically and/or sexually. People can have back burners even if they’re already in a romantic relationship with someone else. Also, a former romantic and/or sexual partner can still count as a back burner so long as we still desire a romantic and/or sexual connection with them.” (Dibble et al., 2015, p. 226)
We then asked participants to report on the nature of their own potential back burner relationships as well as the characteristics of their current romantic relationship, if applicable. Our findings revealed five interesting trends:
1. You’re probably not the only one. 
Among young adults who have back burners, it is not uncommon for them to have more than one: In our sample, participants reported an average of 5.6 back burners (men reported an average of 8.3, and women an average of 3.8). And although single people reported having more back burners than those in committed relationships (6.7 vs. 4.5), this difference was not significant.
2. You keep in touch about once a week, on average, but probably not every day. 
Of those in our sample who had at least one back burner, 49% reported communicating with at least one of their back burners at least once per week, but only 7% communicated with a back burner every day.
3. Your communication is most likely platonic. 
People were almost twice as likely to report that they communicated with their back burner in a platonic way, rather than in a romantic or sexual way. Among those in our entire sample, young adults reported an average of 3.6 platonic back burners and two romantic or sexual back burners. And although men reported more back burners in each category than did women—5.4 and 2.9, respectively, vs. 2.4 and 1.4—both men and women reported significantly more platonic communication than romantic communication with their back burner.
4. Their current partner probably doesn’t know that they are communicating with you. 
About a third of our sample (32%) reported that their current partner didn’t know that they were communicating with any back burners; 41% did know about some of them. However, it was very rare (16%) for relationship partners to know about all of their partner's back burners.
5. They might still be committed to their current partner. 
Surprisingly, the number of back burners a person had, and even the number they communicated with in a romantic or sexual way, was not related to their level of commitment with their current partner. In other words, just because they have back burners does not mean they have plans to leave their current relationship.
Still not sure if you’re someone’s back burner? This is not surprising, because as you may have figured out, it is only the admirer who can affirm your back burner status. Only they know whether they are communicating with you out of simple friendship or whether they are keeping up with you because they think that there might be some future romantic connection. The only way to know for sure is to ask them. 
Meanwhile, savor those pictures of their coffee.
Want more tips and inspiration? Follow me on Instagram for the latest.
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Your Significant Other May Be 'Cushioning' And You Wouldn't Even Know It
The behavior is also known as "backburnering."
By 

Brittany Wong





Years ago, writer Sara C. felt palpable chemistry with a coworker. She had been married for 14 years at the time, but her friendship with the man was flirtatious and she started to fixate on it. They communicated regularly and had coffee dates. Then they slept together.
But a line was crossed even before the physical relationship began: Sara had invested in a figment of a relationship until it became a real one, to the detriment of her marriage.
“My affair definitely started out as an emotional affair,” said Sara, whose last name has been withheld to protect her privacy. “I think many people in steady relationships sometimes stagnate or get into tiffs that remain unresolved.”
“Whether it’s boredom or complacency or unresolved frustration, I’m not sure,” she added. “But it makes them see other people in a different light and can elevate the human connection.”
Those lingering connections are sometimes called backburner relationships. A “backburner” is “a person to whom one is not presently committed, and with whom one maintains some degree of communication, in order to keep or establish the possibility of future romantic and/or sexual involvement,” according to a 2014 study in Computers in Human Behavior.
The concept has also been called “cushioning” ― as in, “I have a Plan B ready to cushion the blow if Meg and I don’t work out.”
It’s more than just a “what-if” situation, though. Backburner relationships require relatively frequent communication, Jayson Dibble, the 2014 study’s lead author and an assistant professor of communication at Hope College, told The Atlantic at the time.
These affairs of the heart ― and of the imagination ― make sense from an evolutionary standpoint: If the goal is to have as many options as possible for reproduction, the occasional Instagram “like” and “wanna get coffee?” text is easy enough to maintain. At the same time, you ensure your future offspring will have someone to care for them by staying with your partner.
Marriage and family therapist Elisabeth LaMotte likens cushioning to a “pre-meditated version of rebounding.”
Cushioning typically indicates an inability to exist without a relationship, she said. And more often than not, our backburner fulfills (or seems to fulfill) something that’s missing in our primary relationship.
“With cushioning, you’re usually cultivating a secret flirtation with someone who represents an exaggerated rebellion against challenges in one’s current relationship. For example, someone who is dating a successful but anxious partner might cushion with a relaxed partner who is unable to keep a job,” she said. “But cushioning denies both parties a chance to see if the anxiousness (or any other challenges) might be lessened through communication and effort with our primary partners.”
We imagine the grass is greener on the other side ― and in the process, we short-shrift what very well may be a solid relationship. Once pursued, backburner relationships are subject to the same frustrating, everyday complications any other couple experiences.
Sometimes, the relationship peters out quickly or forces you to grapple with your own unresolved issues. This was the case for comedian and writer Xaxier Toby. Six years ago, Toby pursued a relationship with a friend of a friend he’d always had “If only I were single...” thoughts about.
“They provide a little jolt of validation that you might be missing in your relationship due to turmoil, but that’s all they’ll ever be. They’re like sugar. Instantly gratifying, addictive, but without any nutritional value.”
- XAVIER TOBY, COMEDIAN AND WRITER
“I’d just been dumped and instead of dealing with that, I leaped straight to the backburner,” said Toby, who has written a number of comedy books including Mining My Own Business.
“It didn’t go anywhere, of course, and just delayed me dealing with the pain of a breakup, with the bonus of unfairly messing with someone and involving them in the emotional mess that was me at that time,” he added.
Toby said he now understands why backburner relationships are so common.
“They provide a little jolt of validation that you might be missing in your relationship due to turmoil, but that’s all they’ll ever be,” he said. “They’re like sugar. Instantly gratifying, addictive, but without any nutritional value.”
Cushioning is unfair to both your current partner and the person acting as your cushion, said Samantha Burns, a dating coach and the author of Breaking Up & Bouncing Back. They’re also unhealthy for you.
“Cushioning stems from a place of insecurity, or underlying feelings of dissatisfaction in your current relationship,” she said. “If you’re cushioning, ask yourself why you need the outside attention and validation. Is it making up for some needs that are not being met in your relationship? Is it distracting you from acknowledging that you’re unhappy or disconnected from your partner?”
Take your time if you need it. But if you realize you want to refocus on your primary relationship, do so with intentionality.
“When you’re more insightful and mindful about your thoughts and feelings, you can figure out if you want to remain in your relationship and communicate with your partner instead of going outside the boundaries of your relationship,” Burns said. “Successful couples turn inwards, not outwards.”

