Manipulation and Measurement of Jealousy

When forced to decide if sexual infidelity (having sex with someone other than a current partner) or emotional infidelity (falling in love with someone other than a current partner) is more distressing, men choose sexual infidelity more often than do women.  Women are more likely than men to choose emotional infidelity as most distressing.

Evolutionary Explanation (Buss, Larsen, Westen, & Semmelroth, 1992)

· Men are more concerned with sexual infidelity because of paternal uncertainty and the resulting increasing possibility of wasting resources on genetic progeny that are not their own.  A female partner’s emotional infidelity, however, would not necessarily lead to cuckolding.

· Women are concerned with emotional infidelity for fear of losing resources to other women, making it more difficult to raise children.  A male partner’s sexual infidelity, however, would not necessarily lead to resource loss.

Cognitive Explanation (DeSteno & Salovey, 1996)

· The Double-Shot Hypothesis: Sexual and emotional infidelity are not entirely independent; one may co-occur with the other.  Whether sexual infidelity is believed to follow from emotional infidelity or vice versa is also confounded with sex.

· Women tend to believe that if a male partner has formed a deep emotional attachment to another woman, he is also likely having sex with her.  Sexual infidelity by a male partner, however, does not necessarily lead to emotional infidelity.

· Men are about equally likely to believe that if a female partner has formed a deep emotional attachment to another man that she is also having sex with him, as they are to believe that sexual infidelity leads to emotional infidelity.

· People are more upset by a type of infidelity that also implies another (the double-shot) than by one that is more likely occurring only on its own.

· When a stronger belief that emotional infidelity implies sexual infidelity more than vice-versa is taken into account, sex differences in jealousy reactions disappear.

· This means that perhaps the original sex differences in jealousy are driven by differential beliefs of how male and female partners engage in infidelity and the consequences for the relationship, rather than their own genetic offspring/resource consequences.

Present Study

The greatest problem presented by these competing explanations for sex differences in jealousy lies in the confounding of emotional and sexual infidelity.  If it is possible to eliminate the possibility of a double-shot, to present situations wherein emotional infidelity is occurring without the possibility of sexual infidelity, and where sexual infidelity is occurring without the possibility of emotional infidelity, will the same patterns of jealousy still remain in place?

Measures

· Participants were given three scenarios to read, and asked to circle “Which scenario would upset you more?”

· Emotional Infidelity: “For the past six months your partner has had an Internet affair with someone of the opposite sex.  The person your partner is having the affair with lives on the other side of the country, eliminating any chance of them ever meeting.  No sexual relations have taken place, only conversation. Their conversation takes place an average of two hours per week.”

· Sexual Infidelity 1: “For the past six months your partner has had sexual intercourse with one prostitute. They meet on an average of two hours a week.  Your partner is intoxicated during each act and little to no conversation ever takes place.”

· Sexual Infidelity 2: “For the past six months your partner has had sexual intercourse with six different prostitutes.  He or she has a different prostitute each month and is intoxicated each time.  The average time spent with each prostitute is two hours a month.”

· Order of scenario presentation was varied.

Current Problem:

· While the Internet affair scenario clearly provides a pure form of emotional infidelity without any possibility for sexual contact, the two prostitution scenarios may still leave room for an emotional connection to form.  The 6-prostitute scenario was designed to reduce that probability over the1-prostitute scenario, but this also introduces the confound of including several partners with sexual infidelity.  I tried to compensate for it by reducing the amount of time spent with each prostitute from 2 hours a week to 2 hours a month, but I don’t think that helped – people were most upset with the 6 prostitute situation, regardless of sex.  A situation wherein sexual infidelity with a single person without any possibility of emotional infidelity needs to be developed.

Other things of note:

· The forced-choice nature of the scenarios has irked several researchers, and the most common defense of it is that on something as serious as infidelity, most people will give an answer of 5 on a scale of 1-5 for both emotional and sexual infidelity, producing ceiling effects.  I tried it with a 1-100 scale, and was able to get better variability, but haven’t looked at those numbers much beyond that, yet.

· Sabini & Green (2004) have gotten different results depending on the operational definition of the feeling of jealousy, and made comparisons between the following three wordings: “Circle which would distress or upset you more” (as originally phrased by Buss & colleagues), “Circle which would make you more angry,” and “Circle which would make you more hurt.”  Let me know if you’d like more info on these, as well.

