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Abstract
Individuals diagnosed with morbid jealousy have hypersensitive jealousy mechanisms that cause them to have irrational thoughts about
their partner's fidelity and to exhibit extreme behaviors. Using a newly constructed database of 398 cases of morbid jealousy reported in the
literature from 1940 to 2002, we tested four evolutionarily informed hypotheses about normally functioning jealousy mechanisms and
applied them to this novel population of individuals diagnosed with morbid jealousy. We hypothesized that a greater percentage of men than
women diagnosed with morbid jealousy would be focused on a partner's sexual infidelity and on indicators of a rival's status and resources
and that a greater percentage of women than men diagnosed with morbid jealousy would be focused on a partner's emotional infidelity and
on indicators of a rival's youth and physical attractiveness. All four hypotheses were supported. The results suggest continuity between
normal jealousy and morbid jealousy and highlight the heuristic value of using archival databases to test evolutionarily informed hypotheses.
© 2007 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction
Sexual jealousy has been studied extensively by evolutionary scientists and has been shown to be a normal
emotional reaction to perceived or actual partner infidelity.
This research has provided evidence for sex differences in
jealousy, as well as an explanation as to why the sexes have
different reactions to infidelity. When asked which type of
partner infidelity would be more upsetting, men are more
likely to select sexual infidelity and women are more likely
to select emotional infidelity (Buss, Larsen, Westen, &
Semmelroth, 1992; Buss et al., 1999; Schützwohl, 2004,
2005; Schützwohl & Koch, 2004; Shackelford, Buss, &
Bennett, 2002; Shackelford et al., 2004).
Men and women also differ in reports of the characteristics of rivals that produce jealousy, due to the different
characteristics that men and women prefer in a mate. When
asked to rate a potential mate's characteristics, women place
greater importance on the ability to invest in offspring than
do men, and men place greater importance on characteristics
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indicating health and fertility than do women (Buss, 1989,
2003; Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Kenrick, Sadalla, Groth, &
Trost, 1990; Li, Bailey, Kenrick, & Linsenmeier, 2002;
Schmitt, Shackelford, Duntley, Tooke, & Buss, 2001). It is
has been hypothesized that men and women are particularly
upset by rivals who display these particular characteristics
(Buss, 2000). Research supports this hypothesis: When
asked to identify the characteristics of a potential rival that
are upsetting, men are more likely than women to identify
characteristics related to resource acquisition or holdings,
whereas women more than men report upset when
confronted with potential rivals who display youthfulness
and attractiveness (Brase, Caprar, & Voracek, 2004; Buss,
Shackelford, Choe, Buunk, & Dijkstra, 2000).
These findings have been well documented in normal
adult populations but have not yet been investigated in
individuals diagnosed with morbid jealousy. These individuals have irrational thoughts about their partner's fidelity
(APA, 2000), and they incessantly make unwarranted or
unverified accusations about their partner's infidelity (e.g.,
Kingham & Gordon, 2004; Shepherd, 1961; Vauhkonen,
1968). Morbid jealousy can be thought of as hypersensitive
jealousy, as these individuals experience jealous reactions at
a much lower threshold than normal individuals.
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2. Hypotheses
Because morbid jealousy can be considered hypersensitive jealousy, it is hypothesized that the noted sex differences
also will be found in individuals diagnosed with morbid
jealousy. Specifically, it is hypothesized that:
Hypothesis 1. A greater percentage of men than women
diagnosed with morbid jealousy will focus on a partner's
sexual infidelity.
Hypothesis 2. A greater percentage of women than men
diagnosed with morbid jealousy will focus on a partner's
emotional infidelity.
Hypothesis 3. A greater percentage of men than women
diagnosed with morbid jealousy will focus on indicators
of a rival's status and resources.
Hypothesis 4. A greater percentage of women than men
diagnosed with morbid jealousy will focus on a rival's
youth and physical attractiveness.
3. Method
3.1. Participants
To investigate a large enough sample of individuals
diagnosed with morbid jealousy, we constructed a database
that included information from all case histories of morbid
jealousy published in English. This produced a sample of
398 case histories (298 men and 100 women) published
during the years 1940–2002. The ages of individuals
diagnosed with morbid jealousy ranged from 18 to
98 years (mean=43.52; S.D.=12.04). Case histories represented various countries: England (56%), Norway (11%),
United States (8%), Australia (3%), and Sri Lanka (3%).
Eight percent of the case histories came from countries
with few reported cases of morbid jealousy, and the rest
reported no country of origin (12%). At the time of
initial interview, 310 of the individuals diagnosed with
morbid jealousy were married. Current relationships varied
in length from 4 months to 51 year (mean=15.48; S.D.
=10.43).

fidelity, sexual rivals, mate guarding, and violence in the
relationship. Using the coding sheet, a spreadsheet database
was constructed to allow for statistical analyses designed to
test the hypotheses.
3.3. Procedure
We first identified all published case histories using the
search terms “pathological jealousy,” “morbid jealousy,”
“conjugal paranoia,” and “Othello syndrome” in the
PsycINFO and MEDLINE/PubMed databases available
online. These databases provide publication data that cover
the years 1806–2005 for PsycINFO and the years 1896–
2005 for MEDLINE/PubMed, inclusive, as of July 2005.
Case histories were selected by reviewing individual article
abstracts to determine a history was present in the article.
Using these case histories and previous evolutionary
psychology research, a coding sheet was generated for the
purpose of standardizing the data contained in each case
history. Two coders examined the case histories for
information on the type of infidelity partners were accused
of committing and for information about the morbidly
jealous individual's potential rival. To ensure high reliability
between coders, several cases were coded by both coders.
Discrepancies between coders were minimal and were
easily resolved.
4. Results
It was hypothesized that a greater percentage of men than
women diagnosed with morbid jealousy will focus on a
partner's sexual infidelity (Hypothesis 1) and on a potential
rival's social status and resources (Hypothesis 3), and that a
greater percentage of women than men diagnosed with
morbid jealousy will focus on a partner's emotional infidelity
(Hypothesis 2) and on a potential rival's youth and physical

3.2. Materials
The database was constructed by identifying and securing
all morbid jealousy case histories published in English
(available upon request from the first author). We then
constructed a coding sheet to be used for each case history
(available upon request from the first author). The coding
sheet secured demographic information, including the sex
and age of the individual, the sex and age of the partner, type
of relationship, and length of relationship. Collection of
other information on the coding sheet was guided by
evolutionary psychological theories of jealousy and included
information regarding the mate value of both individuals in
the relationship, the sexual history of the couple, sexual

Fig. 1. Percentage of reported upset about sexual infidelity and emotional
infidelity as a function of the sex of the morbidly jealous individual.

