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Abstract

Two studies tested the predictions that the disconfirmation of the prospect of a mate’s sexual infidelity
generates more intense relief in men than in women, whereas the disconfirmation of the prospect of a mate’s
emotional infidelity generates more intense relief in women than in men. Additionally, the intensity of relief
was predicted to increase with the likelihood of infidelity. The participants indicated their relief over the
disconfirmation of the prospect of sexual and emotional infidelity in a forced-choice response format
and on separate rating scales. As predicted, more women than men indicated that they would be more
relieved about the disconfirmation of the prospect of emotional infidelity. Ratings of the intensity of relief
consistently confirmed the prediction that men are more relieved than women about the disconfirmation of
the prospect of sexual infidelity. Additionally, women consistently reported more relief about the discon-
firmation of emotional than of sexual infidelity. The impact of the likelihood of infidelity on relief was neg-
ligible. Limitations and implications of the present study are discussed.
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1. Introduction

Evolutionary psychologists view jealousy as a psychological mechanism that evolved because it
recurrently solved an essential problem of individual reproduction in our evolutionary history:
infidelity in reproductive relationships (Buss, Larsen, Westen, & Semmelroth, 1992; Daly, Wilson,
& Weghorst, 1982; Symons, 1979). A distinctive feature of the evolutionary view is the assumption
that men’s and women’s jealousy mechanisms differ because they evolved to solve different adap-
tive problems. More precisely, according to the evolutionary view the male adaptive problem orig-
inates from internal female fertilization and post-zygotic biparental investment (e.g., Buss, 2004;
Trivers, 1972). As a consequence of internal female fertilization, men are confronted with pater-
nity uncertainty. Hence, a woman’s sexual infidelity could reduce a man’s reproductive success
because it deprives him of a reproductive opportunity and he risks investing limited paternal re-
sources for the benefit of genetically unrelated offspring. This risk may be signaled by cues to her
sexual infidelity. Women, in contrast, could always be certain of their maternity, thus eliminating
the risk of inadvertently investing resources in another woman’s offspring. However, a woman’s
reproductive success is endangered if she loses her mate’s resources and assistance in raising her
offspring. A man’s mere sexual infidelity does not necessarily imply a risk in terms of the woman
losing his resources and assistance. Rather, women risked losing a man’s investment if he devel-
oped a deep emotional attachment to another mate to whom his resources could be channeled on
a long-term basis. This resource threat may be signaled by his level of emotional attachment to the
other female. To ward off these sex-specific threats to individual reproduction, jealousy can be
viewed as an evolved predisposition that in men, more than in women, is particularly concerned
with sexual infidelity and a corresponding evolved predisposition that in women, more than in
men, is particularly concerned with emotional infidelity (e.g., Buss & Haselton, 2005).

The evolutionary view of a sex-specific evolved jealousy mechanism spawned an impressive
body of research during the past 15 years that has been primarily devoted to testing the hypothesis
that women respond with stronger negative emotions than men to a mate’s emotional infidelity
whereas men respond with stronger negative emotions than women to a mate’s sexual infidelity.
This hypothesis was primarily tested by men’s and women’s self-reports about the strength of the
jealousy response elicited by a mate’s sexual and emotional infidelity. Basically, two response for-
mats have been used to assess these self-reports. The most widely used response format is a forced-
choice between two response alternatives (e.g., Buss et al., 1992; Buss et al., 1999; Buunk, Ang-
leitner, Oubaid, & Buss, 1996; DeSteno & Salovey, 1996; Harris & Christenfeld, 1996; Pietrzak,
Laird, Stevens, & Thompson, 2002; Sagarin, Becker, Guadagno, Nicastle, & Millevoi, 2003;
Schützwohl, 2004; Wiederman & Kendall, 1999). More precisely, in each of these studies, the par-
ticipants had to indicate whether a mate’s sexual or emotional infidelity would cause more intense
negative emotional reactions. Across different cultures, a vast majority of women consistently
chose emotional infidelity as more distressing or upsetting. In addition, men more often than wo-
men chose sexual infidelity as the infidelity type that would distress or upset them more. However,
unlike women‘s preference, the men‘s preference for the predicted infidelity event (a) was less pro-
nounced, (b) varied across cultures (e.g., Buunk et al., 1996; Geary, Rumsey, Bow-Thomas, &
Hoard, 1995), and (c) increased with the experience of a committed sexual relationship (Buss
et al., 1992, Study 3) and infidelity experience (Sagarin et al., 2003; for reviews see Harris,
2003; Hofhansl, Vitouch, & Voracek, 2004; Penke & Asendorpf, in press).
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