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Abstract
Gender differences in jealousy may have evolved as part of a mating strategy that exists at the
biological level. If this is a correct assumption, then jealousy-invoking stimulus sensitivities
might be independent of mating-system, sexual orientation, and culture. This implies that non-
monogamous men and women, like their monogamous counterparts, will differ in the types of
jealousy they experience. However, if the previous results found in similar studies are an artifact
of measurement, as the double-shot hypothesis predicts, we would expect to discover that the
subject’s responses given to questions designed to detect the double-shot effect, would regress to
the mean in comparison with previous samples and in comparison to answers given to the same

population that were designed after the original study.
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Modern American Non-monogamists:
Sex Differences in Romantic Jealousy

Non-monogamy refers to the practice of having more than one long-term, intimate,
sexual relationship with more than one person at a time. This practice, when practiced in the
context of marriage, is often kmown as polygamy, which exists in three forms polygyny (one
male having multiple wives), polyandry (one female having multiple husbands), and group
marriage or polygynandry (a combination of polygyny and polyandry).

According to the Ethnographic Atlas Codebook, derived from George P. Murdock’s
Ethnographic Atlas, which recorded the marital composition of more than 1000 societies from
1960-1980, 186 of the societies were monogamous, occasional polygyny was more frequent than
monogamy with 453 societies fitting in this category, 588 societies had more frequent polygyny,
and polyandry was the least common with only 4 societies practicing it (4, 5). Even within those
cultures which allow polygamy, the actual practice often occurs only rarely. To take on more
than one spouse often demands substantial economic resources. For the majority of the
population, this places polygamy out of reach. However, the legal practice of polygamy is not the
only type of non-monogamy; some people choose to form non-monogamous romantic social
bonds with more than one person at a time, even in societies where legal polygamy in not
permitted.

According to the Polyamory Society the practice of polyamory is “the non-possessive,
honest, responsible and ethical philosophy and practice of loving multiple people
simultaneously,” with the full awareness and permission of all partners involved (Introduction to

Polamory, 2005). Polyamory is the term most often used by modern American non-monogamists
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where the practice of non-monogamy is not an artifact of religious culture (i.e., some modern
Mormon cultures). Polyamorists are the population that this research will attempt to study.

The proposed study tests hypothesis regarding the effects of gender and the non-
monogamous practice known in America as Polyamory, on jealousy. Previous studies have
concluded that women express greater concern over emotional infidelity while men express
greater concern over sexual infidelity (Buss, Larsen, Western & Semmelroth, 1992).

Review of Literature

A landmark study conducted by in 1992 by Buss, Larson, Western, & Semmelroth
supported the theory that jealousy response is sex-linked. This evolutionary theory of sex
differences in jealousy proposes that:

jealousy is an evolved response to the fitness threats associated with the loss of exclusive

access to a reproductive partner. Because sexual reproduction requires different

contributions from men and women, they may experience different threats to their
investments when their partners become involved with others. As a result the cues that

activate jealousy may also differ for men and women (Buss et al., 1992).

Buss et al.’s results have been replicated (in at least 21 samples) cross-culturally in
almost every study conducted using similar methods (Bailey et al., 1994; Buss et al., 1992; Buss
et al., 1999; Buunk et al., 1996; DeSteno et al., 2002; Geary et al., 1995; Harris et al., 1996;
Pietrzak et al., 2002; Shackelford et al., 2002; Voracek et al., 2001; Wiederman et al., 1993;
Wiederman et al., 1999.)

Although there was considerable agreement in most studies conducted on the subject
Buunk et al. (1996) found that the differences varied somewhat cross-culturally. Further

divergent studies conducted by Sheets and Wolfe (2001) established that “heterosexual men
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experience greater distress in reaction to a partner’s sexual infidelity than do heterosexual
women, lesbians, or gays.” However, they go on to say that the divergence is comparative
because lesbians, heterosexual women, and gays were more concerned about a partner’s
emotional infidelity while heterosexual men were upset by both types of infidelity equally.
Evolutionary Theory

The main theory that attempts to explain these apparent differences between men and
women is evolutionary theory, which links jealousy with gender as an evolutionary adaptation
evolved to solve different adaptive problems faced by the different genders.

Historically males have routinely been confronted with an adaptive problem not faced by
females, the dilemma of being unsure of the parentage of their progeny. A woman’s offspring
could as easily be fathered by another man as it could be by the woman’s partner. This can be
very costly for a male who is investing resources in the child. From a woman’s viewpoint, she
faces an adaptive problem that males generally don’t have to deal with. Unfaithfulness by her
primary partner could be tremendously harmful. If the man decided to funnel his energy, time,
resources, commitment, and parental contributions to another partner and her children the man’s
previous female partner would be left to raise their offspring on her own. These differences in
adaptive problems faced by the different genders may explain why in previous studies conducted
on sex differences in jealousy, men were found to be more distressed by sexual infidelity and
women to be more concerned about emotional infidelity (Bailey, Gaulin, Agyei, & Gladue,
1994; Buss Larson, Western, & Semmelroth, 1992; Buss, Schackelford, Kirkpatrick, Choe, Lim,
Hasegawa, et al., 1999; Buunk, Angleitner, Oubaid, & Buss, 1996; DeSteno & Salovey, 2002;

Geary, Rumsey, Bow-Thomas, & Hoard, 1995; Harris & Christenfeld, 1996; Pietrzak, Laird,
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Stevens, & Thompson, 2002; Shackelford, Buss, & Bennett, 2002; Voracek, Stieger, & Gindl,
2001; Wiederman & Allgeier, 1993; Wiederman & Kendall, 1999).
Double-Shot Effect

Another objection to Buss et al.’s (1992) results is the double-shot effect (DeSteno,
1996). According to the double-shot hypothesis, emotional infidelity implies the occurrence of
sexual infidelity, and subjects will report that emotional infidelity is the more distressing of the
two. Further the hypothesis states that it is possible that individuals may perceive the two types
of infidelity as equally likely to imply the occurrence of one another.

In our culture men are believed to be capable of sex without emotional attachment, while
'women normally are not believed to be capable of this. Given this theory, when given a forced-
choice question where he must choose between his partner’s participation in sexual or emotional
infidelity, men will be more likely to choose sexual infidelity as more upsetting than emotional
infidelity since they imagine that it is probable that if a woman is engaging in sex, then
emotionally involvement is naturally implicated. If this is the case, men will choose sexual
infidelity, because it indicates that sexual and emotional infidelity are occurring simultaneously.
Equally, women may assume that since men are capable of having sex without emotional
attachment, a man’s emotional infidelity is a bigger concern because it is a sign that he is both
sexually and emotionally involved. Therefore, females would be more likely to be distressed by
emotional than sexual infidelity since it implies that both are going on (Harris & Christenfeld,
1996). Since both types of infidelity may not be seen as independent there may be an error in the
way questions were asked in Buss et al.’s (1992) research.

Rationale and Hypotheses
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Little research has been conducted on modern American non-monogamous practices so
little is empirically known about the social construct of this mating system. It would seem that
individuals who choose to live a non-monogamous lifestyle in a culture that promotes
monogamy would present a puzzle to researchers. Do these individuals experience jealousy in
the same way as monogamous individuals do?

Gender differences in jealousy may have evolved as part of a mating strategy that exists
at the biological level. If this is a correct assumption, then jealousy-invoking stimulus
sensitivities might be independent of mating-system, sexual orientation, and culture. This implies
that non-monogamous men and women, like their monogamous counterparts, will differ in the
types of jealousy they experience. Therefore, the null hypothesis is: modern American non-
monogamist male populations will be less upset by sexual infidelity and the female populations
will be less upset by emotional infidelity.

Methods

A sample of 200 subjects will be studied. Two samples will be used and the samples will
be taken from undergraduate populations and polyamory convention participants.

After reporting demographic information the subjects will be given one of two different
questionnaires patterned after Buss et al.’s (1992) original questionnaire and using two questions
designed to answer the hypothesis proffered and one question, used by Buunk et al. (1996),
designed to control for a possible double-shot effect. Subjects will complete a questionnaire of
about 40 questions that refer to their non-monogamous lifestyle. Interspersed throughout the
questionnaires will be distracter questions, which will ask about different dimensions of the
polyamorous relationship. These questions are designed to give the impression that the
researchers are researching a broader area of knowledge of polyamorous relationships, and are
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