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As a consequence of intra​sexual selec​tion, individuals have developed in the course of evolution a tendency to compare themselves with a rival, particularly when this rivals is pursuing one's romantic partner. Such a situation will activate the mechanism of jealousy, which can be considered as an adaptive mechanism to prevent a mate from having sexual intercourse with a rival, or from abandoning the relationship. As jealou​sy is evoked by characteristics of the rival that are perceived to be important to the other sex, there will be sex differences in the rival characteristics that induce jealousy. There is considerable evidence that men, more than women, value physical attractive​ness in a partner, supposedly because a woman's physical attracti​ve​ness is related to her fertility. Therefore, jealousy in women will be affected particularly by the rival's physical attrac​ti​ve​ness. In contrast, women, more than men, value domi​nance and status in a partner, supposedly because these features are rela​ted to a man's ability to provi​de protection and resources. Therefore, jealousy in men will be influ​en​ced particularly by the rival's dominan​ce and status. 

A series of questionnaire and experimental studies in various age groups studies have provided considerable support for these basic hypotheses. Further research, however, has shown that these gender differences are confined to ‘pure’ emotional infidelity, and that in the case of ‘pure’ sexual infidelity, the sex difference is in part reversed, with men, and not women, responding with more jealousy to physically attractive rivals. The explanation for this finding is that women might get reproductive benefits from extradyadic sex through the acquisition of ´good genes´ that would increase their offspring’s reproductive success. Therefore, men would have evolved to pay attention to those rivals that posed the largest threat to their reproductive success, which in the case of sexually infidelity would imply a physically attractive man. Furthermore, an experiment among gay men and lesbian women showed similar sex differences in jealousy as those observed among heterosexuals. That is, gay men responded with more jealousy to dominant rivals, even though their partners find physical attractiveness more important in a partner, and lesbian women responded with more jealousy to physically attractive rivals, even though their partners find social dominance more important in a partner. These findings seem to suggest that sex differences in the rival characteristics that evoke jealousy reflect an evolved, sex-specific mechanism through which individuals respond automatically to those rival charac​teristics that have been important in sexual selection in our evolutionary past.            

In a series of recent studies we examined more directly if the evaluation of rivals in a romantic jealousy situation can indeed be an automatic process, that occurs outside cognitive awareness. In the first study, participants were subliminally primed with four different words reflecting either dominance (i.e.,'tough', 'money', 'power', and 'success') or physical attractiveness (i.e. 'pretty', 'beautiful', 'slender', and 'sexy'). Each word was preceded by a personal pronoun, 'he' for the men and 'she' for the women, and both primes were presented for 17 ms each. The pronouns were included to ensure that participants would not relate the rival characteristics to themselves, but would project them onto a person described in the scenario presented to them after the association task during which the words were primed. Immediately after the prime, participants read a jealousy inducing scenario and their jealousy was assessed. It was hypothesized that one's own mate value would act as a moderator on the effect the rival characteristics would have on jealousy. Results showed indeed that participants with low mate value reported more overall jealousy, independent of the characteristics of the rival. Participants with high mate value, however, differentiated between the rival characteristics: women reported more jealousy when exposed to words relating to physical attractiveness than to social dominance words, and men reported more jealousy after exposure to social dominance words than to attractiveness words. In a second study, we used a similar procedure with slightly different words, and examined the role of women’s menstrual cycle in fostering jealousy. The results showed that, particularly when their girlfriend was in her fertile period, among men more jealousy was evoked by the subliminally primed dominance than by the subliminally primed physical attractiveness of the rival. In contrast, particularly when they themselves were in their fertile period, among women more jealousy was evoked by the subliminally primed physical attractiveness than by the subliminally primed dominance of the rival. In the third study, the same procedure was used, but participants were subliminally primed with pictures instead of words differing in either physically atrractiveness or social status. The results were for attractiveness, but not for status, in line with the predictions. A new experiment is planned to induce status  in a more effective way through photographs. In the fourth, currently ongoing, study, the hypothesis was tested that men would be particularly sensitive to the physical attractiveness of the rival when confronted with ‘pure’ sexual infidelity of their partner. Participants were subliminally primed on either sexual or emotional involvement, and were asked how threatening they would find rivals who differed in physical attractiveness and social dominance. Overall, the results suggest that the evaluation of rivals in a romantic jealousy situation may occur outside conscious awareness, that men and women may automatically respond to different rival characteristics, and that such automatic responses are affected by relevant factors from an evolutionary perspective such as mate value, fertility of the female, and type of infidelity. 


