
Chapter 12: Close Relationships:
Passion, Intimacy, and Sexuality

PSY 450
Social Psychology

Outline

• Evolutionary Views of Mating

• What Is Love?

• Different Types of Relationships

• Maintaining Relationships

• Sexuality

Extra-Credit Assignment
• Write a “personal ad” for yourself (ex. “I am a 

single, White male who is 19 years-old…”)
• Which of your qualities would you focus on?

• Write a second “personal ad” for your ideal 
partner
• Which qualities would your ideal partner mention in 

his or her ad?



Weaverbirds

Sexual Selection
• Sexual Selection: Adaptations that arise as a 

consequence of successful mating
• Intrasexual Competition: Competition between two 

members of the same sex for access to the other 
sex

Sexual Selection
• Intersexual Selection: If members of one sex 

have some consensus about the qualities that 
are desired in members of the opposite sex, 
then individuals who possess those qualities 
will be preferentially chosen as mates 
• Those who lack the desired qualities fail to get 

mates
• This process is driven by differences in parental               

investment



Males Females
# of possible offspring Very large Relatively small

Necessary investment                                            
per offspring Very little Very large

Promiscuity OK option Bad option

Desired characteristics                                         
in a partner Youth/health Resources/health

Threatened by… Sexual affair Emotional affair

Parental Investment

Evolutionary Perspective
• One of the factors influencing human mate 

selection is the maximization of reproductive 
success (Sprecher, Sullivan, & Hatfield, 1994)

• Biological differences between men and women 
have led to specific mate preferences in an 
effort to solve adaptive problems of 
reproduction (Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Feingold, 
1992)

Adaptive Problem Evolved Preference
Selecting a mate who is able to invest Good financial prospects; social 

status; older age; ambition; size; 
strength; athletic ability

Selecting a mate who is willing to invest Dependability and stability; love and 
commitment cues; positive 
interactions with children

Selecting a mate who is able to Size (height); strength; bravery; 
physically protect self and children athletic ability

Selecting a mate who will show good Dependability; emotional stability; 
parenting skills kindness; positive interactions with 
children

Selecting a mate who is compatible Similar values, age, and personality

Selecting a mate who is healthy Attractive, symmetrical, good health

Adaptive Problems for Women in         
Long-Term Mating and Possible Solutions



Effects of Menstrual Cycle on Mate 
Preferences
• The ovulation cycle is theoretically 

important because a woman’s chance 
of becoming pregnant differs 
dramatically across the cycle

• It is highest in the late follicular phase as 
ovulation approaches and lowest in the 
postovulation luteal phase

• Although women always prefer 
masculine-looking faces, this 
preference is stronger when the 
chance of conception is higher Burt Lancaster

Leonardo DiCaprio

Effects of Menstrual Cycle on Mate 
Preferences

• Thornhill & Gangestad (1999) asked men who varied 
in symmetry to wear the same T-shirts for two days 
without showering or wearing deodorant

• The T-shirts were collected and women were asked 
to judge how good or bad it smelled

• Women judged the T-shirts worn by more 
symmetrical men as smelling better…but only if they 
were ovulating

Mate Preferences of Males
• In some ways, men look for the same qualities as 

women:
• Intelligent, kind, humorous, understanding, & 

healthy
• Similar in terms of values, personality, and 

religious beliefs
• …But males confronted a different set of adaptive 

mating problems than did ancestral women, so they 
have developed a somewhat different set of mate 
preferences



Mate Preferences of Males
• Youth

• Adult men tend to prefer women who are younger than themselves
• The desired age difference increases as men get older
• Fertility 

• Physical Beauty
• Two types of observable evidence of reproductive value:

• Physical appearance: clear skin & eyes, good muscle tone, attractive body fat 
distribution

• Behavior: youthful gait, animated facial expression, & high energy level
• Even infants prefer more attractive faces
• Standards of beauty are relatively consistent across cultures
• “Average” and symmetrical faces are more attractive

• Body Fat and the Critical Waist-to-Hip Ratio
• In the US, women typically believe that men want women who are SLIMMER 

THAN AVERAGE…but men actually prefer women who are AVERAGE
• Although men’s preferences for body size varies to some degree across cultures, 

one body shape preference is universal: a particular ratio between the size of a 
woman’s waist and the size of her hips 

Waist-to-Hip Ratio
• Waist-to-Hip Ratio (WHR) is similar for                 

the sexes before puberty (.85-.95)
• After puberty, however, the female WHR decreases 

as their hips widen (due to fat storage)
• Healthy, reproductively capable women have WHRs

between .67 & .80 whereas men are still .85-.95 
• WHR is a VERY POWERFUL predictor of female 

attractiveness (.70 is optimal) 
• The average WHR for Playboy centerfolds and Miss 

America winners since 1955 is between .68 and .70 
(none have been above .80)

• WHR is an accurate indicator of both reproductive 
status and long-term health status

Mating Strategies
• Short-term mating strategies: reproduce as soon as resources 

become available and reproduce often
• Quantity

• Long-term mating strategies: delay reproduction and produce 
relatively few offspring

• Quality

• Short-term strategies may be selected if one’s early childhood 
environment is stressful and unpredictable (possibly through 
insecure attachment styles)

• Divorce (and stepfather presence)
• Alcoholic parent
• Poverty
• Abuse
• Short interbirth interval



Short-Term Strategies
• Large sex differences
• Males

• Lower standards
• Less risk 
• Can spread genes with little investment
• Most males will agree to a brief sexual encounter

• Females
• Benefits are not obvious
• Cuckolding rates (believed to be around 10%)
• Extra-pair copulations increase during ovulation

• During ovulation, women wear sexier clothing
• During ovulation, women are attracted to more masculine faces 
• During ovulation, women are more likely to be orgasmic

• What is the minimum percentile of 
intelligence you would accept in 
considering someone for…
• A DATE
• A RECURRING SEXUAL PARTNER
• A ONE-NIGHT STAND
• A STEADY DATING PARTNER
• A MARRIAGE PARTNER

• Kenrick, Sadalla, Groth, & Trost (1990) 

Kenrick, Groth, Trost & Sadalla (1993)

Minimum Relationship Standards

DATE SEX STEADY MARRIAGE

And the differences are even 
more pronounced for one-night 
stands
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Men’s criteria are 
considerably LOWER for 
recurring sexual partners

Men have similar criteria 
for dates and long-term 
relationships



Results of Kenrick Studies
• These results suggest females increase 

selectivity as the probability of pregnancy 
increases

• And males are selective for long term 
relationships where they commit 
resources 

• But males will be less selective if given the 
opportunity for a low investment 
reproductive opportunity

• Clark & Hatfield (1989): Students were 
approached by another student of the other 
sex, who said:

• “I have been noticing you around campus and I 
find you very attractive.”

• This was followed by one of three invitations:
• “Would you go out with me tonight?”
• “Would you come over to my apartment?”
• “Would you go to bed with me?”
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Go Out Go to Apt. Go to Bed

Men were even more 
likely to say “yes” to the 
sexual invitation
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Not a single 
woman said 
“yes” to the 
sexual 
invitation

About half of both 
sexes said “yes” to 
the date
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Close Relationships:
Passion, Intimacy, and Sexuality
• People who marry tend to live longer, healthier 

lives
• People who stay married tend to have longer 

and better lives than those who divorce
• Happy marriage is an important consideration

Investment Model
• Three factors to explain long-term relationships

• Satisfaction: Are you happy with your relationship?
• Alternatives: Could you do better with someone 

else?
• Investments: How much have you put into the 

relationship?

• Considered together they predict the likelihood 
of maintaining the relationship

Different Types of Relationships
• Exchange relationships are based on reciprocity and fairness, 

in which people expect something in return
• More frequent in broader society
• Increases societal progress and wealth
• People keep track of what they have contributed and what they are owed
• Example: A couple that keeps separate checking accounts after 10 years

• Communal relationships are based on mutual love and 
concern, without expectation of repayment

• Elements of exchange may be viewed as strange or offensive in these 
relationships (e.g., a woman may be offended if her boyfriend offers to 
pay her for giving him a ride to the airport)

• More frequent in close intimate relationships
• More desirable, healthier, and mature



Maintaining Relationships
• Good relationships tend to stay the same over 

time
• Popular myth that they continue to improve…but 

data suggest that the good ones merely stay the 
same rather than actually improving

• The two most likely alternatives appear to be 
staying the same or getting worse

• Key to maintaining a good relationship appears to 
be avoiding a downward spiral

Is Bad Stronger Than Good?
Good and Bad Relationship Partners

• Bad interactions are stronger than good
• Positive interactions must occur at least five 

times as often as negative
• Reciprocity of negative behavior

• Sign of a downward spiral for the relationship

Tradeoffs: Sex In and Out of Marriage

• Married people have sex more often and find it 
more satisfying than single people

• Married people are more likely to report 
physical or emotional satisfaction from sex

• Single people tend to spend more time at each 
sexual episode

• Single people generally have more sexual 
partners



Sternberg’s Triangle

• Passion
• Emotional state with                                            

high bodily arousal

• Intimacy
• Feeling of closeness,                                       

mutual understanding                                            
and concern

• Commitment
• Conscious decision;                                       

remains constant 

Self-esteem and Love
• Popular belief that you need to love yourself before you can love others

• Not demonstrated in theory or facts
• Self-esteem

• Low self-esteem – may feel unlovable
• e.g., Often question love and commitment of partners

• High self-esteem – may feel more worthy than present partner
• e.g., More likely to contemplate ending relationships following conflict

• Narcissists
• High self-esteem…strong but unstable self-love
• Harmful to relationships
• Less committed to love relationships (game-playing romantic style)

• Self-acceptance
• More minimal form of self-love
• Linked to positive interactions

• Extreme self-love or self-hate is likely to be detrimental to intimacy
• Someone with a simple and secure appreciation of self – without being conceited 

or overblown – may be the best romantic partner for most people

Attachment Theory
• Bowlby

• Influenced by Freudian and learning                             
theory

• Believed childhood attachment                                   
predicted adult relationships

• Two dimensions
• Anxiety and Avoidance

• Four attachment styles
• Secure: Low anxiety and low avoidance

• Positive attitude toward self and others
• Dismissing avoidant: Low anxiety but high avoidance

• Positive attitude toward self but a negative attitude toward others 
• Fearful avoidant: High anxiety and high avoidance

• Negative attitude toward self and others
• Preoccupied (anxious/ambivalent): High anxiety but low avoidance

• Negative attitude toward self but a positive attitude toward others



Hazan & Shaver (1987): Similarities between infant 
attachment styles and romantic relationships

Attachment and Sex
• Secure

• Generally have good sex lives

• Preoccupied
• May use sex to pull others close to them

• Avoidant
• Have a desire for connection
• May avoid sex or use it to resist intimacy

Thinking Styles of Couples

• What is she thinking?
• “He must love me very much”
• “He must have done something 

really bad and wants to pacify me”
• “He must have gotten those on sale”
• “He is such a sweetheart”
• “He probably wants something from 

me”



Thinking Styles of Couples
• Difference in terms of attribution

• Relationship enhancing
• Good acts are due to internal factors; bad are due to external factors

• Distress-maintaining style
• Good acts are due to external factors; bad acts are due to internal 

factors

• Optimism in the relationship
• Happy couples have an idealized view of their relationships

• Devaluing alternatives
• People in lasting relationships are less likely to find others 

appealing

Sexuality
• Humans form relationships based on two 

separate systems
• Attachment system

• We form close relationships with others regardless of 
their gender

• Sex drive
• Focus on opposite sex (procreation)
• Greater plasticity for sexual preferences of women

• Love comes from attachment drive

Theories of Sexuality
• Social Constructionist Theories: Sexual attitudes are 

the result of cultural forces and socialization
• There may be some biological foundation to sex but most 

forms of sexual desire are due to culture

• Social Exchange Theory: Focuses on the costs and 
benefits of interactions

• Sex is a resource that women have and men want…men 
have to exchange resources (e.g., love, money, attention, 
commitment) in order to gain sexual access

• Evolutionary Theory
• Gender differences are based in reproductive strategies



Sex and Gender
• Men have a stronger sex                                        

drive than women
• Coolidge Effect: Sexually                                       

arousing power of a new                                         
partner is greater than the                                     
appeal of a familiar one

• Separating sex and love
• Men are more likely to                                          

seek and enjoy sex without love
• Women are more likely to enjoy love without sex

Homosexuality
• Homosexuality challenges theories of sexuality

• Greater freedom for homosexuals to negotiate roles 
in their relationships

• Most cultures condemn homosexuality
• Natural selection does not clearly support it

Extradyadic Sex
• Why do people cheat?

• Men desire novelty: Sometimes engage in extramarital sex 
without complaint about their marriage

• Women’s infidelity characterized by emotional attachment to 
lover and are usually dissatisfied with current partner

• Most reliable data suggests infidelity is rare in modern 
Western marriages

• 75% of men and 90% of women claim to be faithful
• Based on self-report

• Tolerance for extramarital sex is fairly low
• Extramarital sex is a risk factor for break-ups

• Unable to demonstrate causality



Jealousy and Possessiveness
• Cultural theory of jealousy

• Product of social roles and expectations
• Sexual jealousy found in every culture

• Forms, expressions, and rules may vary
• Society can modify jealousy but can not eliminate it
• Evolutionary theory of jealousy

• Men – ensure they were not supporting someone else’s child
• Women –if husband becomes emotionally involved with 

another, then he may withhold resources
• Jealousy can focus on either sexual or emotional 

connections with another
• Men tend to focus more strongly on sexual aspects than 

women

Jealousy
• Jealousy is a product of both the person and 

the situation
• Many suspicions of jealously are accurate
• Paranoid (false) jealousy is fairly rare

• Type of interloper
• The less of a threat from the other person, the less 

jealousy
• Jealousy depends on how their traits compare to the third 

party

• Jealousy following infidelity is greater if more 
people know about it

Culture and Female Sexuality 
• All culture regulate sex in some ways
• Cultural regulation is more directed at women

• Paternal uncertainty

• Double standard: Condemning women more 
than men for the same sexual behavior (e.g., 
premarital sex)
• Women are more likely to condemn other women
• Weaker than usually assumed
• Social exchange theory of sex may explain this



Conclusions 
• Long-term monogamous mating is common 

among humans
• Culture plays a role in monogamy
• Culture gives permission for divorce
• Culture influences love and sex


