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Abstract
Long-term romantic commitments may offer many benefits. It is thus unsurprising that people employ strategies that help 
protect their relationships against the allure of alternative partners. The present research focused on the circumstances under 
which these strategies are less effective. Specifically, four studies examined the effect of internal relationship threat on expres-
sions of desire for alternative mates. In Study 1, participants reported perceptions of relationship threat, their desire for their 
partner, and expressions of attraction to alternative mates. In Studies 2–4, participants underwent a threat manipulation and then 
encountered attractive strangers. Their reactions during these encounters (expressed interest, provision of help, and overt flirta-
tion in Studies 2, 3, and 4, respectively) were recorded. Results showed that experiencing threat led to increased expressions 
of desire for alternatives. As indicated in Studies 1 and 2, decreased desire for current partners partially explained this effect, 
suggesting that desire functions as a gauge of romantic compatibility, ensuring that only valued relationships are maintained.
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Introduction

Long-term romantic commitments typically fulfill love and inti-
macy needs and contribute to personal well-being (e.g., Dush & 
Amato, 2005). It is therefore of little surprise that people strive 
to maintain their relationships by employing strategies that help 
protect them against the allure of alternative partners (Lydon 
& Karremans, 2015). Unfortunately, such relationship mainte-
nance strategies are not always successful. Indeed, many rela-
tionships that were intended to last eventually dissolve, and even 
within relationships that endure, the rate of infidelity is rather 
high, with estimates of lifetime engagement in extra-relational 
affairs ranging from 20 to 70% (e.g., Allen et al., 2005; Atkins, 
Baucom, & Jacobson, 2001; Blow & Hartnett, 2005; Wieder-
man & Hurd, 1999).

Research exploring the determinants of infidelity has mainly 
focused on personality characteristics that make people more 
prone to engaging in extradyadic affairs (e.g., attachment avoid-
ance, unrestricted sociosexual orientation; DeWall et al., 2011; 
Mattingly et al., 2011). Relatively less is known about the 
relationship circumstances that lead people to stray from their 
current partner and the processes that drive them. The stud-
ies that do focus on relational precipitating factors of infidelity 
have relied on either anecdotal clinical reports or correlational 
designs (e.g., Allen et al., 2005; Brown, 1991), precluding causal 
conclusions about the relationship circumstances that encourage 
extradyadic affairs.

In the present research, we investigated the possibility that 
experiencing threats that are internal to the relationship and that 
stem from the partner’s hurtful behavior (e.g., expressing criti-
cism, neglecting a partner’s needs) lessens people’s motivation 
to protect their relationship from external threats implied by 
attractive alternatives. In doing so, we relied on evolutionary 
theorizing to explain that sexual desire has evolved to serve as 
a means of evaluating partners’ mate value and thus might be 
diverted to alternative mates when current partners’ behavior 
indicates relationship incompatibility (Birnbaum, 2018; Buss, 
Goetz, Duntley, Asao, & Conroy-Beam, 2017). Specifically, we 
examined whether relationship threat would undermine people’s 
sexual desire for their current partners, thereby rendering them 
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more vulnerable to feeling attracted to alternative mates and then 
acting on that attraction.

Sustaining Relationships in the Face of Threat

Individuals in committed relationships often encounter attrac-
tive alternative partners. Such encounters activate automatic 
approach tendencies (van Straaten, Engels, Finkenauer, & Hol-
land, 2009), manifested in the impulse to attend to these peo-
ple (van Straaten, Holland, Finkenauer, Hollenstein, & Engels, 
2010). Of course, paying attention to an attractive person may 
lead to becoming involved with this person, which, in turn, may 
damage the current relationship (e.g., Amato & Previti, 2003; 
Scott, Rhoades, Stanley, Allen, & Markman, 2013). To stay 
committed to current partners and avoid the negative conse-
quences of straying, people typically enact strategies that inhibit 
relationship-threatening responses. For example, in contrast 
to their single counterparts, romantically involved individuals 
tend to be less attentive to potential alternative partners (e.g., 
Maner, Rouby, & Gonzaga, 2008), devalue their attractiveness 
(e.g., Lydon, Fitzsimons, & Naidoo, 2003), and show fewer 
signs of interest in interacting with them (e.g., mimicking them 
to a lesser extent; Karremans & Verwijmeren, 2008; Simpson, 
Gangestad, & Lerma, 1990).

Nevertheless, some risks to couple well-being result from 
partners’ misdeeds rather than from outside influences (i.e., 
internal threats). Whereas relatively routine perturbations of 
romantic life, such as occasional conflicts or signs of a partner’s 
irritation, can be easily dismissed, more influential relationship 
threats may undermine the relationship by activating self-pro-
tection goals that encourage distancing from the hurtful partner 
(Cavallo, Fitzsimons, & Holmes, 2010; Murray, Derrick, Leder, 
& Holmes, 2008). Experiencing doubts about partners’ love 
leads, for example, to perceiving the relationship as less valu-
able and hindering expressions of intimacy toward partners 
(Birnbaum, Simpson, Weisberg, Barnea, & Assulin-Simhon, 
2012; Marigold, Holmes, & Ross, 2007). With repeated experi-
ence, the ability to protect one’s relationship from such inter-
nally threatening events may be eroded, giving rise to negative 
feelings toward current partners (Jostmann, Karremans, & 
Finkenauer, 2011). In these cases, partners may find themselves 
questioning their compatibility and feeling attracted to alterna-
tive mates (Buss et al., 2017).

Indeed, although infidelity can occur in well-functioning 
relationships, there are likely chronic and contextual factors 
that weaken a relationship and reduce people’s motivation to 
maintain the relationship (Allen et al., 2005). Anecdotal clini-
cal reports indicate that people endorse relational problems, 
such as a lack of support or dissatisfaction with sex, as a major 
reason for their affairs and often attribute the transition from 
considering the possibility of an affair to actual extradyadic 
involvement to an acutely distressing relationship event (e.g., 
Allen et al., 2005; Atwood & Seifer, 1997). Past studies support 

these reports, showing that low sexual and relationship satisfac-
tion are associated with a greater likelihood of infidelity (e.g., 
Mark, Janssen, & Milhausen, 2011; Scott et al., 2016). Still, 
most of these studies are correlational and rely on potentially 
biased retrospective recall of relational issues that pre-date the 
extradyadic involvement. Hence, their findings do not allow for 
causal conclusions.

The Present Research

The present research sought to examine the effect of threats 
internal to a relationship on coping with the external threat of 
attractive alternatives and whether lower desire for current part-
ners might help explain this effect. Sexual desire is theorized 
to function as a visceral gauge of mate desirability, with higher 
(vs. lower) desire for existing partners inducing greater exer-
tions toward the intensification of romantic relationships with 
valued partners (Birnbaum, 2018; Birnbaum & Finkel, 2015). 
As such, sexual desire for one’s existing partner should reflect 
disruptions caused by the partners’ misdeeds and the resulting 
changes in their perceived mate value, motivating detachment 
from less valued partners and the pursuit of more desirable 
alternatives (Birnbaum, 2018). Accordingly, we predicted that 
threat that emanates from partner transgressions would dampen 
the desire for this partner. This lower desire, in turn, should 
decrease motivation to protect current relationships by inhibit-
ing expressions of interest in alternative partners.

Four studies examined the effect of internal relationship 
threat on expressions of desire for alternative mates. In Study 
1, participants reported perceptions of relationship threat, 
their desire for their partner, and expressions of attraction to 
alternative mates. In Studies 2–4, participants underwent an 
experimental threat manipulation and then encountered attrac-
tive strangers. Their reactions during these encounters were 
recorded (expressed interest, provision of help, and overt flirta-
tion in Studies 2, 3, and 4, respectively). In all studies, all data 
were collected before any analyses were conducted, and all data 
exclusions, manipulations, and variables analyzed are reported. 
Our specific predictions were as follows:

1. Internal relationship threat would lead to increased expres-
sions of desire for attractive alternative partners.

2. Decreased sexual desire for one’s partner would account for 
the link between relationship threat and desire for alternative 
partners, such that relationship threat would decrease desire 
for one’s partner, which, in turn, would predict heightened 
desire for alternative mates.

Study 1

In Study 1, we examined whether experiencing threat to the 
relationship would be associated with increased expressions of 
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desire for attractive alternatives and whether decreased sexual 
desire for one’s current partner would explain this association. 
We hypothesized that relationship threat would be associated 
with lower sexual desire for one’s partner, which in turn, would 
predict greater desire for alternative mates. To test this hypoth-
esis, romantically involved participants completed an online 
survey in which they indicated the extent to which they had felt 
hurt and disappointed by their partner lately. They also rated 
their sexual desire for their partner and the extent to which they 
had fantasized and flirted with alternative mates recently.

Method

Participants

A total of 310 participants (205 women, 105 men) from a uni-
versity in central Israel volunteered for the study. Following 
Fritz and MacKinnon’s (2007) suggestion, sample size was 
determined via a priori power analysis using PowMedR in R 
(Kenny, 2013) to ensure 90% power to detect a medium effect 
size (.30 in a correlation metric; Cohen, 1988) for both paths 
a and b in a mediation analysis. This hypothesized effect 
size was based on previous research examining the effects 
of relationship threat on sexual fantasies (Birnbaum, Svitel-
man, Bar-Shalom, & Porat, 2008). Potential participants were 
included in the sample if they were in a steady, heterosexual, 
and monogamous relationship. Participants ranged from 18 to 
65 years of age (M = 28.69, SD = 2.91). All participants were 
currently involved in a romantic relationship. Relationship 
length ranged from 1 to 444 months (M = 64.44, SD = 75.86). 
Sixty-four percent of the participants were cohabiting with 
their partner and 30% were married. Eighteen percent had 
children.

Measures and Procedure

Participants who agreed to participate in a study of experi-
ences in romantic relationships were given a link to an online 
Qualtrics survey. After completing an online consent form, 
participants were instructed to think about their current 
romantic relationship and their recent feelings and thoughts 
about it. Participants then rated their agreement with each 
statement, using a five-point scale ranging from 1 (not at 
all) to 5 (very much so). Specifically, participants completed 
four items assessing the extent to which their perceptions of 
relationship threat (e.g., “My partner has disappointed me”; 
α = .76); four items assessing their desire for their partner 
(e.g., “I have felt a great deal of sexual desire for my part-
ner”; α = .88; Birnbaum et al., 2016); and three items assess-
ing expressions of desire for alternative mates (e.g., “I have 
fantasized sexually about someone who is not my current 
partner”; “I have flirted with someone who is not my current 

partner”; α = .88). Finally, they provided basic demographic 
information (e.g., age, relationship length).

Results and Discussion

To examine whether the association between experiencing 
relationship threat and expressions of desire for alternative 
mates was mediated by decreased sexual desire for one’s part-
ner, we used PROCESS (Hayes, 2013, model 4), in which 
relationship threat was the predictor, desire for alternative 
mates was the outcome measure, and desire for one’s part-
ner was the mediator. Table 1 presents zero-order correla-
tions and additional descriptive statistics. Figure 1 shows 
the final model. This analysis revealed a significant associa-
tion between relationship threat and desire for one’s partner 
(b = − .41, SE .06, t = − 7.32, p < .001, β = − .39, 95% CI for 
β = − .49, − .29). The analysis further revealed a significant 
association between desire for one’s partner and expressions 
of desire for alternative mates (b = − .56, SE .07, t = − 7.65, 
p < .001, β = − .40, 95% CI for β = − .50, − .30), such that 
participants who experienced lower sexual desire for their 
partner experienced greater desire for alternative mates.

Desire for one’s partner was also uniquely associated with 
desire for alternative mates after controlling for relationship 
threat (b = − .43, SE .08, t = − 5.59, p < .001, β = − .31, 95% 
CI for β = − .42, − .20). Finally, results indicated that the 95% 
CI of the indirect effect for relationship threat as a predictor 
of expressions of desire for alternative mates through desire 
for one’s partner did not include zero and thus is considered 
significant (abcs = .12, b = .18, SE .05, 95% CI for β = .06, 
.20). Neither gender nor relationship length moderated these 
associations.

Overall, the analyses indicated that the association between 
relationship threat and desire for alternative mates was partially 
mediated by desire for one’s partner, such that experiencing 
relationship threat was associated with decreased sexual desire 
for one’s partner, which in turn, predicted more expressions of 
desire for alternative mates. These findings suggest that inhibit-
ing expressions of desire serves as a mechanism that shields the 
self from being hurt by partners whose love and commitment 
is being questioned, and from investing in a relationship whose 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics and correlations among study variables 
(Study 1)

N = 310. Items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale. ***p < .001

1 2 3 M SD

1. Relationship threat – − .39*** .36*** 1.84 .70
2. Sexual desire for one’s 

partner
– − .40*** 4.18 .75

3. Sexual desire for alterna-
tives

– 1.91 1.04
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future is unclear. Previous research has already shown that 
people react to partner transgression by defensively distanc-
ing themselves from the hurtful partner (Cavallo et al., 2010; 
Murray et al., 2008). Our findings extend this research, indicat-
ing that this distancing may be manifested in the sexual realm in 
the form of thwarted desire. Lower desire for current partners 
may lessen the motivation to protect the relationship, thereby 
unleashing desire for alternative, seemingly more promising, 
mates. Still, because Study 1 was a survey, one cannot rule out 
the possibility that individuals who experience lower desire for 
their current partners tend to perceive these partners in a more 
negative light, viewing them as more hurtful, rather than the 
other way around. Study 2 addressed this limitation.

Study 2

Because Study 1 was correlational and cross-sectional, we can-
not rule out alternative explanations. Study 2 sought to establish 
a causal connection between experiencing relationship threat 
and exhibiting more desire for alternative mates. To do so, we 
employed an experimental design and examined the effect 
of manipulated levels of relationship threat on derogation of 
attractive alternatives. Specifically, participants were asked to 
vividly describe either a time when their romantic partner had 
hurt them or a typical day in their lives. Then, they rated their 
sexual desire for their partner and evaluated pictures of attrac-
tive opposite-sex others, indicating whether the pictured person 
might be a potential partner. We counted the number of selected 
partners to assess attraction toward non-partner targets, with a 
lower value indicating derogation of alternatives.

Method

Participants

One hundred and thirty students (69 women, 61 men) from a 
university in central Israel volunteered for the study. Follow-
ing Fritz and MacKinnon’s (2007) suggestion, sample size 
was determined via a priori power analysis using PowMedR 

in R (Kenny, 2013) to ensure 80% power to detect a medium 
effect size (.30 in a correlation metric) for both paths a and 
b in a mediation analysis. We strived to ensure 80% power 
rather than 90% power as in Study 1 because recruitment is 
more challenging in experimental designs involving indi-
vidual sessions as compared with surveys. Potential partici-
pants were included in the sample if they were in a steady, 
heterosexual, and monogamous relationship of longer than 
4 months. Participants ranged from 21 to 38 years of age 
(M = 26.13, SD = 3.29). Relationship length ranged from 4 
to 160 months (M = 29.93, SD = 31.33). No significant dif-
ferences were found between the experimental conditions for 
any of the socio-demographic variables.

Measures and Procedure

Participants who agreed to participate in a study of interpersonal 
perceptions were individually scheduled to attend a single half-
hour laboratory session. Prior to each session, participants were 
randomly assigned to one of two conditions: relationship threat 
and control. Upon arrival at the laboratory, participants were 
greeted by a research assistant. Then, following the procedure 
of Murray et al. (2008), participants in the relationship threat 
condition were instructed to provide a written description of 
a time when they had felt intensely disappointed, hurt, or let 
down by their romantic partner. Participants were instructed to 
describe both what had happened and how they had felt about 
the experience at the time in detail. Participants in the control 
condition were asked to describe a typical day in their lives from 
morning to night.

After describing their experiences, participants completed 
two items assessing their perceptions of relationship threat 
(e.g., “To what extent do you feel hurt by your partner when 
thinking about the experience you described?”; “To what 
extent do you feel angry with your partner when thinking 
about the experience you described?”; α = .96). Similar items 
were used in previous studies examining the effects of rela-
tionship threats (vs. control conditions) on various sexual 
expressions (Birnbaum et al., 2008; Birnbaum, Weisberg, & 
Simpson, 2011). None of the participants in the control con-
dition expressed difficulties in understanding or answering 
these items. Participants also completed three of the items 
assessing their sexual desire for their partner, used in Study 
1 (e.g., “I feel a great deal of sexual desire for my partner”; 
α = .89; Birnbaum et al., 2016). Ratings were made on a 
seven-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much 
so).

To assess derogation of attractive alternatives, we followed 
the procedure of Ritter, Karremans, and van Schie (2010) and 
instructed participants to evaluate pictures of 20 attractive and 
20 unattractive opposite-sex others. These pictures were taken 
from a pilot study, in which pictures of women and men were 

Desire for current 
partner 

(Mediator)

Relationship 
threat

(Predictor)

Desire for 
alternative mates 

(Outcome)

.23***   
(.36***)

Fig. 1  Mediation model showing that sexual desire for one’s partner 
mediated the association between relationship threat and expressions 
of desire for alternative mates in Study 1. Note. Path coefficients are 
standardized. The value in parentheses is from the analysis of the 
effect without desire for one’s partner in the equation. ***p < .001
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evaluated by opposite-sex others. For each sex, 20 pictures with 
the lowest mean and 20 pictures with the highest mean were 
chosen for the present research. The pictures were presented 
in a randomized order. Participants were instructed to indicate 
within 800 ms, by pressing the “yes” or “no” button, whether 
the pictured person might be a potential partner (“Do you con-
sider this person to be a potential partner, irrespective of your 
current relationship status?”). This time pressure was applied to 
make sure that participants had little opportunity to control their 
judgment by exerting self-regulation. Participants’ yes responses 
were coded as 1 and their no responses as 0. The sum of these 
values indicates the number of attractive non-partner targets that 
were selected as potential partners; derogation of alternatives is 
indicated by a lower value. Finally, participants were asked to 
provide demographic information and were then fully debriefed.

Results and Discussion

Manipulation Check

A t test on perceptions of relationship threat yielded the 
expected effect, t(128) = 16.85, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 2.96, 95% 
confidence interval (CI) for Cohen’s d [2.45, 3.45]. Participants 
reported significantly greater threat to their relationship in the 
threat condition (M = 4.49, SD = 1.68) than in the control condi-
tion (M = 1.02, SD = .09).

The Effect of Threat on Attraction 
toward Opposite‑Sex Others

To examine whether the effect of manipulated relation-
ship threat on interest in alternative mates was mediated by 
decreased sexual desire for one’s partner, we used PROCESS 
(Hayes, 2013, model 4), in which manipulated threat was 
the predictor, interest in alternative mates was the outcome 
measure, and desire for one’s partner was the mediator. Fig-
ure 2 shows the final model. This analysis revealed a signifi-
cant effect of manipulated threat on desire for one’s partner 
(b = − .46, SE .18, t = − 2.46, p = .015, β = − .21, 95% CI for 
β = − .37, − .05). The analysis further revealed a significant 
main effect of desire for one’s partner on interest in alternative 

mates (b = − .89, SE .38, t = − 2.30, p = .023, β = − .20, 95% 
CI for β = − .36, − .04), such that participants who experi-
enced lower sexual desire for their partner expressed greater 
interest in alternative mates.

Desire for one’s partner was also uniquely associated with 
interest in alternative mates after controlling for manipulated 
threat (b = − .77, SE .39, t = − 1.97, p = .050, β = − .17, 95% 
CI for β = − .33, − .01). Finally, results indicated that the 95% 
CI of the indirect effect for manipulated threat as a predic-
tor of interest in alternative mates through desire for one’s 
partner did not include zero and thus is considered signifi-
cant (abcs = .04, b = .35, SE .21, 95% CI for β = .01, .09). 
Hence, the analyses support the hypothesized effect, such 
that experiencing relationship threat decreased sexual desire 
for one’s partner, which in turn, predicted greater interest in 
alternative mates.

These findings are the first to establish a causal link between 
facing relationship threats and experiencing lower sexual 
desire for current partners, along with heightened approach 
tendencies toward attractive alternative mates. The finding that 
desire for current partners was decreased by signs of partner 
incompatibility supports the theorizing that desire is sensitive 
to variations in partner’s mate value, encouraging switching 
from the current, less suitable partner to potentially more ben-
eficial mates (Birnbaum, 2018; Buss et al., 2017). And yet, 
the approach motivation exhibited in this study in response to 
threat might not necessarily translate into approach behavior. 
Moreover, it is possible that the approach tendencies aroused 
by threat are motivated by general social motives, such as the 
need for belonging or the need to feel good about oneself, rather 
than by mate pursuit per se. Study 3 explored these possibilities.

Study 3

Study 2 showed that experiencing internal relationship threat 
increased interest in attractive alternatives. In Study 3, we 
explored whether the effect of relationship threat on interest 
in potential alternative mates, which likely indicates approach 
motivation (Impett et al., 2010; van Straaten et al., 2009), 
would manifest in observed approach behavior and hold true 
while interacting with an opposite-sex stranger, but not while 

Fig. 2  Mediation model show-
ing that sexual desire for one’s 
partner mediated the effect of 
relationship threat on interest 
in alternative mates in Study 
2. Note. Path coefficients are 
standardized. The value in 
parentheses is from the analysis 
of the effect without desire for 
one’s partner in the equation. 
#p < .10; *p < .05
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interacting with a same-sex stranger (who would not be con-
sidered a potential mate, which therefore controls for other pos-
sible motives that could enhance approach tendencies). For this 
purpose, we crossed the threat manipulation used in Study 2 
with the confederate’s gender. This resulted in a 2 (threat) × 2 
(confederate’s gender) design, such that participants underwent 
a relationship threat manipulation and then interacted with 
either same-sex or opposite-sex confederates who ostensibly 
sought their help. Participants’ helping behaviors toward the 
confederate (duration and quality of help) were recorded.

We focused on the tendency to help an attractive stranger 
in need for two reasons: First, because we wanted a behavioral 
measure of approach motivation. Second, because provision 
of help may function as a relationship-initiating strategy (Bell 
& Daly, 1984) that is likely to seem more appropriate under 
the circumstances of a laboratory experiment than overt flirt-
ing and thus as a less risky channel for expressing interest in 
alternative partners. We hypothesized that confederate’s gender 
would moderate the effect of threat on provision of help, such 
that participants would provide more help to an opposite-sex 
confederate than to a same-sex confederate in the threat condi-
tion but not in the control condition.

Method

Participants

Two hundred students (104 women, 96 men) from a uni-
versity in central Israel participated in the study for course 
credit or in exchange for $12. Sample size was determined 
via a priori power analysis using the G*Power software pack-
age (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009) to ensure 80% 
power to detect a medium effect size, f, of 0.25 at p < .05. 
Potential participants were included in the sample if they 
were in a steady, heterosexual, and monogamous relationship 
of longer than 4 months. We discovered retrospectively that 
10 participants (8 women, 2 men) lied about their relation-
ship status to get course credits and therefore excluded them. 
Participants ranged from 19 to 32 years of age (M = 24.38, 
SD = 2.03). Relationship length ranged from 4 to 120 months 
(M = 30.12, SD = 24.52). No significant differences were 
found between the experimental conditions for any of the 
socio-demographic variables.

Measures and Procedure

Participants who agreed to participate in a study of interper-
sonal and cognitive skills were individually scheduled to attend 
a single half-hour laboratory session. Similarly to Study 2, par-
ticipants were greeted by an experimenter and were randomly 
assigned to describe either a time when their current partner had 
hurt them or their typical commute to campus. After describing 

their experiences, participants completed three items assess-
ing their perceptions of relationship threat. Two of the items 
were similar to those used in Study 2. The third item explicitly 
assessed feelings of threat (“To what extent does the event you 
have just described arouse in you feelings of threat?”; α = .79). 
Ratings were made on a five-point scale ranging from 1 (not at 
all) to 5 (very much so). Following the manipulation, partici-
pants were led to believe that in the next 5 min they and another 
participant would complete a questionnaire assessing their ver-
bal reasoning. In reality, all participants were assigned an attrac-
tive same-sex or opposite-sex confederate who was blind to the 
experimental condition. The confederates’ attractiveness was 
assessed prior to participating in the study. The experimenter 
then introduced the confederate to the participants, seated them 
next to each other, told both that they were allowed to speak 
with each other while completing the questionnaire, and left 
the room.

When the confederate ostensibly got to the third ques-
tion (approximately 2 min after the experimenter had left the 
room), he or she turned to the participants and asked their help 
in solving that question, uttering, “I’m stuck with this ques-
tion. Could you please help me in solving it?” Participants’ 
helping behaviors toward the confederate were recorded, 
using the following measures: The actual time spent helping 
solving the needed question (in seconds), which was meas-
ured using a stopwatch hidden in the confederates’ pocket, 
and the quality of the given help, as assessed by five items, 
which were completed by the confederate following this ses-
sion (e.g., “To what extent was the participant helpful?”; 
“To what extent was the help effective?”; α = .92). Ratings 
were made on a five-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) 
to 5 (very much so). After 5 min, the experimenter returned 
to the room and asked the participants to stop working on 
the questionnaire. Participants then provided demographic 
information and were fully debriefed.

Results and Discussion

Manipulation Check

A t test on perceptions of relationship threat yielded the 
expected effect, t(188) = 16.35, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 2.41, 
95% confidence interval (CI) for Cohen’s d [2.03, 2.79]. Par-
ticipants experienced greater threat to their relationship in 
the threat condition (M = 3.16, SD = .87) than in the control 
condition (M = 1.35, SD = .52).

The Effect of Threat on Provision of Help 
to Same‑Sex and Opposite‑Sex Strangers

To examine the hypothesized effect of threat and confeder-
ates’ gender on duration and quality of help, we conducted 
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two 2 (threat) × 2 (gender pairing) analysis of variance 
(ANOVA). Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, 
and statistics for this analysis. A two-way ANOVA examin-
ing the effects of threat and confederates’ gender on quality 
of help indicated that the effect of gender pairing was sig-
nificant, F(1, 186) = 5.58, p = .019, ηp

2 = .029, such that the 
quality of help was higher when participants helped an oppo-
site-sex confederate (M = 3.51, SD = 1.19) than when they 
helped a same-sex confederate (M = 3.14, SD = 1.27). This 
effect was marginally moderated by threat, F(1, 186) = 3.60, 
p = .057, ηp

2 = .019. Simple effects tests revealed that in the 
control condition, gender pairing had no significant effect, 
F(1, 186) = .13, p = .717, ηp

2 = .001; however, in the threat 
condition, gender pairing had a significant effect on quality 
of help, F(1, 186) = 7.70, p = .006, ηp

2 = .040.
A two-way ANOVA examining the effects of threat and 

confederates’ gender on duration of help showed that the 
effect of gender pairing was significant, F(1, 186) = 13.08, 
p < .001, ηp

2 = .066, such that the duration of help was longer 
when participants helped an opposite-sex confederate 
(M = 45.68, SD = 29.97) than when they helped a same-
sex confederate (M = 32.85, SD = 20.80). The interaction 
between threat and confederates’ gender was not significant 
(p = .15, see Table 2). Still, because significance is not a nec-
essary condition for testing orthogonal, planned comparisons 
(Gonzalez, 2008), we conducted simple effect tests. These 
tests showed that in the control condition, gender pairing 
had no significant effect, F(1, 186) = 2.85, p = .093, ηp

2 = .015; 
however, in the threat condition, the confederates’ gender 
had a significant effect on quality of help, F(1, 186) = 10.90, 
p < .001, ηp

2 = .055.
Overall, the findings indicate that participants invested more 

time and effort in providing help to an attractive opposite-sex 
stranger in need than to a same-sex stranger. This tendency 
to provide better and more help to an opposite-sex stranger 
emerged only under relationship threat. Hence, it is unlikely 
that provision of help was motivated by purely prosocial needs 
or by the desire to feel better to relieve the aversive experience 
of threat. Rather, it seems that people used the prosocial route to 
strategically approach a desired mate (Bell & Daly, 1984). In all 
likelihood, provision of help is perceived as a more legitimate 

and less awkward channel for approaching a stranger than overt 
flirting, particularly for people who claim to be in a monoga-
mous relationship.

Study 4

Study 3 showed that experiencing internal relationship threat 
encouraged provision of help to an attractive opposite-sex 
stranger. Although helping a stranger in need may serve as a 
relationship-initiating strategy (Bell & Daly, 1984), the mean-
ing it conveys is not as clear as that of overt flirting. Study 4 
addressed this limitation by examining whether relationship 
threat would lead to actual flirtation with an attractive opposite-
sex stranger. For this purpose, we experimentally manipulated 
relationship threat by instructing participants to describe either 
a time when their current partner had hurt them or a typical day 
in their life as a couple. Then, participants were introduced to an 
attractive opposite-sex confederate who interviewed them about 
their attitudes toward interpersonal dilemmas while being vide-
otaped. The videotaped interactions were coded for displays of 
flirtatious behavior toward the confederate interviewer.

Method

Participants

A total of 81 students (45 women, 36 men) from a university 
in central Israel volunteered for the study without compensa-
tion. Originally, we sought a similar number of participants 
per condition as in Study 2, based on a priori power analy-
sis. However, recruitment difficulties led us to end the study 
prematurely and we decided to analyze and report the data 
at that stage. Potential participants were recruited for the 
sample if they were in a steady, heterosexual, and monoga-
mous relationship of longer than 4 months. Participants 
ranged from 19 to 44 years of age (M = 23.64, SD = 3.01). 
Relationship length ranged from 4 to 42 months (M = 10.52, 
SD = 13.09). No significant differences were found between 
the experimental conditions for any of the socio-demographic 
variables.

Table 2  Means, standard 
deviations, statistics, and effect 
sizes of provision of help for 
the experimental conditions 
(Study 3)

N = 190. * p < .06; Duration of help was measured in seconds. Standard deviations are presented in paren-
theses. The F-value refers to the interaction between threat and confederates’ gender. Items were rated on a 
5-point Likert scale

Threat Control F(1,186) η2 95% CI for η2

Same-sex 
confederate

Opposite-sex Same-sex 
confederate

Opposite-sex

Quality of help 2.88
(1.22)

3.65
(1.14)

3.34
(1.28)

3.42
(1.22)

3.60* .019 [.00, .07]

Duration of help 29.45
(17.79)

48.79
(30.47)

35.47
(22.67)

43.73
(29.75)

2.11 .011 [.00, .06]
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Measures and Procedure

Participants who agreed to participate in a study of interper-
sonal experiences and attitudes were individually scheduled 
to attend a single half-hour laboratory session. Similarly to 
Study 2, participants were greeted by an experimenter and 
were randomly assigned to describe either a time when their 
current partner had hurt them or a typical day in their life 
as a couple. After describing their experiences, participants 
completed the two items used in Study 2 to assess their per-
ceptions of relationship threat (α = .90). Ratings were made 
on a seven-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very 
much so).

Following the manipulation, the experimenter told the par-
ticipants that they would be interviewed by a research assistant 
to evaluate their attitudes toward interpersonal dilemmas. In 
fact, all participants were assigned an attractive opposite-sex 
confederate interviewer whose attractiveness was assessed prior 
to participating in the study. The confederates were blind to the 
experimental condition and were trained to respond in a man-
ner that conveyed contact readiness, exhibiting behaviors that 
signal warmth and immediacy (e.g., close physical proximity, 
frequent eye contact; Andersen, 1985; Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1989; 
Leck & Simpson, 1999), to facilitate approach motivation. The 
experimenter introduced the interviewer to the participants and 
left the room.

The interviewer started the interview by asking a set of stand-
ard questions about participants’ hobbies, positive traits, and 
future career plans, designed to make the participants feel com-
fortable. The interviewer then told participants that they were 
about to discuss several interpersonal dilemmas. To ensure con-
sistency across experimental conditions, the interviewer used a 
fixed interview script, in which participants were asked to give 
their opinion on interpersonal dilemmas (e.g., “Are you for or 
against playing ‘hard to get’ at the start of a relationship?”). 
All interviews, which lasted 5–7 min, were videotaped by two 
cameras mounted in the corners of the room, with one camera 
pointed at each interlocutor at an angle to allow for full frontal 
recording. After the interview, participants were asked to pro-
vide demographic information and were then fully debriefed.

Coding Flirtatious Behavior toward the Confederate 
Interviewer

The video-recorded interviews were coded by two trained 
independent judges (psychology students) who were blind to 
the hypotheses and to the experimental condition. Each judge 
watched the interviews and rated each participant’s overt non-
verbal expressions of flirtatious behavior (e.g., flashing seduc-
tive smiles, exchanges of penetrating gaze, petting one’s body, 
and cocking head to one side) in a single overall behavioral 
coding of displays of flirtatious behavior. This coding scheme 

has been used successfully in previous studies (Birnbaum, 
Mikulincer, Szepsenwol, Shaver, & Mizrahi, 2014; Birnbaum 
et al., 2016; Mizrahi, Hirschberger, Mikulincer, Szepsenwol, & 
Birnbaum, 2016). The judges also coded participants’ expres-
sions of uneasiness about being interviewed (e.g., frozen facial 
expressions, fidgeting, fiddling with fingers, speaking timidly). 
Ratings were made on a five-point scale ranging from 1 (not 
at all) to 5 (very much). Inter-rater reliability was high: intra-
class correlation coefficients (ICCs) for flirtatious behavior and 
expressions of uneasiness were 0.76 and 0.85, respectively. 
Hence, judges’ ratings were averaged for each participant.

Results and Discussion

Manipulation Check

A t test on perceptions of relationship threat yielded the 
expected effect, t(79) = 16.47, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 3.66, 
95% confidence interval (CI) for Cohen’s d [2.94, 4.37]. 
Participants reported greater threat to their relationship in 
the threat condition (M = 4.20, SD = 1.06) than in the control 
condition (M = 1.22, SD = .42).

The Effect of Threat on Flirtatious Behavior 
toward the Interviewer

A t test on displays of flirtatious behavior yielded the expected 
effect, t(79) = 2.01, p = .048, Cohen’s d = 0.45, 95% confi-
dence interval (CI) for Cohen’s d [0.01, 0.89]. Participants 
exhibited more flirtatious behavior in the threat condition 
(M = 2.83, SD = .71) than in the control condition (M = 2.48, 
SD = .85). As expected, a t test on displays of uneasiness dur-
ing the interview did not yield a significant effect, t(79) = .82, 
p = .415, Cohen’s d = 0.18, 95% CI for Cohen’s d [− 0.25, 
0.62]. Expressions of uneasiness were not significantly dif-
ferent in the threat condition (M = 2.02, SD = .91) than in the 
control condition (M = 2.19, SD = .95), indicating that rela-
tionship threat led to flirtatious behavior toward an attractive 
stranger but did not affect participants’ general uneasiness 
about the circumstances.

Overall, Study 4 replicated the findings of Studies 1–3 and 
extended them by showing that experiencing a threat to a cur-
rent relationship is manifested not only in approach tendencies 
but also in overt flirting with an attractive stranger, as can be 
observed by judges. By doing so, Study 4 ruled out other pos-
sible motives that could enhance approach tendencies or a moti-
vated construal process explanation (Reis & Gable, 2000), indi-
cating that one partner’s hurtful behavior may push the other 
partner closer to becoming involved in an extradyadic affair.



711Archives of Sexual Behavior (2019) 48:703–713 

1 3

Meta‑Analysis of Studies 2–4

To examine overall patterns in the effects found, we con-
ducted a fixed-effects weighted means meta-analysis, using 
Hedges’s optimal weights for meta-analysis, as recommended 
by Lipsey and Wilson (2001). Specifically, we used the meta-
analytic spreadsheet tool provided by Braver, Thoemmes, and 
Rosenthal (2014), which calculates the overall meta-analytic 
effect size after weighting each effect by the inverse of its 
variance (i.e., the inverse of the squared standard error of 
the difference in means), so that the more precisely estimated 
effects have a stronger influence on the aggregated effect size. 
In Study 3, we calculated the effect size d for each DV and 
then averaged the ds across DVs. We report the results of 
Hedges’ g (which is calculated by the spreadsheet tool) as the 
primary standardized effect size for mean differences because 
g controls for bias due to small samples. Overall, partici-
pants exhibited greater expressions of desire for alternative 
mates in the threat condition than in the control condition, 
Hedges’ g = .37, SE .12, z = 3.12, p < .001, 95% CI = [0.14, 
0.59]. Thus, although Study 4 was underpowered, combining 
the data from the three experiments indicated that the effect 
of threat on expressions of desire for alternative mates should 
be considered reliable.

General Discussion

Throughout their romantic life, people will almost inevitably 
encounter threats to the bond with their partner which arise both 
within and outside their relationship. Scholars have described 
several relationship-promoting responses for healing the result-
ing hurts, such as forgiveness or other intimacy-enhancing acts 
(e.g., Bono, McCullough, & Root, 2008; Karremans & Van 
Lange, 2004). And yet, people often respond to relationship 
threats by defensively distancing themselves from their partner 
rather than by employing these relationship-promoting strate-
gies (Cavallo et al., 2010; Murray et al., 2008). The present 
research indicates that when threats internal to a relationship 
arise, partners may become more vulnerable to feeling attracted 
to, and flirting with, potential alternative partners. This attrac-
tion may interfere with their ability or willingness to engage in 
relationship-promoting behavior.

More specifically, in four studies, we showed that experi-
encing relationship threat, which emanated from recollection 
of current partners’ misdeeds, led to increased expressions of 
desire for attractive alternative mates and that lower desire 
for current partners explained this effect. Study 1 found that 
experiencing relationship threat was associated with lesser 
sexual desire for one’s partner, which in turn, predicted more 
expressions of desire for alternative mates (e.g., extradyadic 
sexual fantasies). Study 2 replicated and extended these find-
ings by establishing a causal connection between recollecting 

relationship threats and experiencing lower sexual desire for 
current partners, along with heightened interest in attractive 
alternative mates. Study 3 indicated that relationship threat not 
only induced interest in alternative mates but was also mani-
fested in observed approach behavior toward them, as demon-
strated by provision of help to an attractive stranger in need. 
Study 4 added to these findings by showing that experiencing 
a threat to the current relationship led to overt flirting with an 
attractive stranger.

These findings extend previous results in several ways. First, 
studies that investigated the relational antecedents of infidelity 
have relied either on anecdotal clinical reports or on correla-
tional designs and therefore do not support causal interpre-
tations (Allen et al., 2005, Blow & Hartnett, 2005). Second, 
previous studies were based on self-reported experiences of 
infidelity rather than observed displays of actual flirtation (e.g., 
Mark et al., 2011; Scott et al., 2016). By including two stud-
ies that examined actual behavior, we can rule out motivated 
construal processes as an explanation for our findings, which 
self-report studies cannot do (Reis & Gable, 2000). Third, prior 
research has not identified the mechanisms underlying the link 
between relationship threat and expressions of desire for alter-
native mates.

Past studies have indicated that even people who are nor-
mally inclined to trust their partners might reduce dependence 
on them under relationship-threatening circumstances (e.g., 
Murray et al. 2008). Our research adds to these studies by show-
ing that such defensive distancing may be manifested in lesser 
desire for one’s partner, which, in turn, releases inhibition on 
feeling and expressing attraction to potential alternative mates. 
These findings support the idea that sexual desire functions to 
ensure that valued relationships are maintained, leaving rela-
tionships that fail to satisfy emotional needs more susceptible 
to outside influences (Birnbaum, 2018; Birnbaum & Finkel, 
2015). Indeed, feeling sexually attracted to alternative partners 
may provide a means for partners to overcome their feelings 
of hurt.

It remains unclear, however, how the threat–desire dynamic 
unfolds over time and whether relationship fragility in this 
context would translate into actual involvement in extrady-
adic affairs. To be sure, sexual desire is not the only force that 
holds partners together. Many other psychological processes 
affect relationship quality and longevity (e.g., interdepend-
ence, investment, commitment, trust; Berscheid & Regan, 
2005; Finkel, Simpson, & Eastwick, 2017; Reis, Collins, & 
Berscheid, 2000), some of which are likely to drive the level 
of sexual desire between partners (Birnbaum, 2018). Flirting 
with attractive potential mates, thus, does not necessarily mean 
that people will actually become sexually involved with them 
(and break up with their current partner). Future studies should 
employ experimental and longitudinal designs to explore how 
competing processes (e.g., commitment, forgiveness, revenge) 
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interact under various threats to predict relationship stability 
and well-being in the long run.

Notwithstanding these limitations, our research is the first to 
establish a causal link between experiencing internal relation-
ship threats and approach behavior toward attractive alternative 
mates. In doing so, our research indicates that partners’ hurt-
ful behavior diminishes the desire for these partners, directing 
attention, at least momentarily, to new, seemingly more prom-
ising relationships. Overall, the findings underscore the dual 
potential of sexual desire for both relationship promotion and 
deterioration, supporting theorizing that proposes that sexual 
desire evolved to serve a dual function, namely either to deepen 
a current valued relationship or to promote a new relationship 
when the existing relationship has become less rewarding and 
improvement seems unlikely (Birnbaum, 2018).

Further research is needed to determine when and how 
attraction to alternative partners may hinder, or at times even 
help, relationship repair. For example, it would be useful to 
investigate the emotions that help regulate desire for alterna-
tive mates (e.g., feeling excitement vs. guilt) and determine 
whether intimates will act on their desire or inhibit it. Similarly, 
from an interventionist perspective, it would also be valuable to 
determine whether the implementation of educational program 
that raise awareness of the circumstances that make commit-
ted relationships more fragile (e.g., stressful environment, key 
transitions that occur during relationship development, circum-
stances in which self-control is decreased) can help improve 
coping with the allure of alternative mates.
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