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Bridging the Fidelity Gender Gap
When I was preparing to study abroad in Paris last summer my long-term boyfriend and I had a series of Talks.  These Talks eventually resulted in a unanimous decision to Stay Together, which, let’s be honest, basically meant that neither he nor I was permitted to have any physical encounters with anyone during our four month separation.  Although these Talks ended favorably for me (this is the plan I had preferred all along, and he seemed convincingly satisfied with it), they still got me thinking, “What if he slips up?  What if he gets drunk and a cute little freshman lures him in with her denim mini skirt and low alcohol tolerance?”  After much consideration, I decided that a random, intoxicated hook-up would not necessarily be a deal-breaker for me.  My real fear was of what our textbook refers to as “emotional fidelity”—of discovering that in my absence my boyfriend had developed some deep emotional connection with another girl (Canary et al, 2003).  Even if she never touched him, I was much more threatened by the idea of a hypothetical soul mate than a hypothetical hook-up.  

To my surprise, my boyfriend did not prefer the idea of sexual infidelity over emotional fidelity.  No matter how hard I tried to convince him that a rival emotional companion would be much more heartbreaking and threatening than an anonymous kisser in a French bar, he wouldn’t budge.  He considers a sexual betrayal far harsher than an emotional one.  This disagreement got me thinking: were our differing opinions simply indicative of our differing personalities, or had I encountered some sort of implicit gender gap between us?  
Lucky for me, considerable research has been performed on this subject.  Wiederman and Hurd (1999) report that 75% of male and 68% of female college students have engaged in “some sort of extradyadic dating or sexual activity.”  Interestingly, unfaithful men are more likely to commit physical infidelity than unfaithful women, who are more likely to commit “extradyadic dating,” or emotional infidelity.  That is to say, I am more likely to commit the type of infidelity by which I would be the most bothered if my boyfriend were to engage in it.  Although I’m sure I could devote the rest of my life to discovering the psychological implications of these behaviors, I am more interested in (and able to discuss, in the space allotted) a justification for the sexual divide in infidelity preference.

Buss et al. (1992) concluded with a combination physiological and self-report study that women are more distressed over a partner’s emotional infidelity than are men, who are more distressed over sexual infidelity.  The survey section of the study asked respondents to choose which situation would distress or upset them more: “(A) Imagining your partner forming a deep emotional attachment to that person.  (B) Imagining your partner enjoying passionate sexual intercourse with that other person.”  A vast majority of females (83%) reported greater distress over emotional infidelity, while sexual infidelity was deemed more distressing to the majority (60%) of males.  The results were similar when respondents were physiologically tested for stress while imagining each type of infidelity.  
In their discussion, Buss et al. offer an evolutionary explanation for this discrepancy, saying that this difference is innate, owing to “men’s need for paternity certainty and women’s need for male investment in their offspring.”  Was that really it?  Was I more concerned about a potential emotional companion than I was about the short-skirted freshman because of my biologically female need to provide paternal investment for my young?  Was his concern about the French guy in the bar really prompted by a potential “loss of mating effort expended” (such as, according to the article, “time, energy, risk, nuptial gifts, and mating opportunity costs.”)?
Harris and Christenfeld (1996) offer a more socially-based theory for this discrepancy.  They prefer to view it as a projection of “reasonable differences between the sexes in how they interpret infidelity.”  This study tests the hypothesis that women assume men can have sex without being in love, and that men assume women have sex only when in love, so a woman’s sexual infidelity is indicative of emotional infidelity as well.  The results of this study do not contradict those of Buss et al.: more males than females chose sexual infidelity as more upsetting, and more women than men chose emotional infidelity.  However, these findings go a bit further, and report that the majority of the subjects (both male and female) agree that emotional infidelity implies sexual infidelity more than sexual infidelity implies emotional infidelity.  Additionally, this study reports that a significant number of men think that sex implies love for women, and a significant number of women think that men can have sex without being in love.  As the researchers put it, “it need not be the case that men care more about the sex, but may just be that sexual infidelity accompanied by emotional infidelity is worse than sexual infidelity alone.”
These results are comforting.  Rather than thinking he had some sort of possessive ownership of my body that was more important to maintain than an exclusive connection with my heart, maybe my boyfriend was actually more concerned about my emotional fidelity than he was letting on.  When I pointed this study out to my boyfriend, he jumped at the opportunity to score some sensitivity points and responded, “Yeah, maybe I was concerned with your…[scans page again]…emotional fidelity than I was letting on!”
So, are my boyfriend and I biologically or socially predisposed to valuing one type of fidelity over another?  As much as I like to think of myself as more than a mammal with an evolutionary inclination towards securing a permanent, involved male figure for my children, I would also like to think that my boyfriend is forward-thinking enough to accept that women too can have sex without love.  Both options seem plausible, but after reviewing the relevant studies, I have decided to dismiss them all.  I have chosen to attribute our differing opinions to our specific differing personalities—my touch of Hopeless Romantic and his pinch of Male Chauvinist combine with our complete personalities to justify our decisions, and lucky for us, we’ve both manage to avoid any type of infidelity, regardless of type.
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