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Abstract 

The current research investigated whether jealousy can be beneficial for a committed 

romantic relationship, as has previously been postulated by evolutionary theories. Contrary to 

most studies on jealousy, this research looked at the consequences of jealousy for the 

romantic partner. Study 1 sought to identify potential ways in which the jealousy of one 

partner could be either beneficial or detrimental to relationship processes and outcomes, 

investigating whether it relates to the use of relationship maintenance behaviour by the other 

partner, perceived commitment and autonomy. Results indicate that behavioural jealousy is 

negatively related to perceived commitment and autonomy. Study 2 sought to extend these 

findings by employing an experimental design. Half of the participants had to think of an 

instance in which their partner was jealous and the other half had to think of a non-jealousy 

provoking control event. Results indicate that there was no significant difference between the 

two groups. There was however a difference in mood after the manipulation. Moreover, 

results of Study 1 were replicated within the jealousy condition, as behavioural jealousy was 

again negatively related to autonomy. The results are discussed with regards to the original 

question of whether jealousy is beneficial or detrimental for a relationship. 
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Introduction 

 Jealousy is a prevalent emotion in the context of romantic relationships and is often 

believed to be negative for the relationship. It is described as the green-eyed monster, a term 

coined by Shakespeare, reflecting the commonly believed negative nature of this emotion. 

Though there is some empirical evidence for the negative view on jealousy (Barnett, Martinez 

& Bluestein, 1995), according to evolutionary theory, jealousy is considered as an adaptive 

emotion (Buss & Haselton, 2005). It is argued that jealousy alerts an individual to threats to a 

valued relationship and subsequently motivates the individual to react to these threats in order 

to protect the relationship. Accordingly, jealousy should be functional in maintaining a 

romantic relationship. Again, there is some research to support this view (Mathes, 1985). The 

current research investigates if and how jealousy might be functional in maintaining a 

relationship, or whether it might be detrimental. The first study examines how jealousy relates 

to perceived commitment, autonomy and relationship maintenance. The second study further 

focusses on perceived commitment and autonomy, using an experimental design. 

 Jealousy can be defined as an emotion in response to a real or imagined threat to the 

current romantic relationship. Jealousy is a multidimensional construct, involving different 

types of jealousy. Pfeiffer and Wong (1989) differentiate between three types of jealousy, 

emotional, cognitive and behavioural jealousy. Emotional jealousy refers to the affective 

reaction in response to jealousy evoking situations (e.g. witnessing one’s partner flirting with 

someone else), cognitive jealousy focuses on worrying about jealousy related situations, such 

as whether the partner might be having an affair, and behavioural jealousy focusses on 

monitoring or confirmation behaviours (i.e. trying to confirm whether or not the partner is 

having an affair) in response to jealousy. The current research uses the typology of Pfeiffer 

and Wong (1989). 

 As already indicated, jealousy can have negative consequences. There is research 

indicating that jealousy is related to violence, aggression, and dissatisfaction in both married 
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and dating couples (Barnett, Martinez & Bluestein, 1995; Kar & O’Leary, 2013; Riggs, 

1993), and jealousy has been associated with alcohol use and related problems (DiBello, 

Rodríguez, Hadden, & Neighbors, 2015). Especially cognitive jealousy has been implicated in 

negative relationship outcomes, such as relationship dissatisfaction (Elphinston & Noller, 

2011). 

On the other hand, there is also research indicating that jealousy might be positive for 

a relationship. For example, emotional jealousy is related to feelings of love (Pfeiffer & 

Wong, 1989; Attridge, 2013), such that the more emotionally jealous an individual is, the 

more love he or she experiences within the relationship. Moreover, jealousy is most often 

found in high committed relationships as compared to low committed relationships (Rydell, 

McConnell & Bringle, 2004), which is in line with an evolutionary view, stating that jealousy 

is activated when a valued relationship is threatened (Buss & Haselton, 2005). Lastly, there is 

also suggestive support for the idea that jealousy is functional in protecting the relationship. In 

a 7-year longitudinal study, Mathes (1985) found that jealous individuals had more stable 

relationships than non-jealous individuals.  

The research outlined above indicates that findings regarding the correlates of jealousy 

are not consistent. There is evidence pointing towards jealousy undermining relationship 

functioning, and there is evidence in line with the evolutionary theory, indicating that jealousy 

might promote relationship functioning. The current research seeks to address these 

discrepancies by investigating how jealousy might affect the relationship, positively and 

negatively. Importantly, the current research focusses, not on the ‘jealous’ individual as 

previous research has done, but on the other partner (i.e. the target of jealousy). We argue that 

there are two potential ways in which jealousy may impact the relationship by affecting the 

target of jealousy. First, the partner’s jealousy might undermine autonomy, thereby negatively 

affecting relationship functioning, and second the partner’s jealousy might be a signal of 

commitment, thereby positively affecting relationship functioning. 
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The partner’s jealousy may contribute negatively to relationship functioning by 

undermining autonomy. Autonomy is, according to self-determination theory, a fundamental 

human need that needs to be fulfilled in order achieve well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

Moreover, within relationships, autonomy contributes to relationship well-being and 

functioning (Patrick, Knee, Canevello, & Lonsbary, 2007), which indicates that autonomy is 

not only necessary for one’s own well-being but also for the relationship as a whole. If 

autonomy is undermined, interpersonal interactions are perceived as less satisfying, less close 

and less positive (Niemiec & Deci, 2014; as cited in Deci & Ryan, 2014). It is possible that 

high levels of jealousy by one partner undermine feelings of autonomy in the other partner. 

Jealousy can be expressed with controlling and suspicious behaviour, such as asking the 

partner about text-messages or telephone calls (e.g. Guerrero, Hannawa & Babin, 2011). This 

might make the other partner feel limited, leading to reactance. Interestingly, previous 

research has found that limiting participants’ attention towards an attractive alternative, 

arguably a basic function of jealousy, lead subsequently to more attention towards the 

attractive alternatives (DeWall, Maner, Deckman, & Rouby, 2011), indicating that when 

autonomy is undermined people behave in a pro-self instead of pro-relationship manner. 

Therefore, jealousy of one partner might undermine autonomy in the other partner, thereby 

potentially undermining relationship functioning. 

The partner’s jealousy may also contribute positively to relationship functioning by 

signalling commitment. Research indicates that not only one’s own level of commitment 

contributes to relationship functioning but that mutuality in commitment promotes a couple’s 

well-being (Drigotas, Rusbult, & Verette, 1999). Moreover, according to the cyclical growth 

model (Wieselquist, Rusbult, Foster, & Agnew, 1999), witnessing one’s partner to behave in a 

pro-relationship manner communicates the partner’s commitment in the relationship, which 

increases trust in the partner. This in turn will make us more committed to the relationship and 

more likely to engage in a pro-relationship manner ourselves. Perceived commitment is 
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therefore an important mechanism within relationships, promoting relationship functioning. It 

has been argued that jealousy signals caring and love (Barelds & Dijkstra, 2006). Too little 

jealousy might be perceived as a lack of commitment, thereby undermining relationship 

functioning. According to this view, jealousy could promote relationship functioning, since 

the partner’s jealousy might be perceived as the partner being committed.  

 So, on the one hand, a partner’s jealousy might undermine autonomy and on the other 

hand, a partner’s jealousy might promote perceived commitment. Whether this is the case is 

tested in Study 1 and 2. We hypothesize that the partner’s jealousy is positively related to 

perceived commitment and negatively related to feelings of autonomy. By affecting autonomy 

and perceived commitment, the partner’s jealousy may contribute positively and negatively to 

relationship functioning. Since relationship maintenance behaviours contribute greatly to the 

success of a relationship (Rusbult, Olsen, Davis, & Hannon, 2001), it is therefore likely that 

these will be affected by the partner’s jealousy as well. 

 Relationship maintenance is pro-relationship behaviour that promotes relationship 

functioning when interpersonal challenges arise. Rusbult and colleagues (2001) identified six 

relationship maintenance mechanisms, namely accommodation, forgiveness, cognitive 

interdependence, positive illusions, willingness to sacrifice and derogation of alternatives. 

These mechanisms are promoted by an individual’s own level of commitment, such that 

highly committed individuals are more likely to engage in relationship maintenance than low 

committed individuals (e.g. Rusbult, Verette, Whitney, Slovik, & Lipkus, 1991; Finkel, 

Rusbult, Kumashiro, & Hannon, 2002; Agnew, Van Lange, Rusbult, & Langston, 1998; 

Gagné & Lydon, 2001; Van Lange, et al., 1997; Johnson & Rusbult, 1989). Therefore, Study 

1 additionally investigates whether perceived jealousy, in turn, might promote or undermine 

such relationship maintenance behaviours. If the partner’s jealousy is related to a lack of 

autonomy, it might be negatively related with relationship maintenance motivation and 
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behaviour, whereas if it is positively related to perceived commitment it might be positively 

related with relationship maintenance motivation and behaviour. 

Study 1 

 The first study investigates what the relation is between the partner’s jealousy and 

perceived commitment (RQ1) and feelings of autonomy (RQ2). We use perceived jealousy in 

the current study as an estimate of the partner’s jealousy. We hypothesize that perceived 

jealousy is positively related to perceived commitment (H1), since jealousy signals that the 

partner cares about the relationship (Barelds & Dijkstra, 2006). We furthermore hypothesize 

that perceived jealousy is negatively related to feelings of autonomy (H2), since jealousy can 

be expressed by trying to control one’s partner (Guerrero et al., 2011), thereby likely limiting 

the partner’s freedom.  

 The first study additionally investigates potential downstream consequences that the 

partner’s jealousy might have, examining what the relation is between the partner’s jealousy, 

an individual’s commitment and relationship maintenance behaviour (RQ3). We firstly expect 

to replicate earlier findings with regards to the relation between commitment and relationship 

maintenance (e.g. Rusbult, et al., 2001), in that we expect a positive relation between 

commitment and relationship maintenance behaviour (H3). Next, as outlined above, we 

expect perceived jealousy to be associated with relationship maintenance (H41), either 

positively or negatively. We do not have a clear prediction since we argue that there are two 

opposing mechanisms at play, namely autonomy and perceived commitment.  

Since there might be differences between the different types of jealousy (cognitive, 

emotional and behavioural), we test our predictions for all three types of jealousy. We do not 

                                                 
1 Initially, the first study focussed on a potential moderating role of perceived partner jealousy, in terms of the 

relation between commitment and relationship maintenance. However, since we decided to focus more on 

autonomy and perceived commitment in the second study, we decided to also keep the current paper concise. 

Background information concerning the moderating role of jealousy can be found in the appendix. 
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have any clear a priori hypotheses, but explore whether there are any differences between the 

different types of jealousy. 

Methods 

Participants 

In this study, 140 participants were recruited using the online research platform 

Prolific, 69 of which were male and 71 were female (Mage = 26, SD = 3.34). All participants 

were in a heterosexual, committed dating relationship for at least 6 months (M = 4.5 years, SD 

= 3.4). The largest group of participants were from the United Kingdom (45 participants, 

32%) and the second largest group of participants were from Poland (25 participants, 18%). 

The rest of participants’ nationalities were diverse. They were compensated for their 

participation with £1.7, based on Prolific’s standards.  

Procedure 

 Participants first read an information letter regarding the purpose and length of the 

study and then gave their consent to participate in this study. Participants then filled in some 

background information about themselves and their relationship, such as age, gender and 

length of their relationship. Next participants completed the questionnaires as outlined below 

in the exact same order as mentioned. Lastly, participants were thanked for their participation. 

Participation took on average 12 minutes. 

Materials 

Commitment. Commitment was measured using the commitment subscale of the 

Investment Model Scale (Rusbult, Martz, & Agnew, 1998). This is a 7 item questionnaire, 

measuring three components of commitment, namely intent to persist, attachment and long-

term orientation. Participants indicate on a 7-point Likert scale whether they agree or not. An 

example item is: “I am committed to maintaining my relationship with my partner.”. The 

reliability in the current study was good, α = .87. 
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Perceived partner jealousy. Perceived partner jealousy was measured using an 

adapted version of the Multidimensional Jealousy Scale (Pfeiffer & Wong, 1989). This is a 24 

item scale with three subscales (eight items per subscale). The subscales were changed so that 

participants had to indicate how often their partner does certain behaviours (behavioural 

jealousy), how upset their partner would be in certain situations (emotional jealousy) and how 

often they believe their partner has jealous thoughts (cognitive jealousy). Participants had to 

indicate on a 7-point scale how applicable each statement is to their partner. An example item 

is: “How upset would your partner be in the following situation: You are flirting with 

someone of the opposite sex.” A few adaptations were made to some items in order to 

modernize the questionnaire. For example, “My partner questions me about my telephone 

calls.” was changed to “My partner questions me about my telephone calls/messages.”. 

Additionally, one item of the emotional jealousy subscale was omitted since it does not apply 

to committed participants (“Someone of the opposite sex is dating you”.). The reliability in 

the current study was excellent for cognitive jealousy (α = .93), good for behavioural jealousy 

(α = .88) and acceptable for emotional jealousy (α = .79). 

Autonomy. Autonomy was measured using 3 questions about whether participants 

feel controlled by their partner, whether they feel like their true self in the relationship and 

whether they feel that they are free to do what they want. Participants indicated on a 7-point 

Likert scale the extent to what they agree with the statements. An example item is: “I can be 

my true self in the relationship with my partner.”. The reliability in the current study was 

acceptable, α = .76. 

Perceived partner commitment. Three items from the Commitment subscale of the 

Investment Model Scale were used. The questions were changed so that participants had to 

answer from their partner’s point of view. One question of each of the three underlying 

factors (intent to persist, attachment and long-term orientation) was used. Participants indicate 
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on a 7-point Likert scale whether the statement is applicable to their partner. The reliability in 

the current study was excellent, α = .91. 

Accommodation. Accommodation was measured using the Accommodation Scale 

(Rusbult, Verette, Whitney, Slovik, & Lipkus, 1991). This is a 16 item questionnaire whereby 

participants had to indicate on a 9-point scale how often they use certain responses to 

problems in their relationship. An example item is: “When my partner says something really 

mean, I threaten to leave him/her.”. The reliability in the current study was acceptable, α = 

.76. 

Willingness to sacrifice. Willingness to sacrifice was measured using the Willingness 

to Sacrifice Scale (Van Lange, et al., 1997). Participants had to report the four most important 

activities in their life, expect their relationship. They then had to indicate on a 9-point scale 

for each activity whether they would be willing to give up that activity if they had to choose 

between that activity and their relationship. The reliability in the current study was good, α = 

.80. 

Forgiveness. Forgiveness was measured using the Tendency to Forgive Scale by 

Brown (2003). This is a four item measure that asks about participants overall tendency to 

forgive. The scale was slightly adapted in the current study so that participants had to 

specifically indicate their tendency to forgive their partner. Participants indicated on a 7-point 

scale to what extent each statement is applicable to them. An example item is: “I tend to get 

over it quickly when my partner hurts my feelings.”. The reliability in the current study was 

low, α = .63. 

Cognitive interdependence. Cognitive interdependence was measured using the 

Inclusion of Other in Self Scale (Aron, Aron & Smollan, 1992). This is a one item measure 

that asked participants to select a set of two circles, with one circle representing themselves 

and the other their partner, that best represent their relationships. There are seven circles to 
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choose from, with the first set of circles not touching each other and the last set of circles 

being almost completely overlapping. 

Positive illusions. Positive Illusions were measured using the method described by 

Gagné and Lydon (2001). Participants had to indicate for four attributes in percentages 

whether that attribute is more applicable to their partner or the average dating partner. The 

attributes are warmth, intelligence, humour and physical attractiveness (e.g., “My partner is 

more physically attractive than __% of the typical female [male] dating partners of the same 

age”. The reliability in the current study was good, α = .80. 

Derogation of alternatives. Derogation of attractive alternatives was assessed using 

two different methods, namely attentiveness towards alternatives and interest in alternatives, 

which was divided in interest in attractive and interest in average alternatives. These are 

outlined below. 

Attentiveness to alternatives. The Attentiveness to Alternatives Index (Miller, 1997) 

was used. This is a six item measure regarding the attention paid to attractive alternatives. 

Participants indicated on a 5 point Likert scale how often the statements apply to themselves. 

An example item is: “I am distracted by other people that I find attractive.”. The reliability in 

the current study was poor, α = .54. Reliability slightly increased when the item “I rarely 

notice other good-looking or attractive people.” was deleted, α = .63. 

Interest in alternatives. Interest in alternatives was measured using twenty pictures of 

the Chicago Face Database (Ma, Correll, & Wittenbrink, 2015). The five most attractive 

female and male faces were chosen as well as five average looking female and male faces. 

Participants rated the ten pictures of the opposite sex. They had to indicate how attractive they 

find the person in the picture and how likely they would be to date someone like the person in 

the picture on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from not at all to extremely. Reliabilities in the 

current study were good (lowest α = .83). Since the questions regarding evaluating how 

attractive the person in the picture is and the questions regarding whether the participant 
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would date the person in the picture were highly correlated (r = .84 for average, r = .87 for 

attractive), the two measures were combined. 

Own Jealousy. Participants’ own jealousy was measured using two subscales of the 

Revised Anticipated Sexual Jealousy Scale (Buunk, 1997), namely the reactive jealousy and 

anxious jealousy subscale. These were chosen since they have been found to largely overlap 

with the emotional and cognitive jealousy subscale of the Multidimensional Jealousy Scale 

(Pfeiffer & Wong, 1989; as argued by e.g. Attridge, 2013). The two subscale consist of 5 

items each. For the reactive jealousy subscale, participants indicated how they would feel in 

certain situations on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from not upsetting to extremely upsetting. 

For the anxious jealousy subscale, participants indicated how often certain thoughts apply to 

them on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from never to always. An example item is: “I am 

worried that my partner has a sexual relationship with someone else.”. The reliability in the 

current study was excellent for anxious jealousy (α = .90) and acceptable for reactive jealousy 

(α = .71). 

Data Analysis 

The data were analysed within a structural equation modelling framework using the 

lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012) in the R statistical program (R Core Team, 2017). First, 

autonomy and perceived commitment were predicted by commitment, perceived partner 

jealousy and the interaction between commitment and perceived partner jealousy, as well as 

by gender (Figure 1). Second, the six relationship maintenance mechanisms (accommodation, 

willingness to sacrifice, forgiveness, cognitive interdependence, positive illusions and 

derogation of alternatives) were predicted by commitment, perceived partner jealousy and the 

interaction between commitment and perceived partner jealousy, as well as by gender (Figure 

2).  
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Figure 1. Model 1: Perceived Commitment and Autonomy as predicted by Gender, 

Commitment and Perceived Behavioural, Emotional and Cognitive Jealousy, as well as the 

Commitment x Jealousy Interactions. 

 

Figure 2. Model 2: Relationship Maintenance as predicted by Gender, Commitment and 

Perceived Behavioural, Emotional and Cognitive Jealousy, as well as the Commitment x 

Jealousy Interactions. 
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Results 

Preparatory steps 

Before analysis, the data were checked for missing values. There were only a few 

missing values. One participant did not fill in their year of birth. On the open question 

regarding the most important activity (willingness to sacrifice), a few participants did not fill 

in four activities but less. The corresponding answer to the question regarding whether they 

would be willing to give up that activity was therefore also counted as missing. Mean scores 

for willingness to sacrifice were therefore computed based on the number of activities each 

participant has filled in, with only ten participants having reported less than four activities. 

  All variables were checked for non-normality using the pastecs package (Grosjean & 

Ibanez, 2014). When looking at the univariate distribution of the variables, most showed 

skew, kurtosis or both. Only accommodation, willingness to sacrifice, forgiveness and interest 

in attractive alternatives were not highly skewed or kurtosed. All continuous predictors were 

centered. 

 Lastly, prior to running the analyses testing the main hypotheses, the correlations 

among the continuous variables were assessed, using the ltm package (Rizopoulos, 2006). An 

overview of the correlations can be seen in Table 1. As expected, commitment was 

significantly related to relationship maintenance behaviour, with the exception of forgiveness. 

Commitment related positively to accommodation, willingness to sacrifice, positive illusions 

and cognitive interdependence and negatively to the three variables measuring derogation of 

alternatives, namely attentiveness, interest in attractive and interest in average alternatives. 

Commitment was furthermore also positively related to autonomy and perceived commitment.  

The three types of jealousy were significantly and positively related to each other. 

However, when looking at the correlations between the three types of jealousy and the 

dependent variables, it seems that the different types of jealousy related differently to 

relationship maintenance, perceived commitment and autonomy. For example, emotional  
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Table 1.  

Correlations between all variables. 
  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 

1. Commitment - -.40* .12 -.31* .35* .48* .35* .19* .39* .37* .01 -.54* -.17* -.13 .26* .28* .18 

2. Partner cognitive jealousy  - .20* .68* -.54* -.43* -.14 -.07 -.21* -.22* .16 .36* .13 .08 -.35* -.14 -.31* 

3. Partner emotional jealousy   - .23* -.09 .01 .01 -.02 .10 .02 .00 -.21* -.19* -.17* .13 .47* -.14* 

4. Partner behavioural jealousy    - -.60* -.45* -.21* -.00 -.28* -.04 .05 .26* .13 .03 -.16 -.06 -.37* 

5. Autonomy     - .59* .37* .09 .40* .27* -.14 -.34* -.06 -.06 .25* .08 .35* 

6 Partner commitment      - .34* .01 .45* .18* -.00 -.28* -.12 -.06 .06 .05 .47* 

7. Accommodation       - .14 .34* .22* .32* -.40* .11 .06 -.09 .05 .18* 

8. Willingness to sacrifice        - -.01 .20* .12 -.06 .13 .07 -.15 -.04 .01 

9. Positive illusions         - .28* .01 -.32* -.18* -.13 .00 .13 .30* 

10. Cognitive interdependence          - .04 -.25* -.03 -.11 .03 .22* .14 

11. Forgiveness           - .04 .01 -.10 -37* -.06 .14 

12. Attentiveness            - .28* .25* -.33* -.43* -.23* 

13. Interest attractive alternatives             - .76* -.37* -.28* -.06 

14. Interest average alternatives              - -.37* -.31* -.01 

15. Gender               - -.13 -.07 

16. Own reactive jealousy                - -.13 

17. Own anxious jealousy                 - 

 

Note:  n = 140, * p < .05 
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jealousy was negatively related to attentiveness whereas cognitive and behavioural jealousy 

were positively related to attentiveness. This is in line with earlier research and confirms the 

need to look at the different types of jealousy separately instead of computing an overall 

jealousy score.  

 Behavioural and cognitive jealousy were significantly and negatively correlated with 

both autonomy and perceived commitment, as well as with positive illusions. They were both 

positively correlated with attentiveness. Behavioural jealousy was furthermore negatively 

correlated with accommodation and cognitive jealousy with cognitive interdependence. 

Emotional jealousy was only significantly correlated with attentiveness, with more emotional 

jealousy relating to less attentiveness. 

 Gender was correlated with commitment, jealousy, autonomy and relationship 

maintenance. Females show more commitment and autonomy than males and are less likely 

to perceive their partner as cognitively jealous. Females furthermore report less forgiveness 

and less attentiveness and interest in alternatives than males. 

Perceived commitment and autonomy 

The first structural model tested H1 and H2, and looked at perceived commitment and 

autonomy as predicted by commitment, gender, cognitive, emotional and behavioural 

jealousy, as well as the commitment x jealousy interactions. Bootstrapped standard errors 

were used to account for non-normality of the data. Results are presented separately for 

perceived commitment and autonomy. The full model can be seen in Figure 1. The results are 

presented in Table 2. 
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Table 2. 

Results of the two structural models, including the bootstrapped estimate and standard error. 

 Commitment Perceived 

Emotional 

Jealousy 

Perceived 

Cognitive 

Jealousy 

Perceived 

Behavioural 

Jealousy 

Commitment x 

Emotional 

Commitment x 

Cognitive 

Commitment x 

Behavioural 

Gender 

 b (se) b (se) b (se) b (se) b (se) b (se) b (se) b (se) 

Perceived Commitment 0.461 (0.139)* 0.097 (0.115) -0.305 (0.219) -0.371 (0.174)* -0.312 (0.129)* -0.235 (0.184) 0.057 (0.151) -0.377 (0.193) 

Autonomy 0.087 (0.076) 0.000 (0.093) -0.176 (0.097) -0.425 (0.107)* -0.207 (0.093)* -0.050 (0.084) 0.046 (0.076) 0.177 (0.152) 

Accommodation 0.286 (0.125)* 0.021 (0.099) 0.073 (0.125) -0.130 (0.106) -0.054 (0.104) 0.136 (0.093) -0.013 (0.099) -0.362 (0.161)* 

Willingness to Sacrifice 0.886 (0.209)* -0.071 (0.297) -0.329 (0.340) 0.286 (0.341) 0.417 (0.240) 0.153 (0.259) -0.559 (0.279)* -1.286 (0.501)* 

Positive Illusions 0.050 (0.018)* 0.027 (0.020) -0.006 (0.019) -0.038 (0.017)* -0.026 (0.024) -0.017 (0.020) 0.016   (0.024) -0.049 (0.028) 

Cognitive Interdependence 0.564 (0.127)* 0.005 (0.142) -0.364 (0.175)* 0.298 (0.159) 0.193 (0.156) -0.162 (0.160) -0.007 (0.159) -0.362 (0.242) 

Forgiveness 0.178 (0.093) 0.049 (0.113) 0.186 (0.133) -0.063 (0.135) 0.159 (0.111) 0.208 (0.125) -0.154 (0.166) -0.882 (0.207)* 

Attentiveness -0.234 (0.051)* -0.154 (0.063)* 0.071 (0.053) 0.010 (0.052) -0.091 (0.070) 0.006 (0.051) -0.065 (0.059) -0.137 (0.095) 

Interest in Attractive Alternatives -0.089 (0.126) -0.213 (0.148) -0.022 (0.168) 0.038 (0.154) -0.083 (0.194) 0.154 (0.158) -0.064 (0.167) -0.962 (0.230)* 

Interest in Average Alternatives -0.031 (0.092) -0.179 (0.106) -0.011 (0.091) 0.111 (0.096) 0.026 (0.128) 0.166 (0.096) -0.165 (0.112) -0.590 (0.165)* 

 
Note:  n = 140, * p < .05 
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Perceived commitment. Contrary to H1, there was a significant negative relation 

between behavioural jealousy and perceived commitment. The more behavioural jealousy and 

individual perceived in their partner, the less committed they perceive their partner. 

Furthermore, there was a significant positive relation between commitment and perceived 

commitment, indicating that individuals that are committed also believe their partner to be 

committed. Lastly, there was a significant interaction between commitment and emotional 

jealousy. Simple slopes analysis, using a 2 SD above and below the mean approach, revealed 

that only the slope for low emotional jealousy (b = 0.969, se = 0.193, p < .001) was 

significantly different from zero, whereas the slope for high emotional jealousy (b = -0.047, 

se = 0.299, p = .875) was not. When carefully considering Figure 3, it can be seen that at low 

levels of commitment, high perceived emotional jealousy is related to more perceived 

commitment whereas low perceived emotional jealousy is related to less perceived 

commitment. Cognitive jealousy was not related to perceived commitment. All predictors 

together explained 44.8% of the variance in perceived commitment. 

 

Figure 3. Perceived Emotional Jealousy x Commitment Interaction for Perceived 

Commitment. 
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Autonomy. In line with H2, there was a significant negative relation between 

behavioural jealousy and autonomy. The more behavioural jealousy an individual perceived 

in their partner, the less autonomous they felt. Furthermore, there was a significant interaction 

between commitment and emotional jealousy. Simple slopes analysis, using a 2 SD above and 

below the mean approach, revealed that only the slope for low emotional jealousy (b = 0.424, 

se = 0.138, p = .003) was significantly different from zero, whereas the slope for high 

emotional jealousy (b = -0.250, se = 0.196, p = .205) was not. As can be seen in Figure 4, at 

low levels of commitment, high perceived emotional jealousy is related to more autonomy 

whereas low perceived emotional jealousy is related to less autonomy. Cognitive jealousy was 

not related to autonomy. All predictors together explained 44.5% of the variance in autonomy. 

 

Figure 4. Perceived Emotional Jealousy x Commitment Interaction for Autonomy. 

Relationship Maintenance 

 The second structural model tested H3 and H4, and looked at relationship maintenance 

behaviour as predicted by commitment, gender, cognitive, emotional and behavioural 

jealousy, as well as the commitment x jealousy interactions. Bootstrapped standard errors 

were used to account for non-normality of the data. Results are presented for each relationship 
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maintenance behaviour separately. The full model can be seen in figure 2. The results are 

presented in Table 2. 

Accommodation. In line with H3, there was a significant positive relation between 

commitment and accommodation. Highly committed individuals reported more 

accommodation. Furthermore, gender was also a significant predictor of accommodation, with 

males showing more accommodation than females. Contrary to H4, there were relations with 

jealousy. All predictors together explained 19.9% of the variance in accommodation. 

 Willingness to sacrifice. In line with H3, there was a significant positive relation 

between commitment and willingness to sacrifice, with highly committed individuals 

reporting more willingness to sacrifice their most important activities. Furthermore, gender 

again emerged as a significant predictor, with males showing more willingness to sacrifice 

than females. Lastly, there was a significant interaction between commitment and behavioural 

jealousy. Simple slopes analysis, using a 2 SD above and below the mean approach, revealed 

that only the slope for low behavioural jealousy (b = 1.987, se = 0.587, p = .001) was 

significantly different from zero, whereas the slope for high behavioural jealousy (b = -0.435, 

se = 0.668, p = .516) was not. As can be seen in Figure 5 at low levels of commitment, high 

perceived behavioural jealousy is related to more willingness to sacrifice whereas low 

perceived behavioural jealousy is related to less willingness to sacrifice. Emotional and 

cognitive jealousy were not related to willingness to sacrifice and did not emerge as a 

moderator. All predictors together explained 13.5% of the variance in willingness to sacrifice. 
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Figure 5. Perceived Behavioural Jealousy x Commitment Interaction for Willingness to 

Sacrifice. 

 Positive illusions. In line with H3, there was a significant positive relation between 

commitment and positive illusions, with highly committed individuals thinking more 

positively about their partner. Furthermore, in line with H4, behavioural jealousy showed a 

significant negative relation with positive illusions, indicating that the more behavioural 

jealousy an individual perceived in their partner, the less positive they thought about their 

partner. All predictors together explained 23.1% of the variance in positive illusions. 

 Cognitive interdependence. In line with H3, there was a significant positive relation 

between commitment and cognitive interdependence, indicating that highly committed 

individuals reported more closeness with their partner. Furthermore, in line with H4, cognitive 

jealousy showed a significant negative relation with cognitive interdependence, indicating that 

individuals that reported their partner to be cognitive jealous also reported a greater distance 

between themselves and their partner. All predictors together explained 21.7% of the variance 

in cognitive interdependence. 
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 Forgiveness. The only significant predictor of forgiveness was gender, with males 

showing more forgiveness than females. This is in contrast with H3 and H4. All predictors 

together explained 19.1% of the variance in forgiveness. 

Attentiveness. In line with H3, there was a significant negative relation between 

commitment and attentiveness. Individuals that were highly committed to their relationship 

indicated that they did not have much attention for alternative partners. Furthermore, in line 

with H4, emotional jealousy showed a significant negative relation with attentiveness, 

indicating that individuals that reported that their partner was emotionally jealous also 

reported that they did not have much attention for alternative partners. All predictors together 

explained 41.5% of the variance in attentiveness. 

 Interest in alternatives. For interest in attractive and interest in average alternatives, 

only gender emerged as a significant predictor, with males showing more interest in 

alternatives than females. This is in contrast with H3 and H4. All predictors together 

explained 16.9% of the variance in interest in attractive alternatives and 19.8% of the variance 

in interest in average alternatives. 

Discussion 

 Study 1 sought to investigate the relation between three types of jealousy (cognitive, 

emotional and behavioural) of the partner and participants feelings of autonomy and 

perceived commitment. It was expected that participants that perceive their partner to be 

jealous would report less autonomy and more perceived commitment. Results partially 

confirmed our expectations. The partner’s jealousy was indeed negatively related to feelings 

of autonomy. This was only the case for behavioural jealousy. Cognitive jealousy showed 

similar correlations as behavioural jealousy, however there might be some considerable 

overlap between behavioural and cognitive jealousy, as indicated by the correlation between 
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the two. It is possible that cognitive jealousy results in behavioural jealousy, however this 

could not be assessed in the current study. 

In terms of perceived commitment though, there was a negative relationship as well, 

again only for behavioural jealousy. The more behavioural jealousy participants perceive the 

less autonomy they feel and the less committed they perceive their partner. Emotional 

jealousy emerged as a moderator. For low committed individuals, if they perceive their 

partner to be emotionally jealous they report more autonomy and more perceived 

commitment.  

 Study 1 further investigated potential downstream consequences of jealousy in terms 

of how the partner’s jealousy relates to relationship maintenance behaviour. It was firstly 

expected that, as commonly found in the literature (e.g. Rusbult et al., 2001), that 

commitment would be a predictor of relationship maintenance behaviour. This was mostly 

supported by the results. Commitment was positively related to most relationship maintenance 

mechanisms, with the exception of attentiveness, with which commitment was negatively 

related, and forgiveness and interest in alternatives, with which commitment was not related. 

Secondly, it was expected that the partner’s jealousy would relate to relationship 

maintenance, either positively or negatively. This was overall not supported by the results. 

There were only a few direct links between the partner’s jealousy and relationship 

maintenance. Behavioural jealousy was negatively related to positive illusions, indicating that 

the more behavioural jealousy one perceives in the partner, the less positive illusions one 

holds about the partner. Cognitive jealousy was negative related to cognitive interdependence, 

indicating that if an individual believes their partner to be cognitive jealous, they feel less 

close to their partner. Lastly, emotional jealousy was negatively related to attentiveness, in 

that the more emotional jealousy is perceived, the less attentive an individual is to alternative 

partners. 
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There also emerged a few gender differences with regard to relationship maintenance 

behaviour. Males reported more accommodation, willingness to sacrifice and forgiveness than 

females, which might indicate that males engage more in relationship maintenance behaviour. 

However, males also report more interest in alternative relationship partner’s than females. 

Study 2 

 The goal of Study 2 was to further investigate the possible links between jealousy and 

perceived commitment and autonomy. Study 1 showed that behavioural jealousy was directly 

related to both perceived commitment and autonomy. Participants who believed their partner 

to be behavioural jealous experienced their partner to be less committed, and felt less 

autonomous themselves. Study 2 sought to expand these findings using an experimental 

design, to give more indication of a causal relation between jealousy and perceived 

commitment and autonomy.  

 Using an event recall paradigm, participants were instructed to either think of an event 

in which their partner was jealous or a neutral event that did not involve jealousy. This 

paradigm has been frequently used previously (e.g. Strelan & Zdaniuk, 2015; Fehr, Gelfand & 

Nag, 2010). Thinking about an event is thought to reactivate that event, with participants 

reliving that moment. Therefore, participants’ responses on subsequent measures are likely 

influenced by recalling the event, thereby giving an indication how the participant would react 

in a situation similar to the event they recalled. This way, we can indirectly investigate how 

someone would react, in terms of experienced autonomy and perceived commitment, in a 

situation in which they notice their partner to be jealous as compared to a neutral condition 

(RQ1). It was expected that participants in the jealousy condition, who recall an event in 

which the partner was jealous, perceive their partner to be less committed (H1) and to feel less 

autonomous themselves (H2) as compared to participants in the control condition, who recall 
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an event in which they went shopping together with their partner. We explored if and how the 

two conditions differ in terms of mood. 

 Furthermore, Study 2 sought to replicate the findings of Study 1 in terms of the three 

types of jealousy. It was therefore investigated what type of behaviour participants in the 

jealousy condition recalled (behavioural, emotional or cognitive) and how the three types of 

jealousy relate to perceived commitment and autonomy (RQ2). We expected to replicate the 

findings of Study 1, with only behavioural jealousy negatively relating to both perceived 

commitment and autonomy (H3). Again, we explored whether the three types differ in terms 

of mood. 

Methods 

Participants 

In this study, 145 participants were recruited using the online research platform 

Prolific, 53 of which were male and 92 were female (Mage = 33.31, SD = 10.21). All 

participants were in a heterosexual, committed dating relationship for at least 6 months (M = 

9.08 years, SD = 8.68 years). The largest group of participants were from the United Kingdom 

(48 participants, 33%) and the second largest group of participants were from Portugal (15 

participants, 10%). The rest of participants’ nationalities were diverse. They were 

compensated for their participation with £0.65, based on Prolifics’s standards. 

Procedure 

 Participants first read an information letter regarding the purpose and length of the 

study and then gave their consent to participate in this study. Participants then filled in some 

background information about themselves and their relationship, such as age, gender and 

length of their relationship. Next participants were asked to think back to a specific event, 

either the jealousy event or the control event (see explanation below). Conditions were 

randomly assigned to participants. Once participants had thought of an event, they were asked 
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to describe that event in at least 50 words. Afterwards, participants had to indicate their 

current mood and then filled in questionnaires regarding their level of autonomy within the 

relationship and how committed they perceive their partner. Lastly, participants were thanked 

for their participation. Participation took about 7 minutes on average. 

Materials 

Jealousy event. Participants were instructed to think back to an event wherein their 

partner was jealous: “Please think back to an event in which your partner was jealous. Try to 

remember the event as vividly as possible. Think for example of when it happened, where it 

happened, what the situation was before, what you did, what your partner did, what you were 

feeling and thinking at that moment, etc. Take your time.”. Subsequently, participants were 

asked to report on that event in at least 50 words.  

Control event. Participants were instructed to think back to an event wherein they 

went shopping together with their partner: “Please think back to an event in which you and 

your partner went shopping together. Try to remember the event as vividly as possible. Think 

for example of when it happened, where it happened, what the situation was before, what you 

did, what your partner did, what you were feeling and thinking at that moment, etc. Take your 

time.”. Subsequently participants were asked to report on that event in at least 50 words. 

Mood. Participants were asked to rate their current mood on a 7-point scale from 

negative to positive. 

Autonomy. Autonomy was measured using the autonomy subscale of the general 

basic need satisfaction scale (Gagné, 2003). This is a 7 item measure whereby participants 

had to indicate on a 7-point scale how applicable the statements currently are. The items were 

adapted to reflect feelings of autonomy within the relationship, instead of autonomy in 

general. An example item is: “In my relationship with my partner, I feel like I can pretty much 

be myself”. The reliability in the current study was good, α = .87. 
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Perceived commitment. Perceived commitment was measured using the commitment 

subscale of the Investment Model Scale (Rusbult, Martz, & Agnew, 1998). This is a 7 item 

questionnaire, measuring three components of commitment, namely intent to persist, 

attachment and long-term orientation. The questionnaire was adapted so that participants 

indicated on a 7-point Likert scale whether the statement is applicable to their partner. An 

example item is: “My partner is committed to maintaining my relationship with me.”. 

Reliability in the current study was good, α = .88. 

Questions regarding jealousy event: Participants that were asked to think back to an 

instance of their partner’s jealousy were additionally asked a few questions regarding their 

partner’s jealousy during that event. Two questions were asked to measure whether 

participants felt that their partner exhibited cognitive jealousy during the event (”To what 

extent was your partner worried that you might be romantically interested in someone else?”), 

emotional jealousy (“To what extent was your partner upset at the way you interacted with 

someone from the opposite sex?”) and behavioural jealousy (“To what extent was your 

partner trying to monitor your behaviour?”), based on the work of Pfeiffer and Wong (1989). 

The reliability was low for cognitive jealousy (α = .67) and acceptable for emotional jealousy 

(α = .79) and behavioural jealousy (α = .70). 

Data Analysis 

 The data were analysed in the R statistical program (R Core Team, 2017). First, two 

ANCOVAs and one ANOVA were performed to test differences between the jealousy and the 

control condition with regards to perceived commitment, autonomy and mood. Gender was 

added as a factor in all three models and mood was added as a covariate for the analyses 

including perceived commitment and autonomy as the dependent measure. Second, three 

regression models were performed on a subset of the data, namely within the jealousy 

condition, to test how the three types of jealousy (cognitive, emotional and behavioural) relate 
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to perceived commitment, autonomy and mood. Gender was again added as a predictor in all 

three models and mood was added as a predictor for perceived commitment and autonomy. 

Results 

Preparatory steps 

 Prior to analysis, the data were checked for missing values. There were no missing 

values on any of the closed questions. On the open question, where participants described the 

jealousy or control event, answers were checked whether they included the partner in the 

description and whether the description matched the condition. Three participants did not fill 

in the question seriously and were therefore excluded. Two participants did not describe a 

jealousy event by their partner, but described an event in which they themselves were jealous. 

One participant described an instance of envy instead of jealousy. These three participants 

were also excluded from analysis. Lastly, four participants could not describe an event in 

which their partner was jealous, stating that they have never noticed their partner being 

jealous. These four participants were also excluded from the analysis. The remaining sample 

consists of 135 participants. 

 Next, the distribution of the continuous variables was examined. Autonomy and 

perceived commitment were highly negatively skewed. Mood was mildly negatively skewed. 

For autonomy and mood, a cube transformation diminished the skew sufficiently, for 

perceived commitment, an exponential transformation was needed. All other variables 

showed no sign of skew or kurtosis. The transformed variables were used in the analyses. All 

continuous predictors were centred. 

 Lastly before the analysis, the correlations among the study variables were assessed. 

An overview can be found in Table 3. As in Study 1, perceived commitment and autonomy 

were positively correlated. Furthermore, mood was positively correlated with both perceived 

commitment and autonomy. It was also correlated negatively with condition, indicating that a 
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higher mood relates to the control condition. Condition was not correlated with either 

perceived commitment or autonomy. Lastly, gender was only positively correlated with 

autonomy, indicating that females report more autonomy than males. 

 Table 4 depicts the correlations within the jealousy condition. Here, mood is no longer 

associated with autonomy, but only with perceived commitment. This relation is positive. The 

three types of jealousy were positively related, as previously found in Study 1. Only 

behavioural jealousy was related to autonomy. None of the other types of jealousy show any 

significant correlations. Lastly, gender was significantly related to autonomy, with females 

showing more autonomy than males. 

 

Table 3. 

Correlations among all measures. 

 Mood Autonomy Perceived 

Commitment 

Condition Gender 

Mood - .30* .19* -.24* .12 

Autonomy  - .50* -.11 .36* 

Perceived Commitment   - .00 .16 

Condition    - -.03 

Gender     - 

Note: n = 135, *p < .05 

 

Table 4. 

Correlations within the jealousy condition. 

  1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 

1. Mood - .15 .26* -.13 -.05 -.13 .09 

2. Autonomy  - .50* -.16 -.21 -.36* .39* 

3. Perceived Commitment   - -.24 -.17 -.24 .10 

4. Emotional Jealousy    - .43* .68* -.03 
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5. Cognitive Jealousy     - .52* -.02 

6. Behavioural Jealousy      - -.14 

7. Gender       - 

Note: n = 65, *p < .05 

Differences between jealousy and control condition 

 Results of the two ANCOVA’s and the ANOVA are depicted in Table 5 and will be 

discussed for each dependent variable separately.  

 

Table 5. 

Results ANCOVA’s and ANOVA. 

 Condition Gender Mood 

 F  p F  p F  p 

Autonomy 0.07  .791 23.51  .000 8.2 .003 

Perceived Commitment 0.46 .500 2.63 .107 3.53 .063 

Mood 6.08 .015 1.97 .163   

Note: dfs =1, 131. 

Perceived commitment. Contrary to H1, there was no effect of condition on 

perceived commitment, indicating that the jealousy condition (M = 8.35, SD = 0.93) and the 

control condition (M = 8.35, SD = 0.90) do not differ from each other. Neither mood nor 

gender emerged as a significant predictor. 

Autonomy. Contrary to H2, there was again no effect of condition on autonomy, 

indicating that the jealousy condition (M = 5.65, SD = 1.06) and the control condition (M = 

5.86, SD = 0.84) do not differ from each other. Gender, however, emerged as significant 

predictor for autonomy, with males (M = 5.30, SD = 0.89) experiencing less autonomy than 

females (M = 6.01, SD = 0.89). Lastly, mood also significantly and positively predicted 

autonomy, with a positive mood relating to more autonomy. 
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Mood. There was a significant effect of condition on mood, indicating that there is a 

difference between the jealousy condition and the control condition in terms of mood. Mean 

scores revealed that the jealousy condition (M = 4.79, SD = 1.57) experienced a more negative 

mood than the control condition (M = 5.48, SD = 1.24). 

Differences between emotional, behavioural and cognitive jealousy 

Results of the three regression models are depicted in Table 6 and will be discussed 

for each dependent variable separately. 

 

Table 6. 

Results linear regressions within the jealousy condition. 

 Cognitive 

Jealousy 

Emotional 

Jealousy 

Behavioural 

Jealousy 

Gender Mood 

 β  β  β  β  β  

Perceived Commitment .000 -.216 -.081 .027 .161 

Autonomy -.071  .211  -.407* .410* .066 

Mood .029  -.107 -.084 .091  - 

Note: n = 62, *p < .05 

Perceived commitment. Contrary to H3, there was no relation between behavioural 

jealousy and perceived commitment. There was also no relation between the other two types 

of jealousy and perceived commitment nor between mood or gender and perceived 

commitment. 

Autonomy. In line with H3, there was a significant negative relation between 

behavioural jealousy and autonomy. Participants who reported their partner to be higher in 

behavioural jealousy during the event also reported to feel less autonomy. No other type of 

jealousy was significantly related to autonomy. Gender also emerged as a significant 

predictor, with females reporting more autonomy than males. 
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Mood.  There were no significant relations between the three types of jealousy and 

mood, nor did gender emerge as a significant predictor. 

Exploratory Analyses 

 Exploratory analyses using linear regression were performed to test for moderation 

effects concerning gender and mood. Below, the analyses including significant interactions 

are reported. 

 Autonomy – Condition interactions. A linear regression was performed for 

autonomy, now including the condition x gender interaction as well as the condition x mood 

interaction. Previous results remained, with gender and mood as significant predictors of 

autonomy. Additionally, there was a significant condition x mood interaction, b = 10.50, se = 

4.61, p = .024. Simple slopes analysis, using the minimum and maximum, revealed that both 

the slope for the jealousy condition (b = 26.01, se = 7.16, p > .001) as the slope for the control 

condition (b = 15.51, se = 4.61, p = .001) were significantly different from zero. As can be 

seen in Figure 6, as mood increases, autonomy increases as well. This increase is steeper for 

participants in the jealousy condition. 

 

Figure 6. Mood x Condition Interaction for Autonomy. 
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 Autonomy – Jealousy interactions. Within the jealousy condition, when including 

the jealousy x gender and jealousy x mood interactions, results deviate somewhat from the 

original analysis. Gender still remains a significant predictor, with males experiencing less 

autonomy than females, however, behavioural jealousy now only marginally predicted 

autonomy (p = .078). Instead, a significant cognitive jealousy x gender interaction emerged, b 

= -26.87, se = 11.85, p = .028. Simple slopes analysis, using the minimum and maximum, 

revealed that both the slope for low males (b = -44.08, se = 19.59, p = .029) as the slope for 

females (b = -71.22, se = 30.18, p = .022) were significantly different from zero. As can be 

seen in Figure 7, for both males and females autonomy declines as cognitive jealousy 

increases, this decline is stronger for females than for males. 

  

Figure 7. Perceived Cognitive Jealousy x Gender Interaction for Autonomy. 

 

Mood – Jealousy interactions. Within the jealousy condition, when including the jealousy x 

gender interactions, the previous results remain the same. Additionally, a significant 

behavioural jealousy x gender interaction was found, b = 45.57, se = 22.41, p = .047. Simple 

slopes analysis, using the minimum and maximum, revealed that both the slope for low males 

(b = -57.64, se = 38.42, p = .139) as the slope for females (b = 103.21, se = 58.77, p = .085) 
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were not significantly different from zero. As can be seen in Figure 8, behavioural jealousy is 

positively related with mood, which is stronger for females than for males. 

 

Figure 8. Perceived Behavioural Jealousy x Gender Interaction for Mood. 

 

Discussion 

 Study 2 sought to investigate whether jealousy again relates to perceived commitment 

and autonomy, using a recall design. It was expected that participants recalling an event in 

which their partner was jealous would perceive their partner as less committed and would 

experience less autonomy as compared to participants that had to recall a neutral event. 

Results did not confirm either of these predictions, as there were no differences between the 

two conditions in terms of perceived commitment and autonomy. However, the two groups 

did differ in terms of mood, with participants that had to recall their partner being jealousy 

feeling more negative than the participants that had to recall the neutral event. Mood was 

associated with autonomy, with higher positive mood relating to higher autonomy.  

 Within the jealousy condition, we expected to replicate the findings of the first study, 

with behavioural jealousy negatively relating to both perceived commitment and autonomy. 

This was only partly supported by the results. Behavioural jealousy was negatively related 
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with autonomy, in that the more behavioural jealousy the participant perceived during the 

event, the less autonomous the participant felt. However, behavioural jealousy was not related 

to perceived commitment.  

General Discussion   

The current research aimed to investigate if and how jealousy might be functional in 

maintaining a relationship, or whether it might be detrimental. It was theorized that the 

partner’s jealousy could undermine autonomy, thereby undermining relationship functioning, 

but that it could also signal commitment, thereby promoting relationship functioning. The first 

study looked at the relation between perceived partner jealousy and the participants’ feelings 

of autonomy and perceived commitment, as well as possible downstream consequences of the 

partner’s jealousy in terms of participant’s relationship maintenance behaviour. Study 2 

focussed on autonomy and perceived commitment, testing whether perceived partner jealousy 

has an influence on the two.  

 Regarding autonomy, it was expected that the perceived partner jealousy would be 

negatively related to feelings of autonomy, since jealousy can be expressed by trying to 

monitor or control the partner (e.g. Guerrero et al., 2011). The results of the first study support 

this hypothesis. Specifically, the partner’s behavioural jealousy was negatively related to 

feelings of autonomy. This also fits well with the hypothesis, in that behavioural jealousy is 

marked by monitoring behaviour, such as checking the partner’s phone (Pfeiffer & Wong, 

1989). Study 2 furthermore replicated these results. Within the jealousy condition, 

behavioural jealousy again was negatively related to feelings of autonomy, indicating that 

behavioural jealousy undermines feelings of autonomy.  

Neither cognitive nor emotional jealousy were directly related to feelings of 

autonomy. This could be due to the nature of these two types of jealousy. Emotional and 

cognitive jealousy can be expressed in a number of different ways which do not necessarily 
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relate to trying to control or monitor the partner. Buss (1988) identified 19 behavioural 

strategies and Guerro and colleages (2011) identified 11 strategies that can be used by an 

individual that experiences jealousy, illustrating the diversity in possible responses. For 

example, emotional jealousy could be expressed by seeking a conversation with the partner, to 

voice how one feels. Therefore it is possible that, unlike behavioural jealousy, cognitive and 

emotional jealousy are not associated with controlling behaviour and thereby do not relate to 

the partner’s feelings of autonomy.  

With regard to perceived commitment, it was expected that perceived partner jealousy 

would be positively related to perceived commitment, since jealousy has been argued to 

signal caring and love (Barelds & Dijkstra, 2006). The results of the first study do not support 

this hypothesis. On the contrary, behavioural jealousy showed a negative relation with 

perceived commitment, indicating that the more behavioural jealousy is displayed, the less 

committed one is perceived by the partner. It is possible, that behavioural jealousy is 

perceived as highly negative, thereby no longer signalling love. In support of this, Study 1 

found a negative relation between perceived behavioural jealousy and positive illusions, 

indicating that the more behavioural jealousy is perceived, the less positive one thinks about 

the partner. However, Study 2 did not replicate the relation between behavioural jealousy and 

perceived commitment, indicating that this result has to be considered cautiously. 

With regard to relationship maintenance, Study 1 additionally investigated 

downstream consequences that the partner’s jealousy might have. Firstly, earlier findings 

were replicated with regards to the relation between commitment and relationship 

maintenance (e.g. Rusbult et al., 2001), with commitment promoting almost all relationship 

maintenance behaviours. Only forgiveness and interest in alternatives were not related to 

commitment. With regards to the consequences of a partner’s jealousy, there was little support 

for our hypothesis, in that jealousy was mostly not related to relationship maintenance. This 
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indicates that, although the perceived behavioural jealousy seems to undermine autonomy, 

this does not affect an individual’s motivation to engage in relationship maintenance. 

Study 2 tested our predictions with an experimental design in order to give an 

indication of potential causal relations. However, there were no differences between the two 

conditions in terms of autonomy and perceived commitment. One reason why there were no 

differences between the two conditions could be due to the manipulation having a short lived 

effect. When comparing the two groups in terms of mood, there were significant differences, 

with participants in the jealousy condition reporting lower mood than participants in the 

control condition. Mood was positively related to autonomy, the more positive participants 

felt, the more autonomous they felt as well. When considering the exploratory analyses, mood 

emerged as a moderator, with the positive relation between mood and autonomy being 

stronger for participants in the jealousy condition than for participants in the control 

condition. This indicates that mood might play an important role in determining how the 

jealousy of the partner might affect oneself. 

 The current research aimed to investigate whether the partner’s jealousy could be 

functional in protecting a relationship, as argued by evolutionary theory (Buss & Haselton, 

2005). Based on the current research, this does not seem to be the case. Perceived behavioural 

jealousy was negatively related to autonomy in both studies, as well as negatively related to 

perceived commitment in the first study. However, there are some indications that the 

partner’s jealousy could be beneficial. Emotional jealousy had a moderating role between 

commitment and autonomy as well as between commitment and perceived commitment in 

Study 1. For low committed individuals, high perceived emotional jealousy was related to 

more autonomy and more perceived commitment, as compared to low perceived emotional 

jealousy. This might indicate that the partner’s emotional jealousy could potentially be 

beneficial in promoting relationship functioning for low committed individuals. One note of 
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caution, regarding this moderation, has to be made. The moderation occurs at low levels of 

commitment, which was highly underrepresented in the current research. There are not a lot 

of participants that indicate that they are not maximally committed to their relationship, which 

is why this moderation has to be considered carefully.  

The current research was not without limitations. One important limitation is that the 

current study used perceived jealousy as a proxy for the partner’s actual jealousy. Perceptions 

can of course be biased (Kenny & Acitelli, 2001) and might therefore not be an accurate 

reflection of the partner’s jealousy. This is especially the case for partner characteristics that 

are not easily observable (Vazire, 2010). Therefore it is highly likely that participants’ 

perceptions of their partner’s emotional and cognitive jealousy do not reflect the partner’s 

actual jealousy, since emotional and cognitive jealousy are not directly perceivable. On the 

other hand, an argument can be made in favour for this method, since it does not necessarily 

matter what actually happens but instead what is perceived and how it is interpreted 

(Gilovich, Keltner, Chen, & Nisbett, 2015). Therefore someone who believes their partner to 

be highly jealousy, even though the partner might not be highly jealous, is likely to behave in 

accordance with his or her believes, even though believes are not accurate. 

Related to this issue, is another limitation, namely the event recall paradigm that was 

used in the second study. Although this method is effective in reactivating memories and 

associated mental states, it relies on memory and perceptions. Memories, as perceptions, can 

suffer from biases (Gleitman, Gross & Reisberg, 2011). Especially in the case of jealousy, if 

jealousy is perceived as negative, it is quite possible that an instance of jealousy has been 

reinterpreted. Reappraisal is an emotion regulation strategy that can be used to change the 

value of an experience in order to lessen negative affect (Gross & John, 2003). Therefore, if 

reappraisal took place, the jealousy event recalled might not reactivate the original mental 

states, since the event has been changed in memory.  
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The current research has uncovered new insights into how the jealousy of one partner 

might affect the other partner. Research with regards to ‘the other’ partner has been scarce, 

therefore the current research is an important addition to the existing literature. However, 

there is still room for expanding our knowledge with regards to the consequences of jealousy 

for the other partner and the relationship as a whole. The current research focussed on two 

potential mechanisms as to how the jealousy of one partner might affect the other partner. 

However, we do not yet no how further relationship functioning is affected. Taking into 

account the previously mentioned limitations, future research could focus on both partners, 

thereby taking into account differences between actual and perceived jealousy. Moreover, 

future research should focus on uncovering causal links between jealousy and relationship 

functioning. We did a first attempt with our second study, but more research with regards to 

causal relations is needed.  

This research started with the question of whether jealousy can affect the partner in a 

way that is functional in maintaining the relationship, since jealousy has been argued to be 

functional in protecting a relationship from threats (Buss & Haselton, 2005). We found little 

support for this idea. The partner’s jealousy seems to mostly affect the other partner in a 

negative way, in terms of undermining autonomy and relating to less perceived commitment. 

Still, there were some small indications that there is still the possibility for jealousy to be 

functional, in terms of the moderating role of emotional jealousy and emotional jealousy 

relating to less attentiveness for alternatives. These results have to be considered carefully 

though, indicating that more research is needed as to when and why jealousy might promote 

relationship functioning.  
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Appendix 

Jealousy as a moderator 

The first study additionally tested whether perceived partner jealousy would function 

as a moderator between commitment and relationship maintenance. Since relationship 

commitment is one of the most important factors within relationships (Rusbult, 1980) and 

there is abundant evidence that commitment promotes relationship maintenance (for an 

overview see Rusbult et al., 2001), we reasoned that jealousy would play a moderating role. 

We reasoned that, since the motivation for low committed individuals to engage in pro-

relationship behaviour is low, they might also be less likely to consider their partner’s 

behaviour, thoughts and feelings. Therefore, for low committed individuals it should not 

matter whether the partner displays jealousy or not. For high committed individuals, however, 

the partner’s behaviour, thoughts and feelings should play a role in deciding how to behave, 

since high committed individuals are oriented towards maintaining their relationship. 

Therefore, the partner’s jealousy could affect relationship maintenance behaviour for high 

committed individuals.  

We reasoned that there may be several competing hypotheses how the partner’s 

jealousy may moderate the relationship between commitment and relationship maintenance 

acts. First, an evolutionary perspective on jealousy implies and would predict that the 

partner’s jealousy is functional in promoting relationship functioning, potentially by 

increasing the use of these relationship maintenance mechanisms by highly committed 

individuals. An individual who perceives the partner to be jealous may make an extra effort to 

the extent that he/she is more strongly committed to the relationship, and thus may engage in 

higher levels of relationship maintenance motivation and behaviour. Possibly in line with this 

idea, previous research has found that individuals high in jealousy tended to have longer and 

more stable relationships (Mathes, 1985). Second, a partner’s jealousy may be seen as 
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negative and is an often discussed problem in relationship therapy (De Silva, 1997). 

Therefore, alternatively, a partner’s jealousy might negatively affect relationship functioning, 

potentially by decreasing the use of relationship maintenance mechanisms for highly 

committed individuals. Third, there might be an optimal level of jealousy that promotes 

relationship functioning. As already indicated in the main text, too little jealousy might signal 

a lack of commitment (Barelds & Dijkstra, 2006), whereas too much jealousy of the partner 

might make the other partner feel limited, undermining feelings of autonomy in the 

relationship. Therefore, jealousy could potentially undermine relationship functioning at too 

low or too high levels. 

The results concerning these hypotheses can be seen in the main text. Overall, there is 

very little support for our hypothesis, in that there was only one significant interaction. We 

can therefore conclude with confidence that jealousy does not act as a moderator between 

commitment and relationship maintenance.  
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