
In general, most people express beliefs that relationship
partners should be faithful to each other, whether in a dating
or marital relationship (Sheppard, Nelson, & Andreoli-
Mathie, 1995; Thornton & Young-DeMarco, 2001).
However, sexual or romantic relationships outside of a pri-
mary marital or dating dyad (i.e., extradyadic involvement
or EDI) occur fairly often, particularly in dating relation-
ships (Wiederman, 1997; Wiederman & Hurd, 1999). EDI
has been a focus of research interest for testing hypotheses
in evolutionary psychology (e.g., Shackelford & Buss,
1996), because of the potential negative impacts on individ-
ual, relationship, and sexual health of the involved parties
(Allen et al., 2005), and to further basic understanding of
relationships. EDI has been studied in different populations,
such as undergraduate, marital therapy, and community
samples, and with different methods, such as self-reporting
on actual personal experiences of EDI, predicting personal
experiences of EDI, reacting to hypothetical EDI vignettes,
and, in one study, testing actual behavior (Seal, Agostinelli,
& Hannett, 1994). However, it is rare to find direct compar-
isons regarding these different populations or methods of
studying EDI. This study explored the similarities and dif-
ferences in descriptions of EDI from undergraduates report-
ing on an actual recent (within the last two years) experience
of EDI, undergraduates who denied recent EDI and were
asked to imagine hypothetically what they might experience
if they did engage in it, and community adults reporting on
an experience of EDI they had while married or engaged.

We anticipated many differences between undergraduate
experiences of EDI in a dating relationship and community
adult experiences of EDI during marriage or engagement
due to differences in the developmental phase of both the
involved person and the primary relationship. The processes
of forming close and committed relationships with others,
and vacillations in this closeness and commitment, represent
a fundamental challenge for emerging adults (e.g., Erikson,
1963). DeGenova and Rice (2005) highlighted several
experimental functions of dating relationships for youth,
such as exploring gender roles, aspects of self-identity, and
sexuality, noted the lack of clear “rules” for dating in con-
temporary culture, and described the divergent priorities
college students have for dating versus marriage. Prior
research has shown that, although they generally disapprove
of the behavior, college students do not condemn dating EDI
as much as marital EDI (Sheppard et al., 1995). In addition,
while getting married typically involves a significant com-
mitment to the relationship from both partners (Kline et al.,
2004), dating relationships often have lower levels of com-
mitment (Edin, Kefalas, & Reed, 2004), and dating men
may even deceive partners about their levels of commitment
to the relationship (Tooke & Camire, 1991). Not surprising-
ly, rates of EDI appear higher in college student dating rela-
tionships relative to married relationships (Wiederman,
1997; Wiederman & Hurd, 1999). Due to the relatively
lower standards for fidelity, lower commitment, and shorter
duration of dating relationships relative to marriage and the
subjective importance and relative sanctioning of exploring
self and others in romantic and sexual encounters during this
stage of life, there may be several differences between dat-
ing and marital EDI.

On the other hand, Roscoe, Cavanaugh, and Kennedy
(1988) noted similarities in behaviors seen in dating and 
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marital relationships and stated that “in many respects dat-
ing is preparation for marriage, and may lead to the estab-
lishment of behavioral patterns which will be maintained
in marriage” (p. 37).  Hence, in regards to EDI specifical-
ly, Roscoe et al. anticipated “similarities in infidelity in
these two types of dyads” (p. 37).  Similarly, Drigotas,
Safstrom, and Gentilia (1999) posited that “the root caus-
es of infidelity in dating relationships extend to marriage”
(p. 510). Thus, one goal of this study was to compare and
contrast dating and marital EDI to identify similarities and
differences in these experiences.

In addition to comparing dating and marital EDI, it is
also important to ascertain whether individuals asked to
imagine their thoughts and feelings in a hypothetical expe-
rience of EDI respond differently than persons answering
questions based on an actual experience of EDI. This is of
interest because many researchers have utilized hypotheti-
cal scenarios of EDI, asking participants to imagine that
either they or their partners have been unfaithful. Some
research has evaluated whether imagined reactions to a
partner’s EDI vary based on the respondent’s actual expe-
riences of partner EDI. For example, Buunk (1995) asked
respondents to imagine that their partner informed them
that he or she had sexual contact with a third person, and
found that projected emotional reactions varied based on
how often the respondent’s partner had actually been
unfaithful. Harris (2002) compared individuals’ imagined
reactions upon discovering a partner’s EDI and their actu-
al recalled reactions to partner EDI, and found no corre-
spondence in these reactions. Thus, prior literature sug-
gests that hypothesized reactions to partner EDI may dif-
fer based on actual history of partner EDI and that hypoth-
esized reactions may differ from actual reactions. 

Other researchers have asked participants to take on the
role of a person engaging in EDI or to speculate about their
likely feelings and behaviors if they did engage in EDI. For
example, Mongeau and colleagues (Mongeau, Hale, & Alles,
1994; Mongeau & Schulz, 1997) provided an EDI scenario
and asked undergraduate participants to take the role of the
person engaging in the EDI. Respondents were asked about
their level of guilt, blame, and responsibility, and how they
might communicate to their primary partner subsequent to the
EDI. Wiederman and Allgeier (1996) asked young married
participants about their likelihood of engaging in EDI, under
what conditions they would allow themselves to engage in
EDI, and whether or not they would tell their spouse if they
engaged in EDI. No studies have explicitly compared hypo-
thetical accounts of EDI behavior to actual accounts of EDI
behavior. However, prior literature suggests that what people
anticipate about extradyadic behavior differs from actual EDI.
For example, Wiederman and Allgeier found that 87% of
respondents indicated that EDI would never be acceptable for
them, and 69% reported that, if they did engage in EDI, they
would tell the partner. However, lifetime rates of infidelity are
generally higher, and rates of partner knowledge are often
found to be lower, than these projections (Allen et al., 2005).
Moreover, people often have stereotypes or preconceived

notions about infidelity which do not mesh with reality. For
example, a common assumption is that EDI suggests defects
in the primary relationship, but evidence suggests that many
individuals engage in EDI in the absence of relationship dis-
tress (Glass & Wright, 1985). Individuals asked to imagine
their thoughts and reactions to engaging in EDI, particularly
individuals without recent EDI experience, may describe dif-
ferent experiences relative to those asked to report on an actu-
al experience of EDI. 

In this study, we compared and contrasted several
aspects of EDI experience from (a) undergraduates report-
ing on an actual experience of EDI in a dating relationship
in the prior two years, (b) undergraduates without a recent
(prior two years) experience of EDI asked to imagine
engaging in EDI, and (c) community adults reporting on
an actual experience of EDI when married or engaged.
First, we hypothesized differences in hypothetical and
actual involvement. We hypothesized that participants who
denied recent EDI and were asked to imagine a hypotheti-
cal experience of EDI would not show the same consisten-
cy in responses within and between measures relative to
persons reporting on actual EDI. That is, in actual EDI,
there are aspects of the experience that converge and
diverge in theoretically consistent and empirically support-
ed ways. People without experience of EDI (or, at least,
without recent experience) who are asked to imagine EDI
may not be able to predict the relationships that are actual-
ly found between diverse variables, or they may fluctuate
more in their responses due to the lack of an actual recent
experience in which to ground their self-report. 

Individuals without a history of extramarital involve-
ment are more disapproving of extramarital sex and say
they would feel less justified engaging in an affair com-
pared to those who have engaged in extramarital sex
(Glass & Wright, 1992; Greeley, 1994). Thus, we also
predicted that undergraduates who denied a recent experi-
ence of EDI would generally be more disapproving of
EDI, and that when asked to imagine themselves engag-
ing in a hypothetical EDI, they would be less likely to jus-
tify or minimize the EDI and would be more likely to say
the behavior was inconsistent with their values and behav-
ior. Due to the hypothesized negative attitudes toward EDI
and the sense that engaging in EDI is a greater violation
of their values and typical patterns of behavior, we also
predicted that participants reporting on a hypothetical
EDI would anticipate greater remorse afterward. This pre-
diction was also based on the fact that, although most peo-
ple expect that they would never engage in EDI, many
individuals who eventually engage in EDI feel justified in
doing so based on the various factors that motivated the
involvement (Glass & Wright, 1992). Justifications, mini-
mizations, and attachment to the extradyadic partner are
all forces which can lead individuals to lower their regret
about engaging in the behavior; persons reporting on a
hypothetical EDI may not anticipate these mitigating fac-
tors. 

We also predicted that people reporting a hypothetical
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EDI will imagine a high level of relationship distress prior to
the EDI and posit motivations for the EDI based more on
deficits in the relationship. We expected these findings
because people reporting on a hypothetical EDI may also
operate more on stereotypes of EDI, and thus assume that
EDI would only occur in the presence of relationship distress
(when, in fact, many individuals engage in EDI in the
absence of relationship distress). In addition, because people
who deny EDI likely hold more negative attitudes toward it,
they may speculate that they would require a high level of
relationship distress to precipitate such behavior and that
their behavior would be more motivated by relationship
problems. 

We also expected to find differences between marital
and dating EDI, primarily because dating relationships
may be less stable (i.e., shorter duration) and committed,
on average, than marital relationships, and because the
standards for monogamy may be lower in a dating union.
Given these differences, people reporting on dating EDI
should (a) consider EDI a less serious violation of rela-
tionship standards and thus report lower levels of remorse
subsequent to the EDI compared to persons reporting mar-
ital EDI, and (b) require a lower threshold of relationship
distress to motivate an EDI and thus report lower levels of
relationship distress prior to the onset of EDI compared to
persons reporting marital EDI. 

It is difficult to predict whether the type of EDI (e.g.,
casual involvement or more intense emotional involve-
ment) will differ between dating and marital EDI. College
student romantic relationships are often characterized as
either casual sexual arrangements or very intense involve-
ments (Glenn & Marquardt, 2001). If these patterns hold in
EDI, we might expect that dating EDI may be often be
described as a casual fling or as an intense, obsessive
affair. However, in marital EDI, some individuals have
casual “flings” or one-night stands, whereas others feel
driven to violate marital vows because of intense attraction
or needs; thus, the same patterns likely exist. 

We included gender in the analyses comparing groups on
different aspects of the EDI, given that some characteristics
of EDI differ for males and females. For example, we have
already reported main effects for gender on motivations for
EDI (Allen & Baucom, 2004), with women reporting more
emotional intimacy motivations (e.g., feeling lonely or
neglected in the primary relationship and wanting to feel
cared about by the affair partner). This is consistent with
Glass and Wright’s (1992) review and findings regarding
women’s relatively higher focus on love and emotional inti-
macy motivations for EDI (compared to men’s relatively
higher focus on sexual motivations). Additionally, EDI is
more strongly linked to primary relationship dissatisfaction
for women as compared to men (Glass & Wright, 1985;
Prins, Buunk, & VanYperen, 1993). Thus, we anticipated
gender differences in ratings of the primary relationship
prior to the onset of the EDI, with men rating the relation-
ship more positively than women. We also expected to repli-
cate the typical finding that men are more approving of EDI

(e.g., Oliver & Hyde, 1993). We were also interested in the
interaction term between type of EDI (dating, hypothetical,
marital) and gender to evaluate if males and females in the
various groups differ. 

METHOD

See Allen and Baucom (2004) for more information
regarding participants, procedures, and measures.

Participants

We evaluated three separate samples: an undergraduate
sample reporting on an actual experience of EDI (“dating
EDI”), an undergraduate sample reporting on a hypotheti-
cal experience of EDI (“hypothetical EDI”), and a com-
munity sample reporting on an actual experience of EDI
while married or engaged (“marital EDI”; approximately
90% of these experiences occurred during marriage). 

The total undergraduate sample consisted of 504 stu-
dents from a large southeastern university. All participants
were required to have been involved in a primary dating
relationship of at least one month in duration within the
last two years. Of this overall sample, 345 (69%) reported
some degree of EDI (defined as romantic or sexual behav-
ior with someone other than the primary partner while in a
primary relationship) within the last two years. The behav-
iors encompassed in this definition of EDI were quite
broad, ranging from falling in love to sexual intercourse. A
69% rate of EDI is consistent with prevalence rates for an
undergraduate population found in other research that also
included a broad range of extradyadic activity (Wiederman
& Hurd, 1999). These participants who had engaged in
EDI were asked to report in detail on their most recent
EDI; this group was the “dating EDI” group.

The 159 (31%) participants who had not engaged in
EDI in the prior two years were asked to answer questions
based on hypothetical involvement; this group was the
“hypothetical EDI” group. Specifically, the directions
were as follows: “If you have NOT had sexual or romantic
contact with anyone outside of your primary relationship,
please IMAGINE that you end up having a sexual or
romantic encounter with someone other than your primary
dating partner.  Please answer the following questions as if
you are actually in the situation of having a steady dating
relationship and have sexual or romantic contact with
someone else.  That is, think about your personality, emo-
tions, and values, situations you might be in either delib-
erately or accidentally, things that attract you to people
sexually or romantically, and other factors that might
relate to this.  Based on these factors, imagine what kind
of relationship this might be, how you might feel about it,
and what sorts of things might motivate you to have this
sexual or romantic encounter when answering the follow-
ing questions.” Thus, the directions were designed to
engage the respondent in imagining the hypothetical EDI
experience in a personal way. The directions preceding this
prompt also made it clear that we were inquiring about
concurrent sexual or romantic involvement; that is,
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involvement with another person that occurred while in the
primary relationship. 

The two undergraduate subsamples (i.e., those reporting
on dating EDI and those reporting on hypothetical EDI)
were nearly identical in their demographic information, so
we present information on the overall undergraduate sam-
ple. The sample was 60% female and 40% male, averaged
19 years old (SD = 1.33), and were mostly (81%) White
(non-Hispanic); 12% were African American, 1% Hispanic,
4% Asian American, 1% Native American, and 1% other.  

The third sample consisted of volunteer married or for-
merly married community participants. From a larger vol-
unteer community sample, 115 respondents indicated that
they had engaged in EDI during a marriage or engagement.
This sample consisted of 52 females and 63 males. Ages in
this sample ranged from 24 to 74 (M = 42.49, SD = 8.60).
Most (85%) of the sample was White/non-Hispanic, with
13% African-American, 1% Asian American, and 1%
other. The sample was highly educated: 72% reported a
bachelor’s degree or higher level of education. We asked
these respondents to report in detail on their most recent
EDI. Two individuals did not provide complete informa-
tion on some dependent variables; thus, we only included
113 participants in some analyses.

Procedure

Undergraduates participated in a study of “Experiences in
Relationships” in exchange for introductory psychology
course credit. Participants came to the laboratory to com-
plete the self-report measures confidentially. Since we
asked all participants to complete the entire battery of
measures (based on either real or hypothetical experience),
all participants took approximately the same amount of
time to complete measures; thus, their EDI status could not
be identified by the amount of time required to complete
measures. After completion of the questionnaires, all par-
ticipants were debriefed with a written explanation of the
basic research questions, the development of the materials,
and the research procedure; verbal explanations and elab-
orations were provided to interested participants.

For the community sample, packets were distributed in
areas of heavy pedestrian traffic, such as an airport and a
shopping area. Packets were not individually identified,
were enclosed in a business reply envelope addressed to
the primary investigator, and included the set of question-
naires as well as an informed consent form for the partici-
pant to keep. Using this procedure, participants retained
anonymity. Adults who either were alone or in same sex-
groups were approached and asked if they were or had
been married and if they were interested in completing a
survey about experiences in marriage. If the individual
expressed interest, the investigator explained that it was
about a highly personal experience that he or she may or
may not have had in marriage and that he or she should
feel free to discard the survey if it was considered too per-
sonal. All questions that potential participants had about
the study were answered (excluding any information about

specific hypotheses), and individuals were frequently
given more information about the topic of the study, affil-
iation of the investigator, and protections of anonymity.
Volunteers then took the packets to complete and mail
back without charge and at their convenience. 

Measures

Patterns of EDI. We developed a measure to assess a range
of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors associated with the
EDI experience entitled the Extradyadic Experiences
Questionnaire (EEQ; Allen & Baucom, 2004). This mea-
sure was used to assess the consistency of responses for
the hypothetical EDI group and to assess differences
among all three groups on aspects of the EDI. The EEQ
consists of general questions about experiences of EDI fol-
lowed by subscales assessing various aspects of the most
recent EDI (see below). All items on these scales were face
valid and asked the respondent to self-appraise thoughts
and feelings, such as being “obsessed” with the affair part-
ner or “wanting space” from the primary partner. Subscale
questions consisted of declarative statements with
response options on a 7-point Likert scale, usually from 1
(not at all true) to 7 (very true). Scale scores are the aver-
age of all items on the scale. 

In this study, we report on 3 EEQ scales which assessed
the type of relationship the participant had with the
extradyadic partner: Casual EDI (a fun, “no-strings-
attached” relationship without emotional investment), Close
EDI (a comfortably loving, close, and open relationship),
and Obsessive EDI (a needy, obsessive relationship with
high desires for attention and reassurance). Three subscales
measured the appraisals of the primary relationship prior to
the onset of the EDI: Close primary (satisfaction with
amount and quality of relationship intimacy), Autonomy
complaints (description of the primary relationship as
smothering and primary partner as not providing enough
space), and Intimacy complaints (description of the primary
partner as unavailable, uncaring, or rejecting). Four scales
assessed motivations for the EDI: Autonomy reasons (want-
ing freedom and space from primary relationship), Intimacy
reasons (needing closeness and caring not provided by the
primary relationship), Self-esteem reasons (wanting an
increase in self-esteem), and Love reasons (strong feelings
for the extradyadic partner). Five scales assess remorse and
distress related to the EDI: Remorse (general remorse
regarding the EDI), Abandon (distress due to fears of losing
either or both partners and being alone), Hurt partner (dis-
tress due to potential of hurting the primary partner),
Disapprove (distress regarding potential negative evalua-
tions from others), and Unlike me (distress due to the EDI
being inconsistent with general values and patterns of
behavior). One final scale, called Justify, assessed beliefs
that justified or minimized the EDI as “no big deal.”

Disapproval of EDI. We predicted that the hypothetical
group would generally be more disapproving of EDI. We
assessed disapproval with the Justifications for Extramarital
Relationships Scale (JER; Glass & Wright, 1992). This mea-
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sure was used in the undergraduate sample only; thus, com-
parisons were made between the dating EDI and the hypo-
thetical EDI group. The JER asks respondents how justified
they would feel engaging in extradyadic involvement for 17
different reasons, such as for fun, for sexual excitement, or for
falling in love with another person. Glass and Wright used
this questionnaire for a marital sample; questions were
rephrased here for extradyadic, rather than extramarital,
involvement. The JER preceded the EEQ, as recommended
by Johnson (1970). Items are answered on a 4-point scale.
Scores are the average of the 17 items; higher scores indicate
feeling more justified in engaging in EDI for the various rea-
sons (thus, more approving of EDI). In the whole undergrad-
uate sample, the internal consistency of this scale was .85.  

External measure of personality. We predicted that the
hypothetical group would show lower consistency of
responses between different measures. We chose to include
a measure of personality that has shown reliable associa-
tions with aspects of EDI, as measured by the EEQ, in both
the dating and the marital EDI groups in order to test
whether these same associations were found in the hypo-
thetical group. We used the Experiences in Close
Relationships Inventory (ECRI; Brennan, Clark, & Shaver,
1998), a self-report, adult romantic attachment measure
containing two 18-item scales assessing anxiety about aban-
donment and avoidance of closeness in adult romantic rela-
tionships. Following Brennan et al.’s (1998) recommended
procedures, we placed participants into four attachment cat-
egories of secure, fearful, preoccupied, and dismissive,
based on their scores on the two scales. Brennan et al.
reported excellent internal consistency on the scales and
good convergent validity for the attachment categories.

RESULTS

Consistency of Responses 

We hypothesized that participants reporting on a hypothet-
ical experience of EDI would not show the same patterns 

of convergence and divergence within and between mea-
sures as those reporting on an actual experience. First, we
evaluated the internal consistency of the EEQ scales (see
Table 1). Contrary to hypotheses, respondents basing their
answers on a hypothetical involvement completed the
scales of the EEQ with similar internal consistency, and
thus similar general patterns of convergence and diver-
gence between items within scales, compared to the two
groups reporting on actual EDI. Items were interwoven in
their order of presentation within global content areas
(e.g., type of relationship with extradyadic partner), and
thus respondents were not simply answering continuous
sets of a few similar questions. 

Next, we evaluated the relationships between selected
scales of the EEQ for the three groups (see Table 2). Several
scales should theoretically have negative interrelationships.
If a respondent described the extradyadic relationship as
casual (casual EDI), then he/she should be less likely to
endorse close and loving feelings for the extradyadic partner
(close EDI), and the respondent should also be less likely to
report obsessive feelings for the extradyadic partner (obses-
sive EDI). If a respondent described the level of closeness in
the primary relationship as good (close primary), then
he/she should be less likely to complain that the primary
relationship did not provide either sufficient intimacy or
autonomy (intimacy complaints and autonomy complaints).
Even with some variability in the strength of the associa-
tions, the predicted relationships were generally supported
in all three groups. The only exception was that data from
undergraduates reporting on a hypothetical EDI did not
show a significant negative relationship between casual EDI
and obsessive EDI. Fisher’s r to z transformation indicates
that the correlation observed for the hypothetical EDI
respondents is significantly lower relative to that obtained
for both the dating EDI (t = 3.13, p < .01) and marital EDI
groups (t = 3.23, p < .01). 

Other scales should theoretically have positive interrela-
tionships. Respondents who complained that their primary 

Table 1. Reliability of Selected EEQ Scales Across Samples

Scale Number of items Dating EDI Hypothetical EDI Marital EDI 

Casual EDI* 5 .83* .80 .81*  
Close EDI* 5 .91* .88 .92*  
Obsessive EDI* 5 .85* .83 .83*  
Close primary 3 .73 .74 .72  
Autonomy complaints 5 .92 .91 .88  
Intimacy complaints 5 .90 .90 .87  
Autonomy reasons* 5 .91* .90 .85*
Intimacy reasons* 5 .90* .91 .81*
Self-esteem reasons* 3 .88* .82 .87*
Love reasons 4 .90 .83 .91
Remorse 6 .85 .89 .85
Abandon 4 .85 .84 .79
Hurt partner 4 .78 .81 .84
Disapprove 2 .77 .78 .82
Unlike me 3 .81 .83 .83
Justify 4 .80 .73 .85

* Previously reported in Allen & Baucom, 2004.  
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relationship did not provide sufficient intimacy (intimacy
complaints) should be more likely to cite intimacy needs as
a reason for their EDI (intimacy reasons). Similarly,
respondents who complained that their primary relation-
ship did not provide sufficient autonomy (autonomy com-
plaints) should cite higher autonomy needs as a reason for
their EDI (autonomy reasons). These predicted positive
relationships emerged strongly for all three groups. This
was found despite that, within the measurement battery, the
scales assessing complaints about the primary relationship
were given well before the scales assessing the reasons for
the EDI. Thus, contrary to predictions, persons answering
EDI questions hypothetically demonstrated the same types
of divergent and convergent associations between items and
scales as those found with persons answering questions
based upon an actual experience of EDI. 

In addition to the theoretically consistent patterns of
convergence and divergence among the EEQ scales, we
also tested the relationship between certain EEQ scales
and the respondents’ adult romantic attachment style.
Specifically, we examined (a) the degree of complaints
regarding the level of intimacy in the primary relationship
prior to the EDI and (b) intimacy or autonomy reasons for
engaging in the EDI as a function of attachment style.
Relationships between these aspects of EDI and attach-
ment style have been empirically confirmed in prior
research in both the dating and the marital samples (Allen,
2001; Allen & Baucom, 2004). Thus, the question here
was whether data from individuals reporting on hypotheti-
cal EDI would replicate these empirically-validated links.
The instructions for participants reporting on a hypotheti-
cal involvement explicitly asked them to think about their
personality, emotions, and values, and, based on this, to
imagine what EDI would be like for them. Thus, the rela-
tionship between the respondents’ personality style as
measured by an attachment questionnaire and aspects of
the EDI is an appropriate question for all three groups.

We used ANOVA to evaluate different levels of inti-
macy and autonomy variables for the four attachment
styles (see Table 3). Pairwise comparisons were used to
compare specific attachment styles to one another. Across

all three samples (dating, hypothetical, and marital EDI),
individuals higher in anxiety (the fearful and preoccupied
groups) reported feeling particularly neglected in the pri-
mary relationship prior to the EDI (intimacy complaints)
and said a need for greater intimacy (intimacy reasons)
was a stronger motivation for the EDI relative to groups
lower in anxiety (the secure and dismissive groups).

In prior research with samples reporting on actual EDI
(Allen, 2001; Allen & Baucom, 2004), individuals cate-
gorized as dismissive reported higher levels of autonomy
complaints and autonomy reasons relative to all other
attachment groups. Thus, dismissive persons who have
actually engaged in EDI are more likely to say that they
felt smothered or trapped in the primary relationship prior
to the EDI and that their reasons for EDI were more
focused on getting space and freedom relative to all other
attachment groups. When this association was tested in
the hypothetical sample, we found some differences. A
main effect of attachment was found for autonomy com-
plaints, but not for autonomy reasons. In pairwise com-
parisons for both autonomy complaints and autonomy
reasons, the dismissive group still earned the highest
mean score, but this was significant only relative to the
preoccupied group, and was not significantly higher than
the secure or fearful groups. Thus, results did not cleanly
replicate for autonomy complaints and reasons in the
hypothetical EDI group. However, two separate two-way
factorial ANOVAs with EDI status (dating EDI, hypothet-
ical EDI, and marital EDI), attachment style, and the
interaction of EDI status and attachment style as the inde-
pendent variables, and autonomy complaints and autono-
my reasons as the dependent variables did not manifest
interaction effects (autonomy complaints F(6,604) = 1.41,
p = .21; autonomy reasons F(6,604) = .68, p = .66). Thus,
the levels of autonomy reasons and autonomy complaints
as a function of attachment style did not significantly dif-
fer for the three samples. Moreover, these two-way
ANOVAs both showed a main effect for attachment, in
which the dismissive group was higher than the other
three attachment groups, and no other differences were
seen among attachment groups. Thus, when the hypothet-
ical sample was subsumed in the larger sample of actual
dating/marital EDI, the results replicated that finding with
the actual samples only. 

For all the ways we examined this question (internal
consistency of EEQ scales, consistency between EEQ 

Table 2. Bivariate Correlations Between Select EEQ Scales

Dating Hypothetical Marital 
EDI EDI EDI

Divergent Scales
Casual EDI/Close EDI -.70*** -.54*** -.70***
Casual EDI/Obsessive EDI -.39*** -.11 -.47***
Close primary/autonomy  

complaints -.46*** -.36*** -.37***
Close primary/intimacy 

complaints -.15** -.41*** -.31**
Convergent Scales 

Intimacy complaints/intimacy 
reasons .78*** .77*** .76***

Autonomy complaints/autonomy  
reasons .84*** .81*** .72***

**p < .01   ***p < .001 (all two-tailed)

Table 3. Relationship Between Adult Romantic Attachment 
Style and Aspects of EDI

F
Dating EDI Hypothetical EDI Marital EDI

Intimacy complaints 9.24*** 17.17*** 37.98***
Autonomy complaints 3.63* 3.20* 7.74***
Intimacy reasons 5.93a ** 6.37*** 13.98a, ***
Autonomy reasons 4.97a ** 2.60 4.85a, **
aPreviously reported in Allen & Baucom, 2004.  
* p < .05   **p < .01   ***p < .001 (all two-tailed)
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scales, relationship between EEQ scales and attachment),
individuals who based their responses on a hypothetical
experience of EDI generally showed the same patterns of
convergence and divergence within and between measures
as those persons reporting on an actual experience. 

Differences Between Groups

The second set of hypotheses focused on predicted differ-
ences in descriptions of aspects of the EDI experience
between those reporting on dating EDI, hypothetical EDI,
and marital EDI using ANOVA (see Table 4). 

Attitudes toward infidelity. The first prediction was that
participants who denied engaging in EDI would more
often endorse attitudes consistent with relationship fideli-
ty. Consistent with hypotheses, persons reporting on
hypothetical EDI scored significantly lower (thus, feeling
less approving regarding EDI in general) on the
Justifications for Extramarital Relationships (JER) mea-
sure relative to persons reporting on actual dating EDI,

lower on minimization and justification of the specific
imagined EDI experience (Justify), and higher on saying
the imagined EDI was inconsistent with their values and
general behavior (Unlike me) relative to persons reporting
on actual dating or marital EDI. 

Remorse. Also consistent with predictions, participants
reporting on a hypothetical EDI reported higher global levels
of remorse (remorse) than persons reporting on actual dating
or marital EDI. Moreover, this pattern generally held for spe-
cific subtypes of distress (further suggesting consistency in
hypothetical responses).  People reporting on hypothetical
EDI reported higher levels of distress regarding potential
abandonment (abandon) relative to persons reporting on
actual dating or marital EDI, and they reported higher levels
of distress regarding hurting the primary partner (hurt part-
ner) and being judged negatively by others (disapprove) rel-
ative to persons reporting on actual dating EDI. 

We also predicted that the dating EDI sample would
show lower levels of remorse than the marital EDI sample; 

Table 4. ANOVA of Gender and Type of EDI on the JER and EEQ Subscale Scores
Gender EDI Type F

Dating Hypothetical Marital EDI 
Female Male EDI EDI EDI Gender Type

Measures n = 352 n = 265 n = 345 n = 159 n = 113 (df = 1, 611) (df = 2, 611)

JER 2.02 2.21 2.23 1.80 — 12.78*** 80.25***(.53) (.53) (.51) (.46)
EEQ Scales

Justify 1.78 2.64 2.28a 1.74b 2.35a 57.56*** 11.95***
(.97) (1.49) (1.29) (.93) (1.58)

Unlike me 5.25 4.68 4.71a 5.59b 5.10c 17.95*** 16.24***
(1.58) (1.74) (1.66) (1.47) (1.77)

Remorse 4.63 4.37 4.26a 5.22b 4.33a
2.12 20.74***

(1.61) (1.50) (1.51) (1.44) (1.63)
Abandon 3.33 3.23 3.20a 3.74b 2.93a .11 9.05***

(1.78) (1.64) (1.72) (1.73) (1.60)
Hurt partner 5.18 5.12 4.83b 5.58a 5.53a .02 17.40***

(1.56) (1.50) (1.53) (1.42) (1.47)
Disapprove 4.66 4.32 4.10b 5.10a 4.98a 6.17* 23.00***

(1.80) (1.80) (1.77) (1.56) (1.92)
Close primary 4.27 4.75 4.42a 4.78b 4.22a 19.92*** 6.64**

(1.50) (1.37) (1.46) (1.39) (1.54)
Intimacy reasons 3.29 2.82 2.94a 3.12a,b 3.51b 13.30*** 6.68**

(1.79) (1.48) (1.69) (1.67) (1.59)
Autonomy reasons 3.10 3.14 3.21 2.99 3.00 .03 .92

(1.86) (1.53) (1.81) (1.64) (1.58)
Self-esteem reasons 4.01 3.55 3.72a 3.62a 4.36b 13.72*** 8.89***

(1.81) (1.69) (1.74) (1.59) (1.99)
Love reasons 3.69 3.37 3.38a 3.60a,b 4.00b 3.66 5.82**

(1.96) (1.78) (1.90) (1.63) (2.14)
Casual EDI 3.50 4.20 3.86 3.71 3.75 28.68*** .74

(1.55) (1.61) (1.65) (1.50) (1.67)
Close EDI 4.17 3.94 3.98 4.08 4.33 2.12 2.26

(1.74) (1.72) (1.47) (1.52) (1.96)
Obsessive EDI 2.36 2.27 2.32 2.45 2.15 .23 .15

(1.28) (1.22) (1.29) (1.18) (1.24)

*p < .05   **p < .01   ***p < .001 (all two-tailed)
Note. For EDI type, means within each row whose subscripts differ are different at p < .05. For analyses on JER, df = 1, 484.
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however, undergraduates reporting on dating EDI did not
have overall lower levels of remorse (remorse) or distress
focused on potential abandonment (abandon) compared to
the sample reporting on marital EDI. On the other hand,
they did report relatively lower levels of concern regarding
hurting the primary partner (hurt partner), being judged
negatively by others (disapprove), or feeling like the EDI
was inconsistent with their values and typical behaviors
(unlike me) relative to persons reporting on marital EDI.
Interestingly, an interaction effect emerged for hurt part-
ner (see Figure 1). Whereas women were slightly higher
on this measure than men in the undergraduate groups,
married women were lower than married men on this vari-
able (t[110]= 1.98, p = .05, two-tailed).

On average, the primary relationship of the undergradu-
ates reporting on dating EDI was of shorter duration than
the marriages of the individuals in the marital EDI sample.
One might think that the amount of time in the primary
relationship would affect global remorse regarding the
EDI, yet overall remorse did not differ in the two samples,
and further analyses in the dating EDI sample found length
of time in the primary relationship at the time of the EDI
to be uncorrelated with overall remorse (r = .04). However,
as noted above, dating EDI respondents were less likely to
be concerned about hurting the partner, being judged neg-
atively, or feeling that the EDI behavior was unlike them.
Length of time in the primary dating relationship at the
time of the EDI was significantly correlated with these
three sources of distress (hurt partner r = .13, p < .05; dis-
approve r = .16, p < .01; unlike me r = .12, p < .05). Thus,
the areas in which dating EDI did result in lower distress
relative to marital EDI may be partially explained by the
relative brevity of dating relationships. Although it is not
feasible to control for length of time in the relationship,
given the inherently vast differences on this variable, we
did subsequently reanalyze these three distress variables
(disapprove, unlike me, hurt partner) using only partici-
pants who were in dating relationships lasting 12 months
or longer at the time of the EDI. Specifically, we conduct-
ed two-way ANOVAs comparing males to females and
those reporting marital EDI to dating EDI for those under-

graduates who reported that the primary relationship was
12 months or longer at the time of the EDI, as well as the
interaction term. Once we limited the dating sample in this
manner, there was no main effect for EDI type (dating EDI
vs. marital EDI) on unlike me, although the gender effect
held (F[1,194] = 9.18, p < .01), such that women scored
higher on this scale. We did not find an interaction effect.
However, main effects for EDI type held for disapprove
(F[1,195] = 5.34, p < .05) and hurt partner (F[1,194] =
4.24, p < .05), such that individuals reporting on dating
EDI had lower scores on these scales. We did not find gen-
der or interaction effects. Thus, even in dating relation-
ships of longer duration, people reporting on dating EDI
were relatively unconcerned (compared to persons report-
ing on marital EDI) about hurting the partner or being dis-
approved of by others due to the EDI. 

Relationship satisfaction. Contrary to our predictions,
participants reporting on hypothetical EDI actually endorsed
higher levels of satisfying relationship intimacy (close pri-
mary) relative to those reporting on actual dating or marital
EDI, and there were no differences in the reported level of
satisfaction with relationship intimacy prior to the EDI
between individuals with dating EDI and marital EDI.

However, when asked about specific reasons for engag-
ing in the EDI, marital EDI respondents were more likely
to attribute their EDI to feeling neglected and lonely in the
primary relationship (intimacy reasons) relative to respon-
dents describing a dating EDI. We found no differences
between undergraduates reporting on an actual dating EDI
versus a hypothetical EDI in terms of intimacy reasons,
nor were any differences found between groups on auton-
omy reasons. Marital EDI respondents also scored most
highly on reports of need for a self-esteem boost (self-
esteem reasons) and love for the extradyadic partner (love
reasons) as reasons for the EDI. 

Nature of extradyadic relationship. No differences
emerged on the reported emotional quality of the
extradyadic relationship between groups reporting on dat-
ing, hypothetical, or marital EDI.

DISCUSSION

Asking individuals to imagine a hypothetical experience of
EDI and to report in detail about that experience is a chal-
lenging task. Rather than being able to answer all ques-
tions based on an actual recent experience of reference,
hypothetical responders need to imagine what their
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors might be if they engaged
in EDI.  Of course, because we only explicitly assessed
EDI within the last two years in the undergraduate sample,
some individuals in the group reporting on hypothetical
EDI may actually have been drawing upon a more remote
history of adolescent EDI. However, since we asked indi-
viduals to think about current personality or situational
factors when imagining the EDI, even individuals with a
remote history of EDI may have been able to differentiate
their current values and feelings from past values and feel-
ings. Our procedure of asking individuals to imagine

Figure 1. Interaction effect for distress due to hurting partner
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engaging in EDI maps onto other research procedures in
which participants are asked to predict their thoughts, feel-
ings, and reactions to EDI, regardless of their own person-
al history of the behavior (or of their history of having a
partner engage in EDI). Most importantly, the findings
indicated that this group is distinct from the groups that
reported engaging in EDI in terms of attitudes toward EDI
and imagined precipitants of and responses to EDI. Thus,
although this is clearly an imperfect assessment of EDI
history, the distinction appears meaningful. 

Even though participants in the hypothetical EDI group
had either never had an experience of EDI or at least had
not had one in the prior two years, we found impressive
internal consistency within scales assessing aspects of the
EDI for this group. Also, scales assessing different aspects
of the involvement generally converged and diverged in
expected ways, even when these scales were separated by
many other questions. Finally, the personality styles of the
hypothetical group were generally found to differentiate
aspects of the EDI in the same manner found within
groups reporting on actual EDI. This suggests that individ-
uals reporting on hypothetical EDI were generally able to
imagine a consistent scenario of how, given their personal-
ities, they might experience EDI and what experiences
would and would not go together. 

The minor exceptions are intriguing. For example, while
dismissive individuals in all groups were highest on autono-
my motivations for the EDI, the means for dismissive per-
sons reporting on hypothetical involvement were not as
extreme as those reporting on actual involvement, which
contributed to an incomplete replication of findings regard-
ing significant differences between dismissive individuals
and all other attachment styles on autonomy motivations.
Dismissive individuals who have not engaged in EDI may
have somewhat lower autonomy motivations and thus feel
less “driven” to engage in EDI. Alternatively, dismissive
individuals who have not engaged in EDI do may not antic-
ipate how strong autonomy motivations would be for them
in precipitating an EDI. However, because there were no
significant interaction effects between attachment and type
of EDI (dating, hypothetical, or marital), these differences
are minor.

Although the consistency within and among measures for
the hypothetical EDI group was impressive, there were
some important differences in aspects of EDI as imagined
by participants reporting on a hypothetical involvement
compared to those reporting on an actual involvement.
Individuals reporting on a hypothetical involvement gener-
ally projected higher levels of remorse and various types of
distress subsequent to an EDI compared to the levels of
remorse and distress reported by individuals who had actu-
ally engaged in EDI. This could be influenced by at least
two factors. First, people who have not engaged in EDI were
found to be less likely to approve of or justify EDI and more
likely to feel that the behavior was inconsistent with their
values and typical behavioral patterns. Thus, these individu-
als could be predicting accurately that they would feel high-

er levels of remorse if they did engage in EDI. On the other
hand, this finding could suggest that individuals generally
imagine they will feel more regret after engaging in EDI
than persons who engage in EDI actually experience. As
noted earlier, many individuals who engage in EDI feel jus-
tified in doing so based on the various factors that motivat-
ed the involvement, or they may minimize the importance of
the involvement to reduce dissonance. Justifications, mini-
mizations, and attachment to the extradyadic partner are all
forces which can lead individuals to lower their regret about
engaging in the behavior. People reporting on a hypothetical
EDI may not anticipate these forces. One of the primary
methods in the literature of eliciting hypothetical responses
is to provide participants with a standardized EDI scenario
and ask about their likely thoughts, feelings, and behaviors.
Our results suggest that individuals without (at least recent)
EDI experience will predict higher levels of remorse and
distress regarding their own hypothetical EDI behavior rel-
ative to persons who have actually engaged in the behavior. 

A surprising result was that individuals reporting on a
hypothetical involvement predicted higher levels of satis-
faction with the intimacy in their primary relationship
prior to engaging in EDI relative to that endorsed by per-
sons reporting on actual dating or marital EDI. We expect-
ed that individuals who had not engaged in EDI and who
generally felt less justified in engaging in this type of
behavior would imagine that they would need to experi-
ence a high level of relationship distress before they would
engage in EDI. Perhaps individuals who have not engaged
in EDI had generally experienced greater satisfaction in
their primary relationships and transferred this state of sat-
isfaction to the hypothetical EDI scenario. This finding
may also converge with those of Roscoe et al. (1988), who
asked undergraduates to generate reasons why a person in
a serious dating relationship would engage in EDI and
found that individuals who had engaged in EDI in the past
were more likely to cite relationship dissatisfaction rea-
sons, compared to people who denied a history of EDI.
People who have engaged in EDI may focus more on con-
textual reasons for the EDI (consistent with the fundamen-
tal attribution error; Ross, 1977). Predicting generally
higher levels of satisfaction with the intimacy provided by
the primary partner prior to engaging in EDI appears con-
sistent with the anticipated higher levels of remorse and
concern about hurting or losing the primary partner report-
ed by the hypothetical EDI group. 

Relative to the group reporting on dating EDI, under-
graduates imagining a hypothetical EDI did not differ on
the degree of various reasons for the EDI or on their rat-
ings of the type of relationship with the extradyadic part-
ner. Thus, data based on hypothetical involvement appears
comparable to data based on actual involvement on the
level of autonomy, intimacy, and self-esteem reasons cited
for the involvement, as well as on the intensity of feeling
for the extradyadic partner. 

Overall, our findings suggest that people who have not
engaged in EDI are able to answer questions about EDI
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consistently and in a way that fits with their personality.
Thus, surveying this group may be helpful when develop-
ing and piloting measures. Hypothesis testing with this
group is tentatively supported because many of the estab-
lished relationships between attachment style and EDI
were replicated in the hypothetical EDI group. However,
this replication was incomplete, and thus, hypothesis test-
ing with this group should not be considered definitive.
Moreover, when asked about attitudes toward EDI, antici-
pated remorse and distress regarding EDI, and imagined
satisfaction with the intimacy in the primary relationship,
there were significant differences in the hypothetical EDI
group compared to those with actual extradyadic experi-
ence. Thus, it cannot be assumed that results from partici-
pants asked to report on hypothetical involvement are
equal to responses based on actual involvement.

We also found several differences between groups
reporting dating and marital EDI. Participants reporting on
marital EDI reported significantly higher levels of intima-
cy and self-esteem reasons for the EDI, as well as motiva-
tions for the EDI based on love for the extradyadic partner,
relative to participants reporting on a dating EDI. Given
the relative seriousness of the infringement of the marital
contract represented by an extramarital affair, individuals
appear to require higher levels of these types of motiva-
tions to engage in an extramarital involvement relative to a
dating EDI. The seriousness of the violation of the marital
contract represented by an extramarital affair may also
underlie the relatively greater concern regarding the nega-
tive evaluations of others and the concern about hurting the
partner seen in the marital EDI group relative to the dating
EDI group. However, there were no differences in overall
remorse or fears regarding potentially losing a partner
(either the primary or extradyadic partner) for dating and
marital EDI groups. The higher levels of motivation for the
EDI seen in the marital group may lessen the overall regret
and fears of loss in the context of EDI.

Other aspects of the EDI were similar between dating
EDI and marital EDI groups. Despite the importance of
experimenting with different relationships as a develop-
mental task in young adulthood, the dating EDI group did
not report greater autonomy motivations or more casual
extradyadic relationships. Participants reporting on dating
EDI were also not more likely to report obsessive
extradyadic relationships, even with the frequent intensity
of adolescent relationships (Glenn & Marquardt, 2001).
Overall, there were no differences in the ratings of the
emotional connection with the extradyadic partner
between dating and marital EDI groups. 

We included gender in our analyses to evaluate possible
interaction effects between type of EDI and gender on var-
ious aspects of the EDI. Several main effects of gender
were found which were consistent with prior literature
(and some of which replicated prior findings analyzing the
dating EDI and marital EDI data separately; Allen, 2001;
Allen & Baucom, 2004). Women reported more intimacy
and self-esteem reasons for the EDI, endorsed higher lev-

els of feeling that the behavior was unlike them, and felt
more concerned about the negative judgments of others
subsequent to the EDI, whereas men generally reported
more acceptance of EDI, endorsed more satisfaction with
the intimacy in the primary relationship prior to the EDI,
and described the extradyadic relationship as more casual.
Remarkably, only one interaction effect emerged for all
aspects of the EDI: women in the undergraduate groups
appeared slightly more concerned about hurting their part-
ner, while women in the marital EDI group were less con-
cerned than men about hurting the partner. In the marital
context, women’s relatively lower satisfaction with the
intimacy provided in their marriage may lead to a sense of
justification for the involvement and mitigate their con-
cerns for their husbands’ feelings. 

The differences found between groups in this study
have implications for intervention. For example, intimacy
and self-esteem reasons were stronger forces in marital as
compared to dating EDI. Also, women (relative to men)
and the marital EDI group (relative to the dating EDI
group) were more likely to say the EDI was inconsistent
with their values and general patterns of behavior.
Premarital education programs which seek to prevent mar-
ital distress and dissolution (commonly associated with
EDI; Amato & Previti, 2003) may educate engaged cou-
ples regarding theses issues in order to help couples under-
stand that intentions are not completely protective and to
underscore the importance of keeping intimacy and vali-
dation strong in the marriage. 

Future research in this area could explore several other
important questions. For example, Harris (2002) explicitly
compared participants’ own hypothesized reactions to
partner EDI to their actual reactions to past partner EDI.
Future explorations could similarly compare what individ-
uals imagine about engaging in EDI to actual past experi-
ences of engaging in EDI. We also did not take on the more
challenging task of asking undergraduate participants to
imagine responses to an event farther out of their experi-
ence (e.g., a spouse engaging in infidelity when there are
children and several years of marital investment).  For
example, Hupka and Eshett (1988) asked introductory psy-
chology students to imagine themselves as older and mar-
ried, with men specifically asked to imagine themselves as
a junior executive and women asked to imagine them-
selves as the wife of a junior executive. The participants
were then asked to imagine seeing their wife or husband
passionately kissing someone of the opposite sex at an
office party attended by many coworkers and to rate the
likelihood of having certain affective, cognitive, and phys-
iological responses to this scene. It has not been estab-
lished how well undergraduate participants can identify
with such specific and far-off scenarios. Hupka and Eshett
found that women expected lower degrees of distress if the
other person was their best friend (as compared to a
stranger or some other person), whereas clinical experi-
ence suggests that this dual betrayal might, in fact, be the
context of the greatest distress. 
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Overall, our study suggests that even when diverse
groups are able to answer questions about EDI with good
internal consistency, the actual reported experiences of
EDI often differ between groups. Reported experiences of
EDI appear to differ based on the context of the EDI, so it
may often be inappropriate to generalize findings from one
group to another. This is consistent with other findings
which have found differences in EDI based on whether the
sample was a community marital sample or a marital ther-
apy sample reporting EDI (Glass, 2003). We expected
some of the group differences in this study, but others were
surprising. Therefore, it is difficult to predict how diverse
groups may differ on various aspects of EDI. The context
for examining EDI appears critical in trying to unravel this
most important, complex, and at times bewildering aspect
of interpersonal behavior within an intimate relationship.  
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