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Motives for anger and aggression in love triangles are discussed and then examined
using homicide data and survey data from college students. We find that love triangles
are a more important motive when females commit homicide than when males commit
homicide. Females usually kill their lover while males usually kill their rival. Male
attacks on male rivals reflect identity concerns, according to the college student data.
Anger at both the partner and rival also depends on the assignment of blame. The
aggrieved party may attack the partner or rival in order to gain retribution or deter future
episodes.
Who are people angry at when they come home unexpectedly and find their partner with
someone else? Are they more likely to engage in violence toward their partner or the rival?
Do men and women differ in whom they attack and are their motives the same?
This research is concerned with the motives for aggression and violence in love triangles. We use a social interactionist approach to understand these motives (Felson, 1993;
Tedeschi & Felson, 1994). From this perspective, verbal aggression and physical violence
are "coercive actions" whose intent is either to impose harm or to force a target to comply.1 For the actor, harm to a target is a means to an end, not an end in itself — all aggression is instrumental behavior. While people may behave impulsively in the sense that they
fail to consider costs and consequences, their behavior is still the result of a decision-making process.
Actors harm others for three reasons: (1) to force compliance; (2) to achieve retributive
justice; and (3) to protect or enhance social identities. Their behavior also reflects considerations of costs and moral inhibitions. Coercion is often used in situations involving
social conflict (such as love triangles), since social conflicts produce concerns about justice and social identities, and a desire to influence the behavior of adversaries.
The social interactionist approach is in opposition to frustration-aggression approaches,
which posit a special innate system of angry aggression, propelled from within, that is distinct from instrumental aggression (e.g., Dollard, Doob, Miller, Mowrer, & Sears, 1939;
Berkowitz, 1989). It is compatible with rational-choice perspectives on crime (e.g., Cornish
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& Clarke, 1986). It is also compatible with symbolic interactionism since both perspectives
emphasize the point of view of actors and the importance of social interaction. However,
our perspective emphasizes decision making, motives, and costs, whereas symbolic interactionism does not.
Previous theoretical discussions of violence in love triangles are based on sociobiology
(Daly, Wilson & Weghorst, 1982; Daly & Wilson, 1988). According to the sociobiological
perspective, sexual jealousy—or sexual proprietariness—is a major factor in male violence.
Males are more likely than females to be upset by their partner's infidelity because of their
concerns for paternity. Male violence is often related to the desire for sexual exclusivity
and control of female sexuality. Some of our results are relevant to sociobiology, but that
will not be our focus.
We begin with a theoretical discussion of the motives for aggression and violence in
love triangles as suggested by a social interactionist perspective. We attempt to show how
such a perspective helps makes sense of the behavior of the offended party. Then, in the
empirical portion of the paper, we investigate love triangles using homicide data and survey data from college students. We determine how often homicides are motivated by love
triangles, and whether offenders kill the partner or the rival. In the college student sample,
we explore the motives for anger and aggression toward partners and rivals. Throughout,
we attempt to determine whether males and females differ in their motives and targets.

Deterring the Liaison
Coercion can be used to compel desired behavior or deter unwanted behavior. For example, robbers use threats to encourage victims to relinquish their money, and parents use
punishment to control their children. Threats, bodily force, and punishments are alternatives to noncoercive methods of influence, such as promises, persuasion, and reinforcements (Tedeschi & Felson, 1994).
In a love triangle, coercion may be used to deter future dalliances between the partner
and rival. Jealous lovers may express anger at any flirtatious behavior by their partner in
order to avoid more intensive developments (Bringle & Buunk, 1991). The expression of
anger can be both a punishment and an implied threat. Physical violence or threats of physical violence may be used to intimidate the partner or rival. The protagonist may even kill
the rival or partner to prevent their relationship from continuing.

Retributive Justice in Love Triangles
The desire to harm others in response to a transgression is motivated by a concern for justice as well as deterrence. Retributive justice—the idea that people deserve to be punished
when they do wrong—often motivates an offended party to use aggression (Tedeschi &Felson,
1994; Katz, 1988). The tendency for transgressions to produce anger and aggression has
been demonstrated in both experimental and survey research (e.g., Pastore, 1952; Averill,
1983; see Tedeschi & Felson, 1994, for a review). The more serious the offense, and the
more blameworthy the offender, the greater the anger and aggression (Rule & Nesdale,
1976). Attributions of blame depend, to a large degree, on attributions of personal causality (Heider, 1958).
Infidelities are usually perceived as transgressions (Lieberman, 1988), and they are likely
to lead the offended party to feel angry and aggrieved at the partner. The phrase "she done
him wrong" reflects this sentiment. Offended parties may believe that they have been abandoned, deserted, or betrayed. They may terminate the relationship, or confront the partner,
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seeking an explanation or reconciliation (see Roscoe et al., 1988). However, the belief in
retributive justice sometimes leads the offended party to get even by punishing the partner
in some way.
The offended party should be particularly angry at partners with whom they have a serious relationship, since the betrayal is greater. If the partner is secretly involved with
another person, then the partner has been "cheating," which increases the level of grievance. Lies told to avoid detection are additional offenses (see Bringle & Buunk, 1991).
The protagonist may also be angry and aggrieved at the rival.2 Since people often treat
their relationships to loved ones as proprietary, they may blame rivals for the trespass. This
possessiveness is reflected in phrases such as "he stole her away," or that "he is taken" or
"accounted for." A man with a reputation for being an interloper used to be called a cad or
a louse, reflecting the view that his behavior was offensive. More recently, college students
call such a person, whether male or female, a "ho" — short for whore. From both a sociobiological and a feminist perspective, males should be more likely than females to experience this proprietary relationship toward their partners (Daly, Wilson & Weghorst, 1982;
Lips, 1991).
The moral culpability of the rival may be ambiguous. The phrase "all is fair in love and
war" implies that rivals are sometimes exonerated. Protagonists may have an equivocal
response if they believe that rivals are morally justified in competing for their partner's
affection.
The level of blame attributed to the rival is likely to depend on various situational factors. More blame may be assigned to friends who become rivals, since they have betrayed
a friendship. The level of blame is likely to be high to the extent that the rival is attributed
personal causality for the affair. A rival who initiated the affair is likely to be assigned more
personal causality than a rival who played a more passive role. Personal causality is also
likely to be higher when the rival was aware of the existing relationship during the affair
than when the rival was unaware.

Social Identities in Love Triangles
Social identities refer to the various meanings people attach to themselves and others including situational self- and reflected-appraisals. Individuals find themselves in a predicament
when the identities they desire are challenged or threatened, particularly in front of an audience (Schlenker, 1980). In order to protect, maintain or reestablish identities that have been
questioned they engage in remedial action or protective self-presentation (Goffman, 1972).
Aggressive behavior (or coercion) is one method actors use to nullify the image of weakness and inadequacy associated with some predicaments.
Social identities are likely to be threatened in love triangles in at least two ways. First,
the liaison between the partner and rival represents a defeat for the protagonist. The protagonist has been "put down" or "made a fool of by losing out to the rival. Second, the
partner's affair implies rejection or a loss of interest in the protagonist. The protagonist
experiences humiliation because he or she has been "jilted" or spurned by the partner.
Rejection can produce a loss of face even when there is no rival.
Identity concerns are likely to be particularly salient for the protagonist when third parties know about the triangle (Tedeschi & Felson, 1994). The humiliation may be even greater
when the protagonist is "the last to know," i.e., when, upon discovering the affair, the protagonist learns that others have known about it all along.
Identity concerns are likely to affect males and females differently. Males may feel
more humiliated than females because they are more concerned about appearing powerless
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and vulnerable, which is inconsistent with the male social identity. The term "cuckold"
reflects the negative identity assigned to the offended male in a love triangle. In order to
counter the image of weakness, males may be more likely to respond to the loss of face
with anger and aggression. Offended males may be particularly likely to attack their male
rivals in these identity contests (Luckenbill, 1977; Katz, 1988). Evidence suggests that
conflicts between males are particularly likely to involve identity concerns (Felson, 1982).
In fact, the word "rival" has a male connotation.
Affairs may also be more threatening to males than females for reasons related to sex
(or gender) differences in sexual selectivity. Males are much more likely than females to
be indiscriminate in their choice of sexual partners (see Ellis, 1989, for a review). It is
unclear as to what degree the sex difference in sexual selectivity is socially learned or innate,
but the consequences are the same. A man's interest in the rival is more likely than a woman's
interest to be purely sexual. A woman's interest in the rival is more likely to reflect either
romantic attachment or dissatisfaction with the current partner (Glass & Wright, 1985).
Even if these interests are not present in individual cases, stereotypes about sex difference
in sexual selectivity could lead men to feel more threatened by the affairs of women than
women feel about the affairs of men.

Inhibitory Factors
While offended parties may be motivated to attack the partner or rival, they may be inhibited by various costs and moral inhibitions. They may refrain from attacking their partners
because they fear that it will drive the partner further away. Their desire to punish the partner and their fear of making the situation worse places them in a dilemma.
Protagonists may also avoid blaming their partner for psychological reasons. Blaming
the partner might force them to acknowledge that their partner has lost interest in them or
that their relationship with their partner is tenuous. Blaming the rival, on the other hand,
allows protagonists to delude themselves about their precarious position.
Gender differences in violence and physical strength may also play a role. For heterosexual males, the rival is a male while the partner is a female. The reverse is true for female
heterosexuals. Males may find it more costly to attack the male rival than the female partner, because of a greater fear of physical retaliation (Felson, 1996). Females may find it
more costly to attack their male partner than their female rival. On the other hand, these
effects may be offset by inhibitions about harming females (e.g., Young, Beier, & Barton,
1975).
Finally, the protagonist may not have an opportunity to attack the rival. Rivals may be
difficult to identify or locate. Since an attack on the rival may require a search, impulsive
attacks are less likely. The partner, on the other hand, is likely to be readily available. If
their relationship continues, the protagonist may have many opportunities to punish the
partner. Infidelities may be forgiven, but they are not likely to be forgotten (Tedeschi &
Felson, 1994). The grievance over the infidelity may be resurrected during conflicts over
other matters.

Previous research
Two previous studies of love triangles and aggression used college student samples. One
examined how respondents thought they would react to an infidelity in a hypothetical scenario (de Weerth & Kalma, 1993). The study found that females were more likely than males
to say they would verbally and physically abuse their partner. However, the use of hypo-
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thetical scenarios and the word "abuse" may have affected these results. Males may have
been unwilling to say that they would abuse a female. Paul, Foss, and Galloway (1993) used
hypothetical scenarios, but also questioned a small sample (N = 52) of students who had
actually experienced these situations. They found that more blame, anger, and aggression
were directed at the partner than the rival. However, males were more likely to physically
attack the rival than the partner.
Homicides stemming from jealousy and love triangles have also been the subject of
research. A study of 48 cases in Miami found that males were slightly more likely to kill
their rival than their partner, but the authors did not perform a statistical test (Wilbanks,
1984). A study of 47 homicides from Detroit found that males were just as likely to kill the
partner as they were to kill the rival (Daly, Wilson, & Weghorst, 1982). Daly and Wilson
(1988) review a number of studies (each based on a small sample) showing that males are
more likely than females to kill rivals in love triangles. However, it is unclear whether this
pattern is due to the fact that males are more likely to engage in homicide. Males may be
more likely to kill rivals and partners in love triangles simply because they are more likely
to kill. We shall take this factor into account in our study of love triangles in homicide.

LOVE TRIANGLES IN HOMICIDE
The first study involves an examination of love triangles in homicide. We first attempt to
determine how often male and female offenders are motivated by love triangles. We then
determine whether the offender killed the partner or the rival. We predict that men will be
more likely than women to kill the rival rather than the partner, because of identity competition between males.
The research design involves a situational analysis of homicide incidents, wherein the
incident is the unit of analysis. We examine gender differences in whether a homicide was
motivated by a love triangle, not gender differences in whether a love triangle resulted in
a homicide vs. some other outcome. This approach is consistent with the general tradition
of research on motives in homicide (e.g., Daly & Wilson, 1988; Wolfgang, 1958).
Our analyses are based on data from the Department of Justice's study "Murder Cases
in 33 Large Urban Counties in the United States, 1988." These data were collected from
prosecutors' files in a sample of 33 counties that represented the 75 most populated counties in the U. S. (where the bulk of the nation's homicides occur).
A case was eligible for selection into the sample if one or more defendants had been
charged with murder or non-negligent manslaughter and if the case had been adjudicated
during 1988. A total of 2,539 cases were sampled, which involved 3,119 defendants and
2,655 victims (Dawson & Boland, 1993, p. 10). To avoid ambiguities in the classification
of incidents with multiple victims and/or offenders, we follow the precedent of past research
and limit attention to cases with a single victim and a single offender (Williams & Flewelling,
1988). There were only a few cases in which an offender killed both the lover and rival.
The final sample includes 2,060 homicide incidents.
A particularly advantageous feature of this data set is the detail it contains on motive.
Other homicide data sets have single codes for motive categories that are sometimes too
vague and general to be useful. This data set includes three variables reflecting the motive
of the crime and 95 different motive codes. Each homicide could therefore be characterized in three ways, although most received only a single coding. Two codes indicated that
a love triangle motivated the crime: "love triangle" and "jealousy." We classified a homi-

350

R. B. Felson

cide as a love triangle (or jealousy) if any of the three original variables received was so
coded. For example, a homicide coded as resulting from both a love triangle and a domestic quarrel was coded as a love triangle.
The multiple coding addresses Daly and Wilson's (1988) concern that some love triangles are coded as arguments or domestic quarrels in homicide data sets. They claim that
this miscoding leads to an underestimation of the frequency of this motive in existing studies.3
This data set, like all homicide data sets, has potentially significant limitations.
Incidents that do not result in an arrest are not included in the data file. Therefore, homicides for which no offender was identified are not represented. This exclusion may lead to
an undersampling of violence involving strangers, since these cases are comparatively difficult to solve, and to an oversampling of homicides involving couples, cases which are relatively easy to solve. This bias could, in turn, lead to an overestimation of the frequency of
love triangles, since love triangles are more likely to involve people who know each other.
Some homicide cases are also likely to be excluded if criminal justice officials immediately determined that the homicide was justifiable and thus declined to file a formal charge.
Most of these obvious cases involve either police officers acting in the line of duty or civilians killing robbers or burglars (Lundsgaarde, 1977; Tennenbaum, 1993). Such a bias would
also lead to an overestimation of the frequency of love triangles. The number of homicide
incidents that are judged to be justifiable at such an early stage of processing, however, is
relatively small.
Two other biases could lead to an underestimation of the frequency of love triangles in
homicide. First, the data set involves an urban sample, which is likely to include more incidents involving strangers than a national sample. Second, homicides that lead to an immediate suicide by the offender are likely to be excluded. These cases are more likely to involve
people who know each other and therefore should include more love triangles.
These sampling biases may affect the estimates of the frequency of love triangles in this
data set. However, the influence of these biases on our analyses of gender differences in
love triangles is likely to be modest.

Gender Differences in Motive
Gender differences in the percentage of homicides that were coded as either love triangles
or jealousy are presented in the first two columns of Table 1. The percentages are combined
in the third column. The results show that when women kill someone they are almost twice
as likely as men to be motivated by jealousy and love triangles (chi-square = 11.6 (!);/?<
.001).
Of course, men are much more likely than women to commit homicide: 88% of the total
sample of offenders are men. Men are more likely to kill for jealousy than females simply
because they are more likely to kill. We control for the fact that men are more violent by
examining love triangles as a proportion of the total number of homicides for each gender.
This method reveals that sexual jealousy is actually a more important motive in female violence than in male violence. The greater violence of males masks the gender difference in
motive. These results contradict the sociobiological approach which suggests that sexual
jealousy is a major factor in male violence, and more important for males than females
(Daly & Wilson, 1988).
We also examine gender differences in the role of love triangles in a sample restricted
to homicides involving heterosexual couples. Incidents in which a spouse, lover, or ex-lover
was killed were selected. We identified 192 cases in which a male offender killed his
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TABLE 1. Percentage of Homicides that Involve Love Triangles or Jealousy
for Male and Female Offenders (N = 2,056)
Circumstances

Total W

Triangles

Jealousy

Males

2.4

4.2

6.6

1810

Females

4.5

8.1

12.6

246

Triangles
of Jealousy

female partner, and 115 cases in which a female offender killed her male partner. The percentage of incidents in which the homicide stemmed from jealousy or love triangles was
about the same for males and females (19.3% for males vs. 18.3% for females). Thus love
triangles are just as important in motivating females to kill their partners as they are in
motivating males to kill their partners.
It is likely that in some cases the protagonist in the triangle is the homicide victim and
the offender is one of the persons involved in the affair. Daly et al. (1982) report that a
female (or her kin) killed a jealous male in 11 out of 47 homicides precipitated by the jealous male.4 Perhaps in some of these cases, the jealous male attacks the female and the female
kills the man in self-defense. To examine this possibility in our data we eliminated homicides involving heterosexual couples in which self-defense was identified as a motive (11
male offenders and 1 female offender). The results were similar when these cases were omitted from the analyses.
While a woman might kill her jealous husband, a man might also kill his jealous wife.
The latter may occur more frequently since men cheat on their spouses more than women
do. If cases in which victims are the jealous party could be identified and omitted from
analyses, the gender pattern observed here would be even more pronounced.

Gender Differences in Choice of Target
In the second analysis we examine whom offenders are likely to kill in homicides stemming from jealousy and love triangles. We first restricted the analyses to heterosexual relationships. A case was omitted if the victim was coded as having a homosexual relationship
with the offender, or if the victim and offender were coded as rivals and they differed in
gender. Five triangles involving homosexual relationships were omitted based on these criteria. We then used information on the gender of the antagonists to determine whether the
offender killed the partner or rival. If the offender and victim are the same gender in a heterosexual relationship, it can be assumed that the offender killed the rival. If the offender
and victim are different in gender, it can be assumed that the offender killed the partner.
The results for homicides motivated by heterosexual cases of jealousy and love triangles are depicted in Table 2. They show dramatic differences between males and females
in their choice of victims. Approximately two out of three males kill their rival and two out
of three females kill their partner. The results are consistent with the notion that males are
involved in an identity competition with their male rivals.
An alternative interpretation of this pattern is that target choice reflects a tendency to
harm males rather than females. For a female offender, the partner is a male; for a male
offender, the rival is a male. Perhaps males react violently when they are challenged by a
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TABLE 2. Gender Differences in Choice of Target
in Homicides Involving Jealousy or Love Triangles (Percentages)
Lover

Victim

Rival

Total

N

100%

116

100%

31

Males

34.5

65.5

Females

67.7

32.3

protagonist, and provoke a homicidal response. On the other hand, it seems more likely
that protagonists would avoid challenging males in the first place because of the greater
risks involved.
In sum, these results suggest that love triangles are just one of many types of conflict
that can lead people to kill each other. We find that love triangles are more likely to motivate homicides committed by females than homicides committed by males, and they are
equally likely to motivate males and females to kill their partners. These results suggest
that sociobiologists have exaggerated the importance of love triangles as a motivator of
male violence. The results also suggest that males and females differ in whom they kill in
love triangles. Males tend to attack their rivals while females tend to attack their partners.
This gender difference is expected if we assume that identity concerns between male rivals
are likely to be salient. We explore this issue further in the college student data.5

Love Triangles Among College Students
The information available in homicide data sets is quite limited. In order to examine more
fully the motivation for aggression in love triangles, we collected data from college students who were the protagonist or offended party in a love triangle. In this study, we examine the motives of males and females in attacking partners and rivals in love triangles, focusing on the role of retributive justice and social identities.
While these incidents primarily involve verbal aggression, it seems reasonable to believe
that many of the situational determinants of minor and severe forms of aggression are similar. We assume that primarily individual difference factors, not motives, affect whether an
individual verbally attacks or kills an adversary.
Note the difference in the design between this study and the homicide study. This study
focuses on a sample of people who have experienced a love triangle and examines whether
they responded with anger and aggression. The prior study focuses on a sample of homicides and, working backwards, examines gender differences in motive and target.
We first describe the characteristics of the incidents and compare how male and female
protagonists responded. We examine what upset them, whom they blame, and toward whom
they direct their anger and aggression. We expect that both men and women are upset over
having been wronged but that males are more likely than females to be upset about losing
face.
We then examine the effects of blame and loss of face on anger and aggression. We expect
that both male and female respondents are more angry and aggressive toward the person
they blame. We hypothesize that males are more likely than females to be angry and
aggressive when they believe they have lost face. Males who experience a loss efface should
be particularly likely to attack male rivals, given competition between males.
Finally, we examine how characteristics of the situation affect the attribution of blame
and the respondent's anger and aggression. Respondents should assign more blame and be
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more angry and aggressive in circumstances in which they attribute a high level of personal
causality to an offender. Thus, respondents should react more strongly to rivals who are
aware of the partner's involvement with the respondent, or rivals who initiate the affair,
since it is likely that more personal causality will be attributed to these rivals. In addition,
respondents should react more strongly to transgressions that are more serious or that include
multiple offenses. Thus, there should be more blame, anger, and aggression when there has
been an attempt to deceive the respondent. In addition, respondents should react more
strongly when their relationship with the partner was a serious one at the time of the affair.
Their partner has violated a commitment and the rival has committed a more serious trespass. The violation of commitment should also lead respondents to assign more blame and
be particularly angry and aggressive toward friends who become rivals.

Methods
The sample is an introductory class in sociology (N= 276) at a large state university in the
Northeast. College student samples have well-known limitations. In particular, poor people are likely to be underrepresented in these samples. However, social class differences
are observed primarily for serious forms of violence which are rare in any kind of survey
of the general population. In addition, we can think of no theoretical reason to expect the
effects observed in this study to depend on social class.
In some ways, the sample is an appropriate one, given the topic. College-age students
are more likely than other populations to have recently participated in love triangles— problems of memory loss are likely to be minimized. In addition, young adults have a high incidence of aggressive behavior. A representative sample of an adult population would probably yield relatively few such cases.
A questionnaire was distributed to all of the students in attendance. The questionnaire
included the following instructions:
Think about a situation where a person that you were romantically involved with became
involved with someone else. This situation could have involved anything from a single incident to a long-term affair. The following questions will pertain to your experiences when
this happened. (Note: The situation does not necessarily involve sexual relations between
your partner and the other person. If the situation has happened more than once, pick the
one you remember best.)

Over half the respondents (55.8%) reported that they had experienced such an incident.
Females are more likely to have been the offended party in a love triangle than males (63.9%
vs. 48.0%; p < .05) This gender difference could be due to the greater selectivity of females
than males in their sexual behavior or to the general tendency of males to engage in more
deviant behavior.
Eight of the respondents were omitted from analyses because they were involved in
homosexual affairs. The final sample included those respondents who had experienced a
heterosexual incident (N= 154). The questions posed to these respondents are presented in
Table 3.
Note that the measures of aggression refer to any means used by respondents to "get
back" at the partner or rival. It should tap behaviors intended to harm the target either verbally or physically, whether that behavior resulted in harm or not. Respondents might find
it easier to answer this question in the affirmative since it implies that their behavior was
provoked, and thus more justifiable.
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TABLE 3. Description of Variables

Variable Names
Aggression
toward
Partner/Rival

Survey uestion
Did you attempt to get
back at your partner
(rival)?

Response Choices
Yes
No

Coding
1
0

Anger at
Partner/Rival

How angry were you at
your partner (rival)?

Extremely angry
Somwhat angry
Slightly angry
Not angry at all

4
3
2
1

Blame towards
Partner/Rival
Self

How much did you blame
your partner (rival,
self) for what happend?

A lot of blame
Some of the blame
A little blame
Did not blame

4
3
2
1

Upset over
Betrayal

How upset were you that
you had been lied to or
betrayed by your
partner

Very upset
Somewhat upset
A little upset
Not upset at all /I did
not fell betrayed

4
3
2
1

Upset over
Loss of face

How much did it upset
you that the incident
made you look bad?

Very upset
Somewhat upset
A little upset
Not upset at all/
Did not make me look bad

4
3
2
1

Humiliation

How humiliated or put
down did you feel by the
incident?

Extremely humiliated
Somewhat humiliated
Slightly humiliated
Not humiliated at all

4
3
2
1

Seriousness
of
relationship

How serious was your
relationship with your
partner before the
incident(s)?

Very serious
Somewhat serious
slightly serious
Not serious at all

4
3
2
1

Rival
Initated
Affair

Who do your think
initiated the
relationship between
your partner and the
other person?

The other person
Both, it was probably
mutual/Don't know
My partner

3
2

Rival Aware

Was the other person
avare of your relationship with your partner?

Yes
Don't know
No

2
1
0

Partner hid
Affair

Did your partner attempt
to hid the incident(s)
from you?

Yes
Don't know
No

2
1
0

Intimidate
Partner/Rival

Did you attempt to intimidate your partner (the other
person) in order to prevent
him/her from seeing the other
person (your partner) again?

Yes
No

1
0

1
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We also inquired about whether the respondent attempted to intimidate the partner or
rival. This question focuses on the threat or use of physical violence to influence the target's behavior.

Results
In Table 4 we present gender differences in the characteristics of the love triangles and the
reactions of respondents to them. The statistical significance of gender differences in the
dichotomous dependent variables were evaluated using chi-square. 7-tests were used to
evaluate the significance of gender differences in the continuous variables. We use onetailed tests when the direction of the relationship is predicted and two-tailed tests otherwise. The continuous variables are dichotomized in the table so that the distributions can
be described with percentages.
Table 4 shows that in most cases, the respondents perceived the partner as "cheating,"
and were upset over having been lied to and betrayed. Often the partner hid the affair. Female
protagonists were significantly more likely than males to blame their partners and to be
angry at them, but they were less likely than males to use aggression.
Respondents often knew the rival at least as an acquaintance. They usually believed that
the rival was aware of their ongoing relationship with the partner and that the rival had initiated the affair. Males and females were similar in the extent to which they attributed
blame and were angry at their rivals. On the other hand, males were significantly more likely
than females to report that they used intimidation to deter the rival from continuing the
relationship. Gender differences in aggression toward the rival were in the same direction
but were statistically insignificant.
We also asked about self-related responses of respondents to the triangle. About half of
the respondents reported feeling at least somewhat humiliated by the experience or at least
somewhat upset over "looking bad." They were not as likely to be upset over the loss of
face as they were over the betrayal, however.
The evidence does not support the notion that males are more concerned about their
image than females in love triangles. Females were just as likely as males to feel humiliated, and to be upset over a loss of face. It is possible, however, that males experience more
humiliation but are less likely to admit it.
Some respondents assigned at least some of the blame for the affair to themselves. They
were much less likely to blame themselves than they were to blame the partner and rival.

Effects of Blame and Loss of Face
A social interactionist approach suggests that attributions of blame and social identities are key
factors in anger and aggression. In this section we examine the relative effects of blame and
losing face on the protagonist's response in a love triangle. A single item was used to measure
attribution of blame (see Table 3). Upset over looking bad and feeling humiliated—which
were highly correlated (r = .75 for males and r - .62 for females)— were summed to create
a measure of loss of face. We estimated the effects of these variables on anger and aggression toward partner and rival in a multiple regression framework. Standardized coefficients
from these regression equations are presented for males and females separately in Table 5.6
The results show that attributions of blame are a strong predictor of anger. The more
blame respondents attributed to partners, the more angry they were at them. The more
respondents blamed rivals, the more angry they were at them. The blame attributed to the
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TABLE 4. Gender Differences in Reactions to Love Triangles (Percentages)
Variables

Males

Females

Considered it cheating

78.6

67.1

Partner hid affair

57.1

59.2

Very or somewhat angry at partner

69.6

86.7*

Assigned a lot or some blame to partner

73.2

86.8*

Aggressed against partner

47.9

26.7*

Intimidated partner

25.7

20.0

Rival was a friend

26.8

25.0

Rival was aquaintance

40.8

26.3

Rival was aware of relationship

71.8

61.8

Rival initiated relationship

68.6

76.0

Very or somewhat angry at rival

68.1

64.0

Assigned a lot or some blame to rival

67.1

71.1

Aggressed against rival

27.1

18.7

Intimidated rival

30.0

14.7*

Very or somewhat upset over betrayal

70.4

82.9

Very or somewhat upset over loss of face

54.9

52.6

Very or somewhat humiliated

49.3

52.0

Assigned a lot or some blame to self

23.9

25.0

72

78

Response to the Partner

Response to the rival

Self-related responses

N
*Gender differences statistically significant at the .05 level.

TABLE 5. The Effects of Blame and Loss of Face on Anger and
Aggression (Standarized Regression Coefficients)

Variable

Partner
Anger
Aggression
Male
Female
Male
Female

Rival
Anger
Male
Female

Blame

.44*

.54*

.13

-.00

.69*

.74*

.22*

.28*

Loss of
Face

.38*

.27*

.22*

.07

.23*

.00

.25*

-.01

*p < .05

Agression
Male
Female
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rival also predicted aggression toward the rival. It did not affect aggression toward the partner, however.
Loss of face also affected anger and aggression. Both males and females who experienced a loss of face were more likely to be angry at the partner. Males who experienced a
loss of face were also more likely to be aggressive toward the partner.
As predicted, the effect of loss of face on reactions to the rival depended on the respondent's gender. Loss of face had significant effects on anger and aggression toward the rival
for males but not females. To examine the significance of the gender interaction we included
a multiplicative term (sex X loss of face) in equations for the entire sample. The multiplicative term for anger was statistically significant (t = 1.8; p < .05). The multiplicative
term for aggression toward the rival was not quite significant (t = 1.6; p > .05). The consistent pattern for anger and aggression suggests that the statistical interaction is a real effect.

Circumstances that Affect Blame, Anger, and Aggression
In this section we examine characteristics of love triangles that affect attributions of blame
and contribute to the respondents' anger and aggression. Standardized regression coefficients are presented in Table 6.
It was hypothesized that respondents would feel particularly aggrieved when a serious
commitment was violated. The hypothesis was clearly supported for females. Females attributed more blame and were angrier at the partner and rival when they been in a serious relationship with the partner. For males, the seriousness of the relationship only affected their
anger toward their partner. The seriousness of the relationship did not affect whether males
or females reported having engaged in aggression.
The hypothesis that anger toward the rival would be affected by the respondent's relationship with the rival was not supported. Respondents were no more likely to blame or be
angry and aggressive toward the rival if the rival was a friend. There was a tendency for
females to attribute less blame and be less angry at the partner if the rival was a friend.
As predicted, respondents who believed that their rivals initiated the affair were more likely
to attribute blame to them, and be angry and aggressive toward them. The effects on anger
were not statistically significant, however. There was also a tendency for females to attribute
less blame to the partner when the rival initiated the affair. It appears that females attribute
less blame to their male partners if they believe that they were seduced by female rivals.
It was also hypothesized that respondents would react more negatively toward the rival
if they thought the rival had been aware of the partner's relationship with the respondent.
The hypothesis was generally supported for females, but not for males. Females attributed
more blame and were angrier at rivals who they believed were aware of the relationship,
although this belief did not affect their aggression toward the rival. For some reason, females
also attributed more blame to partners when the rival was aware of the relationship.
The most consistent predictor of blame, anger and aggression was whether the partner
attempted to hide the affair. As predicted, partners who concealed the affair were assigned
more blame and were the target of more anger. Males were more likely to attack the partner if there was an attempt at deception, whereas females were not. Rivals were also the
target of more blame, anger, and aggression if deception occurred. For females, these effects
are smaller and not all are statistically significant.
Other evidence also suggests that deception was a key factor in anger and the attribution
of blame. The more respondents were upset over being lied to and betrayed, the more blame
they assigned to the partner (r = .55), and the angrier they were at the partner (r = .72).

TABLE 6. Sources of Grievances in Love Triangles for Males and Females (Standarized Regression Coefficients)
Partner
Rival
Source of
Grievance

Aggression

Anger

Blame

Blame

Anger

Aggression

Male

Female

Male

Female

Male

Female

Male

Female

Male

Female

Male

Female

Partner Hide
Affair

.26*

.29*

.34*

.37*

.36*

.03

.23*

.19*

.23*

.14

.29*

.21

Seriousness of
Relationship

-.02

.19*

.25*

.36*

-.03

-.10

.00

.17*

.07

.26*

.04

.-02

Rival Initiated
Affair

-.09

-.21*

.04

.01

-.12

.16

.32*

.24*

.19

.15

.23*

.37*

Rival Was Aware
of Relationship

-.03

.31*

.06

.13

.06

.02

.08

.41*

.21

.36*

.06

-.10

Rival was
Aquaintance

.15

-.09

.17

.04

.15

-.06

-.08

.09

.01

.02

.24*

.12

Rival Was
Friend

.13

-.27*

.13

-.25*

.08

-.18

.03

.09

-.03

.08

.08

.10

R2
*p<

.10

.40

.20

.48

.17

.06

.18

.42

.14

.33

.17

.13
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DISCUSSION
These results do not provide much support for a sociobiological approach. Love triangles
and jealousy are not as frequently involved in the motivation for homicide as sociobiologists have suggested. In addition, love triangles are more likely to motivate homicides
committed by females than homicides committed by males. Earlier research showing the
opposite pattern did not control for the fact that males are more likely to engage in homicide (Daly & Wilson, 1988).
The greater propensity of males to engage in aggression, particularly physical violence,
was apparent in both data sets. Among the college students, males were more likely than
females to be aggressive toward their partners and to use intimidation to deter the rival
from seeing the partner again. Males were also much more likely than females to commit
homicide.
The greater tendency for female homicide offenders to kill in response to love triangles
may be due, in part, to the fact that males are more likely to be unfaithful than females.7
The greater sexual infidelity of males—apparent in the college student data—offends their
partners and sometimes elicits female aggression. The gender difference in sexual behavior is consistent with a sociobiological approach. However, it is also consistent with the
fact that males tend to engage in more deviant behavior than females generally.
Sociobiologists might argue that males are more likely than females to respond to their
partner's sexual involvement with the rival and that not all of these incidents involved sexual involvement. However, in analyses not presented, we found no evidence of gender differences in sexual behavior with the rival, nor did we observe gender differences in response
to triangles that involved sexual relationships.
Strong gender differences were observed in the choice of victim in homicide. When
females killed someone in response to a love triangle, it was much more likely to be the
partner than the rival. Males, on the other hand, were much more likely than females to kill
their rivals. We attribute this gender difference to male identity concerns about their rivals.
The loss efface experienced by males apparently leads them to retaliate against their competitors. This explanation is supported in the college student data which showed that males
were more likely to be angry and aggressive toward the rival when their self-image was
threatened. Although female protagonists in love triangles are just as likely as males to experience humiliation, they are less likely to respond to their humiliation by attacking the rival.
The results show that grievances and the desire for retribution also play an important
role in anger and aggressive behavior resulting from love triangles. Protagonists in love triangles are usually angry at the person or persons they hold responsible, and sometimes
they seek retribution. Females are more likely than males to feel aggrieved toward their
partners, although they are less likely to act on these grievances than males.
A crucial aspect of grievances in love triangles is the protagonist's perception that he or
she has been lied to and betrayed. Thus, protagonists attributed more blame, and were angrier
and more aggressive when the partner attempted to hide the affair. Attributions of personal
causality also played a role in the grievance. The grievance with the rival was greater when
the rival initiated the relationship and when the rival knew that the partner was already
involved with the respondent. These behaviors make the rival more blameworthy. It did not
matter whether the rival was a close friend or not. It may be that there were too few cases
(N = 12) involving close friends to find effects. It may also be that initially favorable attitudes toward friends offset a negative reaction to their offense or that the rivalry led respondents to deny there was a friendship.
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An alternative interpretation of the relationship between blame and aggression cannot
be ruled out. It may be that respondents who have been aggressive toward the partner or
rival justify their behavior by assigning them greater blame. Evidence supporting our causal
interpretation comes from laboratory experiments which show that blameworthy actions
produce aggressive responses (e.g., Pastore, 1952; seeTedeschi & Felson, 1994. for areview
Frustration-aggression perspectives offer an alternative explanation of aggression in love
triangles. According to the most recent version of the frustration-aggression hypothesis, any
kind of aversive stimuli produces a negative affect which instigates aggression in the absence
of inhibitory factors (Berkowitz, 1989). Berkowitz would probably argue that the protagonist in a love triangle engages in aggression because of jealousy—a form of negative affect.
He might predict that protagonists would attack whoever behaved more aversively or
whomever it was least costly to attack. Berkowitz has argued that unjustified frustrations
produce more aggression than justified frustrations because they are more aversive. We cannot rule out this alternative explanation.
A frustration-aggression approach might also predict that self-blame would be more
strongly associated with aggression than blaming the partner and rival, since it is more aversive (and involves a more negative affect) when we blame ourselves than when we blame
others. However, in analyses not presented, self-blame was not associated with anger or
aggression.
From our point of view, only certain types of aversive stimuli instigate anger and
aggression—those that lead an actor to either blame another person or to lose face. We have
argued that respondents involved in these situations are angry because they believe they
have been mistreated and humiliated. Their aggression toward the partner and rival reflects
their attempts to restore justice, save face, and deter the offensive behavior. For males, the
loss of face is important in their decision to engage in aggression against (and sometimes
kill) the rival.
In general, aggression (and sometimes violence) is likely when there is interpersonal
conflict. Conflict is inevitable when people have illicit liaisons, or lose interest and pick
new partners. The conflict resulting from divergent romantic and sexual interests can result
in aggression and violence.

NOTES
1. Tedeschi and Felson substitute the term "punishment" for "aggression." Both refer to behaviors in which the actor expects and values harm to the victim. Sometimes actors who use coercion
expect harm, but value compliance (e.g., in most robberies). We shall use the terms aggression and
coercion interchangeably here.
2. Equity restoration (or redistribute justice) may also be involved in a jealous attack on a rival
(Nacci & Tedeschi, 1977; Tedeschi & Felson, 1994). If protagonists believe that the partner or rival
has benefited at their expense they may harm them in order to create a more just distribution of outcomes, whether they blame them or not.
3. Wolfgang (1958) identified jealousy as the motive in 11.6% of his study of homicide in Philadelphia
(See also Criminal Justice Commission of Baltimore, 1967).
4. Jealousy is not necessarily involved when men call women epithets implying promiscuous sexual behavior. This is a common theme in insults directed against women by both male and female
antagonists (Preston & Stanley, 1987).
5. We found no evidence that the gender differences observed here are affected by race.
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6. Unstandardized coefficients are usually used for comparisons across subsamples since the standard deviations of variables may vary. We present standardized coefficients since the standard deviations of the variables were similar for males and females.
7. If women expect males to be unfaithful, they may be less angry about a transgression than
males are when females are unfaithful.
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