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Formation of personal relationships 

Key Question: Discuss explanations for our attraction to others. 

• No one approach can totally explain the formation of personal relationships.  

• Just as humans are biological, cognitive and social beings, so their behaviours also need biopsychosocial 

explanations.  

• However, each of the 

approaches brings a unique 

insight into the processes that 

lead us to be attracted to 

certain people as friends or 

loving lifetime partners, and 

this will be discussed in this section 

 

Biological explanations for the formation of relationships 

Which research will we look at? 

#1 Key Theory: Anisogamy and Evolutionary Mate Selection. Research by Buss 

#2 Theory: The role of genes in immune system functionality. Research by Wedekind 

 

Research support: Buss et al. (1989)  

Aim: To investigate the extent to which mate selection might be explained using evolutionary theory. (Note: due 

to its scale and cross-cultural perspective this study can also be used to discuss the role of culture in personal 

relationships).  

 Method: Over 10,000 participants aged 19-28 from 33 different countries were given a questionnaire which was 

either filled in by the participants, or read to them and their answers recorded (in cases of illiteracy). Information 

about each participant was obtained on one part of the questionnaire, e.g. age, religion, relationship status, mate 

preference, and on the second part of the questionnaire rating scales were used to indicate how highly certain 

characteristics, such as chastity, were valued. The participants were also asked to rank a selection of 13 personality 

characteristics according to their ideas as to mate preference.  

 Results: Overall the findings showed that males tended to value youthful looks (which may signal fertility) 

whereas females prized characteristics indicative of resources and wealth. Examples of such findings include:  

• 97% of the females in the study valued a future partner’s financial stability and prospects more highly than 

men did.  

• 100% of the males in the study showed a preference for a younger female partner, while women preferred 

older males. 
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• Males rated physical attractiveness more highly than females did.  

• In 23 of the cultures, males rated chastity as being more important than women did.  

 

Conclusion: The degree of agreement in sex differences across cultures led Buss to view mate selection 

preferences as universal, arising from different evolutionary selection pressures on males and females. Males 

focused on looks, youthfulness and signals of fertility, whereas women chose signs of wealth and security and had 

an overall preference for older mates.  

However, there were some interesting differences: 

●          USA: Love ranked first. 

●          Iran: Love ranked third. Ranked high: education, intelligence, ambition, chastity. 

●          Nigeria: Love ranked fourth. Ranked high: good health, neatness, desire for home and children. 

●          China: Love ranked sixth. Ranked high: good health, chastity, domestic skills. 

●          South Africa (Zulu): Love ranked seventh. Ranked high: emotional stability and maturity, dependability. 

In addition, chastity showed the largest effect for culture. Chastity was valued in China, India, Tawain, Palestinian 

Israel and Iran. Respondents in the Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries didn’t care about chastity.  

 

Evaluation of Buss et al. (1989) 

STRENGTHS:  

• This is an ambitious study in the sheer scale of the design and number of participants involved and in the 

attempt to highlight ultimate causes in current mating behaviour. The large number of participants taken 

from a range of countries and cultures means that the data is robust and the findings generalisable, 

certainly more than if this research had been carried out in only one country.  

• The researchers took care to ensure that all questionnaires had been translated from their original English 

and then checked by translators, increasing the reliability of the procedure. The use of the questionnaire, 

rather than interviews, means that the researchers were able to amass a large amount of data and in less 

time than it would take to interview individual participants.  

 LIMITATIONS:  

• The variety and inconsistency of the sampling methods used means that Buss et al.’s study is less 

representative than it may first appear: some samples were obtained via a self-selecting method; some 

were systematic, i.e. every fifth household; some were opportunity samples.  

• The sample age range limits the generalisability of the results as it doesn’t include anyone over age 28. 

• Reliability is also compromised due to the fact that the questionnaire was filled in only once, with no 

follow-up to check for consistency.  
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• There is also the issue of validity to consider: participants may have filled in their answers without much 

thought as to what they were doing; they may have been untruthful or prone to social desirability bias.  

• Responses made on a questionnaire do not necessarily reflect how participants behave in real life, as they 

may say one thing and do the opposite, making the results of the study low in ecological validity.  

 

Deeper Critical Thinking: 

• Are we merely products of evolution? Buss seems to suggest we are, with its emphasis on the instinctive 

drives that produce mating preferences in both males and females. The findings appear to support the idea 

that men seek youthful looks and women seek material security in their mates, but surely there is more to 

relationships than this study suggests? The continuing existence of homosexual relationships would seem 

to refute the idea of anisogamy and evolutionary mate preferences, since the goal of evolution is 

reproduction, which is physically impossible (without external assistance) for two same-sex partners.   

• The theory also does not explain why some men prefer older women or why some women do not want 

children or marriage. These desires defy an evolutionary explanation. Evolutionary explanations of 

attraction are on the whole overly deterministic as they rule out the idea that human beings can exercise 

choice and free will in their romantic pairings; they also do not account for the idea that people may have 

many sexual partners over the years, of varying ages, body shapes and financial means.  

 

• In a more recent study, Li et al (2011) wanted to see if there were differences in mate preference between 

Singaporeans and Americans.  The participants were undergraduate psychology students - with 207 

attending a Midwestern American university and 200 attending a Singaporean university. Unlike the study 

by Buss (1994), as part of their study the researchers were looking for both "short-term" and "long-term" 

relationships. The found that for short-term relationships, men and women in both cultures prioritized 

physical attractiveness. However, when thinking of long-term relationships both American and Singaporean 

men prioritized physical attractiveness and women of both countries prioritized social status.  It is possible 

that this study is showing that an evolutionary explanation of mate choice may be more important that 

cultural differences. 
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#2 Theory: The role of genes in immune system functionality. Research by Wedekind 

 

Theory: The role of genes in immune system functionality 

Evolutionary psychologists argue that our behaviours are the result of natural selection – that is, the behaviours 

that best served the human gene pool have been passed down from generation to generation. Since mating 

behaviours are an essential component of how behaviour is inherited, it should be no surprise that why we choose 

the partners that we do is a major focus of evolutionary psychologists. 

 

Wedekind (1995): 

Background information: MHC genes make molecules that enable the immune system to recognize pathogens; in 

general, the more diverse the MHC genes of the parents the stronger the immune system of the offspring. MHC 

genes are expressed in codominant fashion– that is, that we inherit the MHC alleles from both of our parents and 

they are expressed equivalently. It would be beneficial, therefore, to have evolved systems of recognizing 

individuals with different MHC genes and preferentially selecting them to breed with to maximize immune 

responses. Evolutionary psychologists argue that our “smell” is the sign of our MHC. Wedekind wanted to see if 

women are attracted to a man because of his MHC. He did this in his famous “Smelly T-Shirt Study.” 

 

Aim: To determine whether MHCs would affect mate choice.  

 

Sample: The sample was made up of 49 female and 44 male students from the University of Bern, Switzerland. 

Each participant was “typed” for their MHC, and a wide variance of MHCs were included in the sample. It was 

noted if the women were taking oral contraceptives. The students probably did not know each other – as they 

were from different courses: women from biology and psychology; men from chemistry, physics, and geography. 

 

Procedure: The men were asked to wear a T-shirt for two 

nights and to keep the T-shirt in an open plastic bag during 

the day. They were given perfume-free detergent to wash 

clothes and bedclothes, and perfume-free soap for 

showering. They were asked not to use any deodorants or 

perfumes, to refrain from smoking tobacco or drinking 

alcohol, to avoid all spicy foods, and to not engage in any 

sexual activity. 

2 days later, women ranked the smell of 7 t-shirts, each in a cardboard box with a “smelling hole.” The women 

were tested whenever possible in the second week after the beginning of menstruation, as women appear to be 
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most odour-sensitive at this time. The women prepared themselves for the experiment by using a nose spray for 

the 14 days before the experiment to support regeneration of the nasal mucous membrane if necessary – as well 

as a preventive measure against colds or flu.  

Three of the seven boxes contained T-shirts from men harboring MHC similar to the woman's own; three 

contained T-shirts from MHC-dissimilar men; and one contained an unworn T-shirt as a control. Alone in a room, 

every woman scored the odours of the T-shirts for intensity (range 0-10) and for pleasantness (range 0-10, 5 = 

neutral). 

 

Results: Women scored male body odours as more pleasant when they differed 

from the men in their MHC than when they were more similar. This suggests 

that the MHC or linked genes influence human mate choice. 

 

Conclusion: Women preferred the odors of men with an immune system 

dissimilar to their own, because this could increase the health of potential 

babies. This lends support to the evolutionary explanations of mate selection in 

humans and demonstrates how attraction can be influenced by biological 

factors.  

 

Evaluation: 

• The study clearly seems to support an evolutionary argument for mate 

selection in humans. The study has been successfully replicated by Jacob 

et al (2002). Yamazaki et al. (1976) showed this to be the case for male mice, which show a preference for 

females of different MHC. 

• Research shows that couples who suffer from repeated spontaneous abortions often share a higher 

proportion of their MHC than control couples in many different populations (Beer 1985).  

• In spite of all the evidence, there are some that argue that the theory is too reductionist – that is, it over-

simplifies the behaviour of human mate selection by bringing it down to the MHC – ignoring cognitive and 

socio-cultural factors. 

• The design of the study was a double-blind experiment. This means that neither the researchers nor the 

participants were aware of which t-shirt they were being exposed to at any point in the study. This was 

done in order to minimize demand characteristics. 

• The study also met ethical standards as consent was obtained from all participants and they were 

debriefed. The sample, however, may not be considered representative as the participants were similar in 

age and culture. 
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• The study cannot explain same-sex relationships where couples cannot procreate naturally. In this case, 

surely there must be other factors influencing the formation of relationships, other than biological.  

 

Deeper Critical Thinking: Evaluation of Biological Theories of Attraction  

Both explanations suffer from biological determinism and reductionism. They ignore cognitive (personal choice) 

and sociocultural (environmental) factors and concentrate solely on the connection they observe between current 

behaviour and evolutionary adaptations. This is to raise a possible correlation to the level of cause and effect, and 

to pay no attention to other reasons, such as availability, friendship, and individual choice.  Moreover, the 

evolutionary theories are unable to explain behaviour such as same-sex lifetime partnership that preclude having 

children, as all the attention is focused on the optimal development and survival of the family and ultimately the 

species.    
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Cognitive explanations for the formation of relationships 
 

#1 Theory: Similarity attraction. Research by Markey and Markey 

#2 Theory: Matching hypothesis. Research by Walster 

 

Key theory: Similarity attraction model by Burne (1971) 

• The theory assumes that we are attracted to or form close friendships 

with people who we perceive to be similar to ourselves. This could be 

similarity in ethnicity, age, culture, social class, likes, dislikes, opinions, 

attitudes, personality or beliefs.   

• Perception is important here as actual similarity is not measured in 

most studies.  

• This similarity may be real or perceived (i.e. people may believe their close friends or romantic partners are 

more similar to themselves than they actually are). Cognitive consistency theories offer an explanation of 

the similarity-attraction hypothesis, namely that if you like something but your colleague does not then this 

creates a cognitively imbalanced state, which makes you uncomfortable. A way of resolving this is to decide 

that you do not like your colleague and thus restore cognitive consistency. 

• People who share our attitudes and values validate ourselves and boosts our self-esteem, which in turn 

leads to attraction.  

 

Research by Markey and Markey (2007) 

Aim: To investigate the role of similarity in choosing romantic partners 

 

Procedure: A volunteer sample of 103 female and 66 male undergraduate students who were single but interested 

in finding a romantic partner (mean age 19.01) were recruited through advertisements. Participants first 

completed a questionnaire where they rated their own personality, values and attitudes and then had to do the 

same for their romantic ideal, without thinking of anyone in particular. They also completed filler questionnaires to 

disguise the true purpose of the study. 

 

Results: The way the participants described themselves was similar to what their ideal partner looked like. Warm 

people were attracted to others who were warm. The same was found for dominance. The results indicate that 

people believe that similarity in a potential partner is important but maybe this idea partner is difficult to find.  

 

Conclusion: This supports the similarity-attraction model because participants wanted a partner who had similar 

attitudes, beliefs and values to themselves. 
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Follow up study: 

A follow up study on 106 heterosexual young couples, together for one year, confirmed that people want partners 

who are similar to themselves. The second study also found that couples who experienced the most loving and 

harmonious relationships have romantic partners who are similar to themselves on some characteristics but not 

all. For example, if one partner tended to be somewhat dominant, the other was more submissive. This points 

towards the possibility that total similarity in a couple may be a wish but perhaps not ideal when it comes to 

maintaining harmony long-term. 

 

Conclusion: This indicates that complementarity on certain personality factors might not be necessarily in 

attraction. 

 

Evaluation points to consider 

• Self-selected (volunteer sample) 

• Students 

• Mean age 

• Use of a questionnaire 

• The use of filler questionnaires 

• What about real life couples we see who are really different from one another?  

• The sample consisted of young American students, so it is not possible to generalize to other populations 

unless similar research were to be conducted with couples in different kinds of relationships, or from other 

cultures to confirm the results 

• The study used correlational analysis and it is therefore difficult to establish a cause and effect relationship 

between personality and preference in a romantic partner. 

 

Deeper Critical Thinking: 

How might Markey and Markey’s findings be used in the real world?   

• Implications for marketing: The results of psychological studies are often fascinating but without them 

having a direct application in the real world, some of them may not be very useful in practical terms. The 

findings of the study might be used in a variety of real contexts: knowing that similarity breeds attraction is 

useful if you have a product to advertise e.g. the choice of a famous person or brand qualities that ‘chime’ 

with your target market.  

• Implications for politics: Similarity might also be utilised by politicians hoping to gain votes from a 

particular sector of the electorate; by salespeople who really want you to like them so that they can sell 

their product to you; and on more humanitarian grounds by charities that hope to appeal to a particular 

type of person for donations.   
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• Dating apps: With modern technology, if we are looking for a partner who is similar to ourselves, then it 

should be relatively easy. With online dating apps and speed dating, we should be able to sort through 

potential candidates and find the perfect match. 

• Fiore and Donath (2005) examined messaging data from 65,000 users of a United States dating site. They 

found that users preferred a potential partner who had a high level of similarity on a variety categories, but 

some categories appeared to be more significant than others - for example, wanting to have children.  They 

also found that women responded more positively to men whose popularity on the site was similar to their 

own. 

 

 

Key theory: The Matching hypothesis by Walster (1966) 

The matching hypothesis is based on the idea that each individual 

carries in their mind a rating of their own level of attractiveness. 

For example, an individual might rate themselves as a ‘6’ in terms 

of their own physical attractiveness. The matching hypothesis 

suggests that they will then seek a partner who is a ‘6’ too – or if 

they are very lucky a ‘7’ and if not so lucky a ‘5’, but anyone above a ‘7’ might be considered ‘out of their league’ 

and equally anyone below a ‘5’ might be ruled out as being not attractive enough. Of course, this rating process is 

entirely subjective and does not necessarily happen at a conscious level.  

The matching hypothesis suggests that in making dating and mating choices people will be influenced by both the 

desirability of the potential match (what the individual wants) and their perception of the probability of obtaining 

the desired person (what an individual thinks they can get). Ultimately, an individual must make realistic choices if 

they stand a chance of having their affection reciprocated. Not many people are willing to risk rejection by 

pursuing someone who appears to be in another league, looks-wise: self-esteem is likely to fall if your requests are 

continually turned down by those with whom you seek a romantic relationship. In the long run, it is wiser to aim 

for romantic targets that are well within reach.  

  

Research by Walster et al (1966) 

Aim: To investigate how important attractiveness was on a first date and whether individuals with higher physical 

attractiveness had harsher judgements of others. 

 

Procedure: A ‘computer dance’ was advertised for students studying computing, during fresher's week (the very 

first week) at an American university. It used the first 376 male and 376 female volunteers.  
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When the students arrived to sign up for the dance, 4 independent judges secretly assessed each student's 

physical attractiveness. Participants filled in a questionnaire for use in the computer pairing – they were told that 

the data from the questionnaire would be used to allocate their ideal partner for the evening. In fact the pairing 

was done randomly (except that no man was assigned to a taller woman). 

Finally the students were asked to complete a questionnaire about their date. 

Questions were asked such as: how much they liked the date/ how much they wanted to go out with them again. 

 

Findings: People with higher physical attractiveness ratings were found to have more harsh judgment of their 

dates. Physical attractiveness was the most significant factor in how much each date had been liked by both the 

female and male students. The more physically attractive students were liked more by their partners than were 

the less attractive students.  

Physical attractiveness was the best predictor of whether they’d see each other again. When asked 6 months later 

whether they’d dated their partners since, partners were more likely to have dated if they were rated as similar in 

physical attractiveness. Physical attractiveness was the most important factor in enjoying the date and whether 

they’d sleep with them when propositioned. It was more important than intelligence and personality. 

 

Conclusion: These findings support the matching hypothesis and indicate how important physical attractiveness is 

in forming a relationships.  

 

Evaluation points to consider 

• The students did not know that they were part of some research  

• Other research has very similar findings about the significance of attractiveness in starting a relationship. 

• Used students 

• Used an artificial situation 

• What do we consider ‘attractiveness’ and is this concept considered the same way universally? 

• How ‘attractiveness’ operationalised? It is possible that the ‘older’ researchers had quite different ideas 

from those of the ‘young’ students? 

• The four judges who assigned the attractiveness ratings to the participants had very brief interactions with 

them. Longer exposure may have changed the attraction ratings.  
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Taylor et al (2011): More recent research 

 

Aim: To investigate the matching hypothesis by using real online dating 

behaviour. 

 

Participants: Researchers selected 60 heterosexual male and 60 

heterosexual female profiles from an online dating site at random. These 120 

participants were identified as ‘initiators’, meaning that they initiated 

contact with other users of the site.  

 

Procedure: Researchers use the actual online activity of the participants who 

used the dating sites. Records were kept to show who responded 

(reciprocators) and who didn’t respond (non-reciprocators) to other people’s 

profile on the side. They collected 6 of the initiators photos and as well as the reciprocating and non-reciprocating 

profile photographs. A total of 966 photographs were collected and then the researchers used their own contacts 

who were not involved in the research process to rate the photos for attractiveness of a scale of 7. Each photo was 

rated by at least 14 people and by most, 43 judges. Mean attraction scores were calculated. 

 

Results: Did not support the matching hypothesis. The initiator’s physical attractiveness showed no correlation 

with the mean physical attractiveness of all the people they contacted on the site. The initiators tended to contact 

people on the site who were rated as more attractive than they were.  

 

Conclusion: The matching hypothesis cannot account for real-life decisions determining attraction.  

 

Evaluation: 

Strengths: 

• Use of real online dating activity means that the results are high in ecological validity. The participants 

couldn’t have been influenced by demand characteristics due to the nature of the procedure.  

• Correlational data means it’s easy to compare quantitative data and to look for associations between 

variables. 

Limitations: 

• Sample only included heterosexual people so it cannot be generalised to homosexuals.  
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• People tend to present themselves in a somewhat edited way on dating sites: they may make aspirational 

dating choices or present the best version of themselves online in a way that is not possible in real-life. So 

perhaps this is a not an accurate reflection of cognitive explanations for the formation of relationships.   

 

 

Deeper Critical Thinking  

• Are there are too many examples that contradict the matching hypothesis to make it a valid theory?  The 

foundation of the matching hypothesis is that people tend to opt for partners that reflect their own level of 

self-rated attractiveness. To some extent this can be seen to be true. However, there are many examples 

where the matching hypothesis is not supported. Evolutionary psychology has pointed out that old, ugly, 

rich men seem to attract young, beautiful women due to the idea of anisogamy, but there are also examples 

of same-age couples, neither of whom are rich or powerful, who seem completely unsuited in terms of their 

looks. In this way the matching hypothesis only provides a partial explanation for what attracts one person 

to another. Plus, the whole concept of rating one’s own and others’ looks is entirely subjective: someone 

who rates as a ‘10’ for one person may be judged as a ‘7’ by someone else. Is it really appropriate to use a 

statistical method to investigate such a subjective topic?  

 

Evaluation of Cognitive Theories of Attraction  

The results of cognitive research into attraction appear to suggest that human beings do not like to indulge in very 

much effort when thinking about their ideal mate: their ideal mate appears to be a version of themselves. 

However, as the research was conducted in US universities where a certain amount of homogeneity amongst the 

students may be expected, perhaps the results were not so surprising. The use of self-report studies, as with 

Markey and Markey’s research, can lead to subjectivity and participant expectations. Like biological research, this 

is a very individualistic and reductionist approach that ignores sociocultural influences on interpersonal attraction. 
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Sociocultural explanations for the formation of relationships 
 

Sociocultural theories of attraction are based around the idea that factors outside of the self, determine how and 

why a person is attracted to another person. 

#1 Key Theory: Proximity theory. Research by Festinger 

#2 Theory: Culture and mate selection. Research by Buss 

 

Key Theory: Proximity Leads to Personal Relationships  

• This is a very straightforward idea, stating that the people 

with whom we spend more time are more likely to 

become friends or romantic partners, simply because it is 

less effortful and more convenient to form a relationship 

with someone who lives or works nearby than to go to the 

trouble of finding friends and partners who are some 

distance away.  

• People do tend to pair up with those with whom they have 

been to school or college, who they work with or live near to. It may well be linked to another theory 

considered in this section – familiarity – in which what is well known to an individual may appear to be 

more attractive than what is unknown. 

 

Festinger et al. (1950) study 

Aim: To investigate the idea that proximity is a key factor in the formation of friendships.  

 

Procedure: Observation of the students at one university and regular interviews of students (randomly assigned) 

who lived in rooms on 17 of the blocks on campus. The blocks each had five rooms along the ground floor and five 

along the top floor with staircases at the end of each row.  Participants were asked to say who their three closest 

friends were as part of the data collection.  

 

Results: Results: Friendships occurred more between students who lived on the same floor as each other 

compared with those living on a different floor. The students who lived closest to the staircases were more likely 

to have made friends with those on a different floor compared to students whose rooms were away from the 

staircases. Students who shared the same bed times or meal times were also more likely to form friendships due 

probably to the proximity factor.   
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65% of the participant friendship pairs lived in the same building with 44% living next door to each other; the 

expression of closeness to another student reduced as the distance between them reduced – 41% expressed 

closeness when the distance was one door away, falling to 10% when the distance was four doors away.  

 

Conclusion: Proximity appears to be a key factor in determining the formation of friendships. 

Evaluation points to consider 

• Geographical proximity may still be a factor in finding friends and lovers but with the Internet, dating sites, 

and chat rooms, people at distance can now easily contact each other and develop friendships or romantic 

relationships. The Internet is thus creating a “psychological proximity” that can replace the “geographical 

proximity”. 

• Use of interviews 

• The key strength of Festinger et al.’s research is that the results are high in ecological validity, being a 

naturalistic observation in which no variables were manipulated by the researchers. The researchers were 

able to record real behaviour in a real setting with no possibility of demand characteristics interfering with 

the observed behaviour. 

• The use of 17 rooms located on the M.I.T. campus means that the researchers did not confine themselves 

to just one accommodation block, which makes their research more representative of the student body.  

• The self-report aspect of the study means that the participants’ responses could be converted to 

quantitative data, which makes comparison and analysis easier.  

• The major limitation of this research is that it only represents the behaviour and preferences of a very 

limited sample of US students living on campus, in particular accommodation blocks.  

• The use of the naturalistic observation also means that the research cannot be replicated with the 

expectation of obtaining the same results, which affects the reliability of the findings.  

• Additionally, the use of observation as a way of collecting data means that there may be an array of 

extraneous variables that affect the observed behaviour but which have nothing to do with what is being 

investigated.   

 

Deeper Critical Thinking  

The research does not predict the longevity of the friendships. This research reports on the friendships formed 

by students living in accommodation blocks on the campus within a specific window of time. The students 

were not tracked throughout the entirety of their time at the college so it is not clear that these early, 

convenient friendships stood the test of time. It might be the case that it is initially easier to form friendships 

with those physically close but over time this may change; early friendships based on proximity may be 

dropped in favour of new people who share one’s interests, hobbies or personality traits (as predicted by the 

cognitive similarity-attraction hypothesis). 
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An evolutionary explanation could also be applied to the results of Festinger’s findings. In this study the 

researchers claimed that proximity accounted for the reported friendships but it could also be argued that this 

closeness in living conditions prompted an evolution-based response in the participants in terms of face 

recognition. Research by Parr (2011) identifies the evolutionary importance of being able to recognise faces for 

reasons of survival through knowing if someone is a friend or foe. Parr’s research also highlights the cognitive 

processing involved in face recognition, thus demonstrating that behaviour is best understood when more than 

one explanation is applied.  

 

 

Summarise how Buss’ research could be used as a sociocultural explanation for the formation of relationships 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Regan et al (2012): Relationship outcomes in Indian-American love-based and arranged marriages 

 

Aim: To look for differences in feelings towards arranged 

or love-based marriages in an immigrant community. 

 

Participants: 50 Indian adults aged between 23-55 years 

old, living in a city in the USA. The participants were 

married (though none of their spouses were included in 

the sample), and the average length of the marriage was 

9.7 years. 28 of the participants reported they had had an 

arranged marriage, and the others reported their marriage 

was love-based (i.e. self-chosen).  
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Procedure: Participants completed self-rating scales designed to measure compassionate love (e.g. how much they 

cared about their spouse), passionate love (how much they were in love with their spouse) and relationship 

satisfaction and commitment (e.g. how much they wanted to stay with their spouse).  

 

Results: There was no difference found between arranged marriages and love marriages – both types produced 

responses that were high in love, commitment and satisfaction. Men across both groups reported higher amounts 

of commitment, passionate love and compassionate love more than the women did.  

 

Conclusion: There may be little different in how married Indian people view their marriage – whether it is 

arranged or love-based. So.. it doesn’t matter which method of forming a relationship is chosen. Both love and 

arranged marriages are equally as successful. 

 

Evaluation 

Strengths: 

• Use of rating scales to measure variables is replicable and could be used to test for reliability 

• The findings go some way to challenge the idea that arranged marriages are not as loving or satisfying for 

those involved in them as love-based marriages.  

Limitations 

• The use of such a small sample means that the results lack statistical power: a larger sample collected 

through data triangulation might have yielded some evidence of differences between the marriage types. 

• All participants lived in the USA and had married there, which means they already may have a similar mind-

set compared to Indians living in India, particularly in more rural areas.  

 

 

 

Evaluation of Sociocultural Theories of Attraction  

Sociocultural theories of attraction seem to forget that individual choice, while necessarily made within a 

sociocultural framework is still individual choice, and there are a lot of people who work, for example, in close 

proximity with like-minded people and yet feel no personal attraction to them apart from the friendliness we show 

to work colleagues. They do not become friends or romantic partners outside of work; in fact people often manage 

to conduct long-distance cross-cultural relationships with others who bear little resemblance to them.  So, like the 

other two approaches, sociocultural theory can explain some, but not all, of personal attraction.  This is why an 

integration of the approaches offers the best explanation. 
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Contrast biological, cognitive and sociocultural factors in the formation of 

relationships 

 

• It would be very unusual for a question to ask you to contrast all three origins. Usually it would be two.  

• Contrast refers to differences only.   

• Read the contrast points below. I have split them into, Principle, Gender, Nature Nurture/ Free-Will, Determinism, 

Methodological, Cross Cultural. If you want an acronym to remember this you could use: 

 

PRECIOUS 

GRAMMAR  

NERDS  

DONT 

MAKE 

CAKES 

• If you have to focus on one explanation of one origin of attraction, I would focus on the MHC gene (Wedekind 

study) for biological, similar attitudes (Markey and Markey study) and beliefs for psychological and similar cultural 

values in male selection (Buss study) for sociocultural.  



20 
  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Biological: MHC gene / Anisogamy and 
Evolutionary Mate Selection  

Cognitive: Similarity attraction hypothesis / matching hypothesis  

Principle: Based on biological level of analysis 
and the idea that attraction is influenced by our 
genes and natural selection e.g. MHC gene 

Principle: Based on the cognitive level of analysis and the idea that 
attraction is influenced by our cognitions and mental processes e.g. 
attitudes, beliefs and perceptions of physical attraction. 

Gender: This perspective includes a focus on 
evolution and selecting a partner with a 
different MHC gene to yourself, in order to 
boost the immune system of offspring. With 
regards to gender, this biological explanation 
assumes attraction takes place between a male 
and a female, due to the focus on reproduction. 
However this doesn’t explain why people of 
with the same MHC gene would become 
attracted to one another and it doesn’t explain 
same sex relationships, which aren’t based on 
the principle of reproduction. 

Gender: Differently to the focus on reproduction and evolution, this 
origin takes into account attraction of any gender, including same sex 
relationships. As long as two people share similar attitudes and beliefs, 
as perceive themselves to be a similar level of physical attractiveness, 
then they can become attracted to one another. 

Nature/nurture and determinism/freewill: In 
line with what is said above, focus is on nature. 
This suggests origins of attraction are 
deterministic and decide upon based on 
physiology e.g. which variation of the MHC gene 
you possess. This removes an element of free 
will.  

Nature/nurture and determinism/freewill: This origin is based mainly 
on nurture. Your cognitions are shaped over time by your experiences. 
So you attitudes and beliefs of your own attractiveness and what is 
seen as attractive in a partner will change over time, rather than being 
biologically determined. 

Methodological: The focus on biological aspects 
of attraction means studies need to be tested 

Methodological: As the emphasis isn’t biological, brain scanners etc. 
don’t need to be used in research. However an assessment of 
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with a focus on biological aspects e.g. 
measuring someone’s genes.  

individual’s cognitions and beliefs and perceptions of attraction, do 
need to be assessed. This is usually done through questionnaires and 
interviews e.g. Markey and Markey 

Cross-cultural considerations: If the origin of 
attraction is biological then it’s more likely to be 
universally found across all people of all 
cultures. Although there’s not much research 
done on the MHC gene in other cultures other 
than western cultures, if attraction is based 
around maximising the immune system of 
offspring, then this should be something which 
is seen across all cultures. This has been 
supported by Buss’ study, but there are still 
some differences in mate preference e.g. 
chastity. 

Cross-cultural considerations: Unlike biological origins, cognitions and 
perceptions of attraction, along with individual beliefs and attitudes are 
unique and shaped through experience. Therefore everyone will have 
different experiences throughout their life and so psychological origins 
of attraction will be different for people across different cultures.  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Biological: MHC gene / Anisogamy and Evolutionary 
Mate Selection 

Sociocultural: Proximity theory/ cross cultural preferences in 
mate selection  

Principle: Based on biological level of analysis and the 
idea that attraction is influenced by our genes and 
natural selection e.g. MHC gene 

Principle: Based on the sociocultural level of analysis and the 
idea that attraction is influenced by our society, culture and 
interactions with people around us. This dictates what is seen as 
attractive. 

Gender: This perspective includes a focus on evolution 
and selecting a partner with a different MHC gene to 
yourself, in order to boost the immune system of 
offspring. With regards to gender, this biological 
explanation assumes attraction takes place between a 
male and a female, due to the focus on reproduction. 
However this doesn’t explain why people of with the 
same MHC gene would become attracted to one 
another and it doesn’t explain same sex relationships, 
which aren’t based on the principle of reproduction. 

Gender: Differently to the focus on reproduction, this origin 
takes into account attraction of any gender, including same-sex 
relationships. In line with proximity theory, if two people spend 
lots of time together, then they can become attracted to one 
another regardless of gender. In addition, if the individual’s 
culture views same sex relationships as ‘acceptable’ then 
people are more likely to perceive members of the opposite sex 
as attractive. 

Nature/nurture and determinism/freewill: In line with 
what is said above, focus is on nature. This suggests 
origins of attraction are deterministic and decide upon 
based on physiology e.g. which variation of the MHC 
gene you possess. This removes an element of free will.  

Nature/nurture and determinism/freewill: This origin is based 
on nurture. Attraction is shaped by your culture and society. For 
example, in the western world ‘big, plump’ lips have been seen 
as attractive over recent years and therefore this is what people 
are looking for now in their partners. This means that what is 
perceived as attractive changes more frequently compared to 
biological origins of attraction.  

Methodological: The focus on biological aspects of 
attraction means studies need to be tested with a focus 
on biological aspects e.g. measuring someone’s genes.  

Methodological: As the emphasis isn’t biological, brain scanners 
etc. don’t need to be used in research. However studies take 
into account culture and cultural values and often compare 
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these cross-culturally e.g. Buss. Or studies take into account an 
individual’s social surroundings e.g. Festinger.  
 

Cross-cultural considerations: If the origin of attraction 
is biological then it’s more likely to be universally found 
across all people of all cultures. Although there’s not 
much research done on the 5htt gene in other cultures 
other than western cultures, if attraction is based 
around maximising the immune system of offspring, 
then this should be something which is seen across all 
cultures. This has been supported by Buss’ study, but 
there are still some differences in mate preference e.g. 
chastity. 

Cross-cultural considerations: Unlike biological origins, cultural 
origins of attraction are shaped through experiences with 
society and cultural values. Therefore everyone society and 
culture will have different values and attitudes and so origins of 
attraction will differ across people of all cultures e.g. SURI lip 
tribe and lip plates vs. plump lips in the West. 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cognitive: Similarity attraction hypothesis / matching 
hypothesis  

Sociocultural: Proximity theory/ cross cultural preferences in 
mate selection 

Principle: Based on the cognitive level of analysis and 
the idea that attraction is influenced by our cognitions 
and mental processes e.g. attitudes, beliefs and 
perceptions of physical attraction. 

Principle: Based on the sociocultural level of analysis and the 
idea that attraction is influenced by our society, culture and 
interactions with people around us. This dictates what is seen 
as attractive. 

Gender:  
 
NOT REALLY ANY DIFFERENCES 
This origin takes into account attraction of any gender, 
including same sex relationships. As long as two people 
share similar attitudes and beliefs, as perceive 
themselves to be a similar level of physical 
attractiveness, then they can become attracted to one 
another. 

Gender:  
 
NOT REALLY ANY DIFFERENCES 
This origin takes into account attraction of any gender, 
including same-sex relationships. In line with proximity theory, 
if two people spend lots of time together, then they can 
become attracted to one another regardless of gender. In 
addition, if the individual’s culture views same sex relationships 
as ‘acceptable’ then people are more likely to perceive 
members of the opposite sex as attractive. 

Nature/nurture and determinism/freewill:  
 
NOT REALLY ANY DIFFERENCES 
This origin is based mainly on nurture. Your cognitions 
are shaped over time by your experiences. So you 
attitudes and beliefs of your own attractiveness and 
what is seen as attractive in a partner will change over 
time, rather than being biologically determined. 

Nature/nurture and determinism/freewill:  
 
NOT REALLY ANY DIFFERENCES 
This origin is based on nurture. Attraction is shaped by your 
culture and society. For example, in the western world ‘big, 
plump’ lips have been seen as attractive over recent years and 
therefore this is what people are looking for now in their 
partners. This means that what is perceived as attractive 
changes more frequently compared to biological origins of 
attraction. 
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Communication 
 

We’re going to look at 3 studies 

• Canary and Stafford (1994):  5 communication strategies for 

maintaining a successful relationship 

• Social penetration theory (self-disclosure). Research by 

Collins and Miller 

• Oxytocin and communication. Research by Ditzen 

 

 

Canary and Stafford (1994): 5 communication strategies for maintaining a successful relationship 

1) Doing unpredictable things that make your partner feel good e.g. a surprise dinner 

2) Self-disclosure: being able to share deeply personal thoughts and feelings and open up with your partner. 

This is explored further in social penetration theory below. 

Methodological: As the emphasis isn’t biological, brain 
scanners etc. don’t need to be used in research. 
However an assessment of individual’s cognitions and 
beliefs and perceptions of attraction, do need to be 
assessed. This is usually done through questionnaires 
and interviews e.g. Markey and Markey 

Methodological: As the emphasis isn’t biological, brain 
scanners etc. don’t need to be used in research. However 
studies take into account culture and cultural values and often 
compare these cross-culturally e.g. Buss, which used 
questionnaires. Or studies take into account an individual’s 
social surroundings e.g. Festinger.  
 
Buss’ study suffered from the problem of back translation, 
which wouldn’t happen in studies using participants of the 
same culture. 

Cross-cultural considerations: Unlike biological origins, 
cognitions and perceptions of attraction, along with 
individual beliefs and attitudes are unique and shaped 
through experience. Therefore everyone will have 
different experiences throughout their life and so 
psychological origins of attraction will be different for 
people across different cultures.  
 
Quite similar for both, however if ‘attraction’ is based 
on what an individual perceives as attractive, then 
there might be less similarities between ‘social groups’ 
and cultures, and more individual differences.   

Cross-cultural considerations: Unlike biological origins, cultural 
origins of attraction are shaped through experiences with 
society and cultural values. Therefore everyone society and 
culture will have different values and attitudes and so origins of 
attraction will differ across people of all cultures e.g. SURI lip 
tribe and lip plates vs. plump lips in the West. 
 
 
Quite similar for both, however if ‘attraction’ is based on what 
society thinks, then you would expect to see large groups of 
people agreeing on what is ‘attractive’, as seen in Buss’ study.  
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3) Tuning into the other people’s feelings at a particular moment, giving the feeling of 

being present with them, making your partner feel loved and respected. 

4) Keeping a social network by doing things together with a wide circle of friends and 

family 

5) Sharing some of the household tasks together e.g. taking turns to cook.  

 

In addition, the interpretation of the partner’s communication may enhance or deteriorate the relationship e.g.  

• Partner forgets anniversary → interpretation: they’re a selfish person. This is a dispositional attribution, 

which is when someone makes a judgement in relation to the partner’s personality.  

 

• Partner forgets anniversary → interpretation: maybe they’ve been busy at work or there’s a good reason 

why. This is a situational attribution, which is based on the environmental or external factors.  

 

There are more likely to be problems in maintaining a successful relationship, if partners regularly communicate 

making dispositional remarks about negative events. 

 

 

 

 

Key Theory: Altman & Taylor (1973) – Social Penetration Theory, based on self-disclosure. 

 

• Altman & Taylor’s (1973) social penetration model alludes to the 

idea of ‘peeling the onion’: relationships begin with the ‘outer layer’ 

of the onion being the topic of conversation between new 

friends/partners (e.g. surface level details such as where you grew 

up, how old you are, where you went to school). These are 

relatively ‘safe’ topics that could be shared between acquaintances 

with no particular emotional value attached to them. The model of 

social penetration proceeds as follows:  
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Match the information disclosed to the layer. Layer 1 is the least sensitive and personal information. 

1st layer:  

2nd layer:  

3rd layer:  

4th layer:  

5th layer:  

6th layer:  

 

1) what it means to be ‘me’; 

the concept of self. 

2) goals, ambitions, 

aspirations. 

3) likes/dislikes e.g. music, 

films, travel. 

4) deeply-held fears and 

fantasies. 

5) religious/spiritual and 

philosophical beliefs. 

6) biographical details, 

name, age etc. 

 

• People are much more likely to share intimate topics with a close friend than with a casual acquaintance or 

a stranger.  

• The reciprocity principle comes into play here as well: people tend to disclose more to people they like and 

trust; self-disclosure, in fact, appears to promote positive feelings between people. This may be due to the 

fact that it is something of a risk disclosing personal details to another; you are in effect saying, “I trust you 

with this information” when you self-disclose.  

• Having another person trust you with their hopes, dreams and fears is a big step and one which usually 

results in increased feelings of warmth and intimacy between the couple, be they friends or romantic 

partners.  

 

Key Study: Collins & Miller (1994)   

 

Aim: To investigate a possible link between self-disclosure and liking in the maintenance of relationships.  

 

Method: A meta-analysis taken from research articles on the topic of self-disclosure. The researchers used a range 

of journal articles published between 1955 and 1992, isolating the key terms linked to self disclosure and liking. 

They also used studies found in a variety of academic textbooks to supply the sample for their meta-analysis.  

 A statistical programme was used to look for effect size in studies of self-disclosure in relationships. Studies in the 

meta-analysis were varied, from lab experiments through to self-reports.  
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Results: Liking appeared to be associated with self-disclosure, with positive correlations and effect sizes for these 

two variables. This was particularly true for self-report studies (questionnaires) but even laboratory experiments 

supported the idea that higher levels of self-disclosure lead to increased liking. The researchers also found that 

intimacy is linked to liking: people will disclose more to those to whom they already feel close and the very act of 

disclosing increases liking.  

 

Conclusion: Self-disclosure plays an important role in the maintenance of relationships.  

 

Evaluation of Collins & Miller (1994)  

 

STRENGTHS:  

• More recent, cross-cultural research support comes from Kiko (2010) who showed that both American and 

Japanese students showed more intimate disclosure of personal thoughts within the romantic relationship 

than with friends of either gender.  

• A meta-analysis uses triangulation (i.e. more than one method, researcher or data set), which means that 

the findings from one study can be viewed in the light of the findings from other studies, thus increasing 

the validity.  

• This research process is less prone to bias as well: researchers using secondary data have fewer 

opportunities to confound the results.  

• This meta-analysis used a variety of statistical measures, which is an objective and consistent way of 

conducting the procedure, which increases the reliability of the findings.  

• Researchers excluded studies that measured constructs other than liking or attraction = high construct 

validity. 

 

 LIMITATIONS:  

• Does a healthy communication style lead to a satisfied relationship or does a satisfied relationship lead to a 

healthy communication style. Lavner et al (2016)’s research suggests that couples who are more satisfied 

with their married, display more positive and effective communication. Therefore married satisfaction is a 

good predictor of good communication between couples.  

• Secondary data is less secure than data gathered at first-hand; the researchers are, to some extent, at the 

mercy of the original researchers’ procedures over which they have no control, which could affect the 

reliability of the findings.  

• There is a lack of ecological validity as the rather cold and detached statistical measures cannot reveal why 

and how self-disclosure takes place, only that it does.  
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Deeper Critical Thinking  

- Isn’t this research telling us what we already know? There is the temptation with some sociocultural 

research to ask the question, “Why bother?” One could argue that decades of research into self-disclosure 

have simply confirmed something that most people are aware of anyway: that human beings like to share 

personal details with others and that the more we know someone (and like them), the more inclined we 

are to share secrets, hopes, and fears with them.  

  

- Does self-disclosure always benefit relationships or could it also be detrimental to the maintenance of 

relationships? Self-disclosure is generally considered to be beneficial to the healthy functioning and 

maintenance of a relationship but there could be some grounds for arguing that it might also damage 

relationships. The sharing of unpleasant or possibly alarming information about the self (e.g. “I really 

cannot stand your mother” or “I spent some time in prison for armed robbery”) might be done in a spirit of 

honesty or ‘clearing the air’ but the person disclosing such sensitive information must be careful as to when 

and how it is shared, and their motivation for doing so. In the case of a one-night stand (cheating on a 

partner) it might actually protect the relationship if the indiscretion is never discovered: confessing to such 

a negative act might make the discloser feel better but it may well make their partner feel worthless, 

unloved and that they ultimately do not wish to continue with the relationship. Some items of information 

are possibly best left undisturbed – for the sake of the relationship itself.  

 

 

 

 

 

Gender differences: 

 

Tannen (1990) 

Aim: To look for differences in the language used by male-

female couples in intimate relationships.  

 

Participants and procedure: Tannen carried out a series of 

recorded observations of couples who were involved in 

intimate relationships and these were analysed to identify 

patterns of speech and differences in linguistic style. 
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Results: A range of gender differences in language were identified. Some include the following 

- Men interrupt more than women, and expect to be interrupted themselves, whereas women use a more 

reciprocal style of conversation with turn-taking.  

- Men use conversation to establish their status and independence; women use conversation to establish 

intimacy and connectedness between people.  

- Women tend to be more inclusive, asking the other person’s opinion more than men do.  

- Women tend to use more language tags (really? Uh-huh, right). These serve as support to the main 

speaker, encouraging them in what they are saying and indicating that the communication lines are still 

open. Tannen calls this overlapping speech.  

 

Conclusion: Men and women use language differently and for different purposes.  

 

Evaluation 

 

Strengths 

- Use of rich qualitative data gives this research depth and insight, with high internal validity  

- Findings could be applied to therapeutic settings such as marriage counselling 

-  

Limitations 

- It’s possible the some participants may illustrate the observer effect, giving responses that were self-

conscious or contrived in some way. This would lower the internal validity of the findings.  

- The findings are very generalised and cannot account for individual differences in language between men 

and women, as well as same-sex relationships.  

Oxytocin and communication 

 

Ditzen et al (2009) 

Background: In nonhuman mammals, oxytocin has 

repeatedly been shown to increase social approach 

behavior and pair bonding. In particular, oxytocin 

reduces behavioral responses to social stress and is 

suggested to mediate the rewarding aspects of attachment in highly social species. However, to date there have 

been no studies investigating the effects of oxytocin on behavior and physiology in human couple interaction. 
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Aim: To investigate the possible role of oxytocin in how couples diagnose a contentious issue. It was hypothesised 

that participants who received oxytocin would engage in a more positive communication patterns than a placebo 

group.  

 

Procedure: The researchers used a double-blind placebo-controlled design, with 47 heterosexual couples. Each 

couple received either an oxytocin or placebo intranasally. They were then videotaped in the lab as they engaged 

in a discussion about a topic that would lead to conflict. The conflict session was videotaped and coded for verbal 

and nonverbal interaction behaviour (e.g. eye contact, nonverbal positive behaviour and self-disclosure). The level 

of the stress hormone cortisol in their saliva was repeatedly measured during the experiment.  

 

Findings: The results showed that for both men and women oxytocin improved positive communication and 

significantly reduced lowered cortisol after the discussion, compared to the placebo.  

 

Conclusion: These results indicate a possible role of oxytocin in humans and they are in line with animal studies 

indicating that oxytocin facilities approach and pair bonding behaviour. Positive behaviour in a couple is a 

necessary factor in a strong relationship.  

 

Points to consider: However Ditzen et al (2009) makes it clear that it is most likely not the oxytocin level along 

which determines the strength of the relationship, but the results are interesting and could perhaps stimulate 

further research into psychological approaches to couple therapy.  
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Why relationships change or end 

 

Identify the issue: 

There are lots of reasons why relationships may change end. It is important to explore what these are so that 

preventative factors can be implemented, and this could also help marriage counsellors. 

There is debate as to whether these factors are biological, cognitive, sociocultural, or a mixture of all three.  

 

Many people view relationship breakdown as a one-off event 

that just happens when one partner decides to leave a 

relationship. However, social psychologist Steven Duck 

(2007) suggested that relationship dissolution is a process 

that consists of several distinctive stages. 

 

 

 

Duck (2007): proposed a stage theory of relationship breakdown that was predictable, 

with the partnership moving through 4 phrases of gradual disconnection.  

 

 

Stage Characteristics 

Intra-psychic 

stage 

A person looks inward and thinks about their relationship dissatisfaction and possible ways 

forward. The individual has these thought processes before confronting the partner. Before 

they move onto the next stage, they reach a threshold of thinking ‘I can’t do this anymore’ 

Dyadic This is when the person confronts their partner and voices their dissatisfaction. They think up 

alternatives and there are lots of emotions in these stage. Both partners talk over their 

relationship and either decide to split up or try to make it work. The threshold that is reached 

with this stage is ‘I would be justified in withdrawing’. 

Social Up to this point the disagreements are generally kept private, until now, when they start 

involving family and friends. Once the conflict reaches this stage, it is more difficult for a couple 

to mend their relationship as family and friends start to take sides and offer advice. The 

threshold at this stage is ‘I mean in’. This stage usually leads to the end of the relationship. 

Grave-dressing Having left their partner, both sides construct their version of why the relationship broke 

down, usually minimising their faults and maximising their partners, but at the same time 
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trying to show themselves as trustworthy and loyal in order to attract a new partner. The 

threshold here is ‘It’s time to start a new life’.  

Extension: 

Resurrection 

phase 

In 2006, Duck and his colleague Rollie proposed an addition to the model. In this stage people 

move beyond the pain and distress associated with ending the relationship, and experience 

personal growth. 

 

Conclusion: Relationship breakdown may be chartered by a continuous sequence of distinct phases, all of which 

lead to an inevitable parting of the ways.  

 

Evaluation 

Strengths: 

- Duck’s model follows a logical sequence: relationship breakdown does often follow this pattern of 

introspection followed by action between them, and then from those outside of the couple.  

- The model could be applied to relationship counselling – a couple could use it to identify the stage they are 

at in terms of the breakdown and aim to avoid the next phase in their own relationship 

Limitations: 

- Not all relationship breakdowns follow this pattern, which renders the model of little practical use.  

- The model is based on relationships from individualist cultures, where ending the relationships is a 

voluntary choice, and separation and divorce are easily obtainable and do not carry stigma. However, this 

may not be the case in collectivist cultures, where relationships are sometimes arranged by wider family 

members, and characterised by greater family involvement. This makes the relationship difficult to end, 

which means that the break-up process will not follow the phases proposed by Duck. As a result, Duck's 

model is culturally biased as it assumes that break-up process is universal, which is clearly not the case. 

- Most of the research examining relationship breakdown is based on retrospective data, using 

questionnaires or interviews to ask participants about the break-up sometime after it happened. People's 

memories of the event may not be accurate, and may also be coloured by their current situation, which 

means that their answers are not reliable. So Duck's model may not necessarily describe how break-up 

happens in real life, weakening the model's illustration of an an accurate picture of relationship breakdown. 

- Duck's model successfully describes how relationships break down, but not why. As most stage theories, it 

focuses on universal principles of behaviour that would be true for all people (nomothetic approach). 

However, the break-up process is greatly affected by partners’ individual differences, and cultural norms 

and values, so a more detailed idiographic approach may reveal individual reasons for break-up and the 

experiences different couples go through, giving psychologists a better understanding of the issue. 
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Mitnick et al (2009): Changes in relationship satisfaction across the transition to parenthood: a 

meta-analysis 

 

Aim: To investigate changes in satisfaction levels of couples after becoming parents compared to couples who 

have not had children. 

 

Participants: The meta-analysis comprised of samples from 37 

longitudinal studies tracking first-time parents from pregnancy 

up to the child being about a year old. 4 longitudinal studies of 

childless couples were used for comparison. A total of almost 

6000 individuals were included in this study.  

 

Procedure: A meta-analysis was conducted using research articles of couples with and without children dating as 

far back as 1887 up to and including 2006. The researchers identified key words which formed the basis of 

the research e.g. ‘transition’, ‘parenthood’, ‘relationship satisfaction’. The studies included were generally 

self-report questionnaires which used rating scales to measure satisfaction expressed by the participants.  

 

Results: There was a significant decline in relationship satisfaction for the couples who had children compared to 

the childless couples: particularly in the first couple of years after the first child had been born. There was a 

good deal of variability in this particular finding, with some couples recording large decreases in satisfaction 

compared to slight increases in some cases. 

Conclusion: Becoming first-time parents may affect the satisfaction levels of a relationship, with a mostly negative 

impact on the relationship. 

 

Evaluation 

Strengths: 

- Meta-analyses use a variety of statistical measures which makes the analysis more objective and increases 

the reliability of the findings 

-  

Limitations: 

- There is a lack of ecological validity in the results as the rather cold and detached statistical measures 

cannot reveal how and why this lack of satisfaction occurs. 

- One of the issues is that this study measures satisfaction up to only around one year after the birth of the 

child, which means that long-term effects of becoming a parent have not been addressed. 
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Explanations why relationships may change or end 

Explain the issue you will be debating: 

Oxytocin and communication: Ditzen 

 

Explain what oxytocin is: 

 

 

Draw an image to summarise the Ditzen study: 

 

 

 

Explain how Ditzen’s study could be used to 

explain why relationships may change or end 

 

 

 

Social penetration theory: Collins and Miller 

Recap the 6 layers of disclosure information 

 

 

 

 

Summarise Collins and Millers study in 30 words 

max: 

 

 

Explain how Collin’s and Miller’s study could be 

used to explain why relationships may change or 

end 

 

 

Matching hypothesis  

What is the matching hypothesis? 

 

 

Bullet point 2 findings from the study: 

•    
 

 

•  
  

Explain how Walster’s study could be used to 

explain why relationships may change or end 
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Bystanderism 

Diffusion of responsibility 

Latané and Darley’s concept of the unresponsive bystander is based on the idea that circumstantial factors 

can – and do – override an individual’s distress, concern and motivation to help at the scene of an emergency. 

One of the main factors explaining lack of help is diffusion of responsibility, the idea that the more 

______________________there are present at the scene then the less likely it is that help will be given. 

Latané and Darley theorised that diffusion of responsibility occurs because the individual does not perceive 

that is their own, ________________ responsibility to take charge and offer help for various reasons: lack of 

_______________________ (e.g. I don’t know first aid); taking cues from others (e.g. why should I help if no-

one else is?); lack of ___________________ (e.g. is this actually an emergency?).  

 

The Just World hypthesis 

The Just World Hypothesis (Lerner, 1966) works along the premise that there is a sense of 

_____________________ (justice, i.e. what is just) in the world and that people are rewarded or punished 

according to what they deserve. When applied to bystanderism it may explain why some people tend to be 

given help more than others. i.e. they are a ‘___________________’ victim rather than someone who has 

played a role in bringing about their own misfortune. A victim who appears innocent is more likely to be 

helped than a victim who seems to have invited their fate. e.g. someone who is drunk, on drugs, 

______________________ etc.  

 

The Cost-Reward model 

The Cost-Reward model is a ___________________________ construct as it involves a bystander undertaking 

a calculation of whether to help someone in need or to offer no assistance. The costs of helping may be 

judged as ____________________________ the rewards in which case the bystander is unlikely to offer help. 

If the victim appears to be drunk then the costs of helping are ___________ (e.g. the victim may turn violent, 

they may smell, they may seem frightening), but the costs of ________________________ may also be high 

(e.g. the victim may die, they may be attacked by others, the bystander may feel guilty for not helping). The 

bystander then must work out what to do based on this internal process of ____________________up the 

pros and cons of helping/not helping. 

bystanders deserving personal Homeless 

outweighing Not helping competence cognitive 

high rightness weighing knowledge 
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Diffusion of responsibility 

Key Study: Latané & Darley (1968a)   

 

The first study by Latané and Darley from 1968 that will be dealt with here is one in which diffusion of 

responsibility could be said to the motivating factor behind the observed behaviour of participants; in short, it may 

explain the lack of help given when participants were alone compared to when they were in the (believed) 

presence of others.  

  

Aim: To investigate diffusion of responsibility in a perceived emergency.  

 

 Method: 72 students (59 female, 13 male) on an introductory psychology 

course from New York University were contacted by the researchers and 

asked to take part in an experiment, although they were not told what the 

procedure would consist of.  

 Each participant was taken to a room and placed at a table with 

headphones and a microphone on it. The participant was then told that they 

would be taking part in a discussion of problems that college students faced 

and that because this might be a sensitive discussion they would be alone in 

the room, using the microphone and headphones, rather than having a face-to-face discussion. The participants 

were in the middle of listening to another person (a confederate) speaking when it became clear that the person 

on the other end of the intercom was having a seizure. The dependent variable was measured as the time (from 

the start of the confederate’s seizure) it took them to seek assistance to help the person having the seizure.  

 The independent variable was designed as follows: either the participant believed that they alone were listening 

to the seizure; or the participant believed that one other person was listening in (3-person group); or the 

participant believed that four other people were listening in (6-person group). 

 

Results: 85% of the participants in the ‘alone’ condition reported the seizure before the confederate had even 

finished their pre-prepared enactment of the fit. 62% reported the seizure in the 3-person group (where it was 

believed that there was one other bystander) and in the 6-person group where the participant believed that there 

were four other bystanders only 31% went off to find help.   

 

Conclusion: An individual is less likely to help another person in need if that individual believes there to be others 

present who can offer help. The likelihood of help being given decreases as group size increases 
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Evaluation of Latané & Darley (1968a)  

STRENGTHS:  

• This is a well-designed study with a clear difference in the results according to the three conditions of the 

independent variable; group size did seem to have an influence as to the speed and rate of helping so it 

supports the diffusion of responsibility hypothesis.  

• The use of standardised instructions, timings and script read by the perceived victim mean that the study is 

replicable which in turn increases the reliability of the findings.  

• The researchers reported that 100% of the participants’ behaviour indicated that they believed the seizure 

to be genuine as they comment in their discussion that, “Subjects, whether or not they intervened, 

believed the fit to be genuine and serious. "My God, he's having a fit," many subjects said to themselves 

(and were overheard via their microphones). Others gasped or simply said "Oh." Several of the male 

subjects swore. One subject said to herself, "It's just my kind of luck, something has to happen to me!" 

Several subjects spoke aloud of their confusion about what course of action to take, "Oh God, what should I 

do?" Such reactions – if genuine – increase the validity of the study as it means that participants were not 

experiencing demand characteristics.  

 

 LIMITATIONS:  

• Regardless of the researchers’ insistence that the participants had no idea that the seizure was faked it is 

entirely possible that they were not behaving in a manner that was completely natural due to the 

laboratory-based nature of the study. Participants may have been behaving in a way which was contrived 

or artificial simply because they were in the unfamiliar setting of the lab; they may even have helped more 

than they would have done in real life because they were in a more formal setting. (i.e. They were on their 

‘best behaviour’). The lab setting decreases the ecological validity of the study results, and the sample is 

not generalisable due to the limited nature of the demographic (US university students in New York).  

 

Deeper Critical Thinking   

• Is the bystander effect consistent and if so how can this be measured? Latané and Darley’s research is 

limited in that it measures one instance of bystanderism per participant per trial, in conditions, which are 

not entirely natural. One of the main issues with trying to measure bystanderism in this way is that it only 

includes an isolated incident and it does not give any insight into how an individual may fluctuate in their 

bystanderism dependent on the context. For example, one of Latané and Darley’s participants who did not 

help in their study may actually help in other contexts. (e.g. rescuing someone who is drowning; picking up 

a dropped letter; donating to charity). The research on bystanderism is essentially limited because it cannot 

account for what drives differing degrees of help in a range of emergency and nonemergency situations. 
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Cost reward model 

Key Study: Piliavin et al. (1969)  

This study is unusual in that it combines both a field experiment with participant observation and a standardised 

procedure with manipulated variables. It is an ambitious and labour-intensive piece of research which challenged 

the diffusion of responsibility hypothesis and highlighted that people will help others even when in a large group 

under certain conditions.  

 

Aim: To investigate the diffusion of responsibility hypothesis and the Just World Hypothesis in a real setting 

involving two different types of victim.  

 

Method: The participants were the 4,450 passengers on the New York subway who happened to board a specific 

carriage travelling between Harlem and the Bronx during the hours of 11am to 3pm during the period of the 

research. The ethnicity of the sample was 45% black, 55% white. The train selected by the researchers did not 

make any stops for 7 and a half minutes. The researchers manipulated the typology of the victim – on the ‘drunk’ 

trials a male confederate stood next to a central pole wearing a brown jacket, holding a bottle in a brown paper 

bag and smelling of alcohol; in the ‘cane’ condition the victim’s appearance was the same as the ‘drunk’ but he 

was holding a cane instead of a bottle and he did not smell of alcohol. Two female researchers sat in the adjacent 

carriage at right angles to each other in order to observe the number of passengers who helped, who moved out of 

the critical area, the speed of helping and whether a ‘model’ needed to be used to prompt the helping behaviour. 

They also recorded the comments made.   

The independent variables were: 

• whether the victim was ‘drunk’ or carrying a cane 

• the ethnicity of the victim  

The dependent variables were:  

• the speed of helping 

• the frequency of helping 

• the ethnicity of the helper  

103 trials were run with the ‘cane’ victim being used more than the ‘drunk’ victim. 70 seconds into the journey the 

victim would stagger forward, collapse and then lie on the floor with his eyes open. If the victim was not helped 

early on (after 70 seconds) or later on (after 150 seconds) a confederate would help him. (The ‘model’ condition 

therefore was either early or late modelling of help).   

 

Results: The ‘cane’ victim received help 95% of the time (62 out of 65 trials) whereas for the ‘drunk’ victim it was 

50% (19 out of 38 trials). These figures reflect spontaneous help given rather than help given after a model 
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intervened. 60% of the total spontaneous help involved more than one person helping and this prompted more 

help from others, regardless of the condition or ethnicity of the victim. 

 

90% of helpers were male and 64% were white. The observers noted that comments made by women suggested 

that they felt it was men’s ‘duty’ to help. e.g. “It’s for men to help him”; “I don’t know what to do”.  

What is interesting in terms of research into bystanderism is that there was no diffusion of responsibility, in fact 

the larger the group the more help was given. There was little evidence of same-race helping; there was a slight 

tendency towards this in the ‘drunk’ condition but it was not significant overall.  

 

Conclusion: Help will be given in situations where the costs of not helping outweigh the rewards. The experience 

of being in closely confined space (the subway carriage) with a victim may have induced a high state of negative 

arousal in the participants (e.g. discomfort, anxiety, guilt) which could only be reduced by actually offering help 

(which links to the negative-state relief model from the section on psychological theories of altruism). It can be 

concluded, therefore, that if certain conditions are in place then the diffusion of responsibility is over-ridden by the 

need to reduce feelings of anxiety and guilt in the presence of a victim. 

 

How does the Just World hypothesis apply to this research? In Piliavin’s research most help was given to the 

victim who appeared to be disabled (‘cane’) with the ‘drunk’ receiving only 50% of spontaneous help. This makes 

sense according to the Just World hypothesis: the tendency to blame the victim for their own misfortune is a 

source of comfort to people as it confirms the idea that the world is a fair place and bad things only happen to bad 

or irresponsible people (i.e. ‘you are drunk therefore you deserve what you get’). It is a way of preserving our 

belief that if we lead a ‘good’ life then we will be rewarded by having good things happen to us; it makes no 

allowance for the rather depressing fact that bad things can, and do, happen to good people all the time. 

 

Evaluation of Piliavin et al. (1969)  

STRENGTHS:  

• This study stands as a kind of one-off in terms of psychological research: it is a well designed study 

conducted in the field with naïve participants using a standardised procedure generating both quantitative 

and qualitative data.  

• The nature of the procedure means that the study is replicable; however, the logistical problems of running 

the study in a different setting may mean that replication is quite difficult.  

• The size of the sample (4,450) means that the quantitative data is robust and generalising the findings is 

made easier.  
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• The qualitative data collected in the form of comments made by the participants adds an extra dimension 

to the results, highlighting reasons behind help given (or not) and adding some rich detail to the findings.  

• The natural setting and use of naïve participants means that this study is high in ecological validity, which 

means that the researchers can be confident that demand characteristics did not play a part in the 

participants’ behaviour. The use of two observers means that the study has inter-rater reliability as well.  

  

LIMITATIONS:  

• One of the main problems with carrying out research in the field is that it is difficult to control all variables: 

Piliavin et al.’s study might have been affected by a range of extraneous variables that were impossible to 

control. e.g. participant mood on the day; some of the participants experiencing the procedure more than 

once. The number of participants in the adjacent area (where the observers were located) may have 

obscured the view of the critical area (where the emergency was staged), meaning that some data may 

have been lost or misinterpreted.  

• Another consideration is that the ethics of the study were compromised due to the lack of consent given, 

deception of participants, possible psychological harm and distress and the lack of right to withdraw. This 

means that it would not be possible to carry out the study today to check the findings with a modern 

population. 

  

Deeper Critical Thinking  

Why does most research on bystanderism focus on the lack of help given? The fact that research on bystanderism 

was provoked by a murder in which 38 witnesses apparently did nothing to help one of their neighbours who was 

being attacked in front of them may have produced something of a self-fulfilling prophecy in terms of how 

subsequent studies were designed. Latané and Darley’s lab-based research manipulated participants into not 

helping in that it used the real or perceived presence of others as a crucial factor in whether or not help was given. 

The use of confederates as those ‘others’ also means that the stakes were raised against help being given – if those 

around you are behaving as if there is no emergency then it is very difficult to go against this trend and to act 

differently. In some ways research on bystanderism is really research on informational and normative social 

influence: the power of the majority to influence the minority. Piliavin’s research highlights the more positive side 

of bystanderism: people can, and do, help others in need. This help may be given for less-than-altruistic reasons 

but it is given nonetheless. By carrying out a field experiment Piliavin was able to demonstrate that the diffusion of 

responsibility may not necessarily depend on the number of bystanders present, but it may instead be based on 

feelings of empathy and distress at the plight of another person.     
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A modern, real world example 

Shultz et al (2014): An exploration of bystander behaviour and 

motivation in cyberbullying 

 

Brief summary: Researchers explore if and how bystanders respond 

when presented with a cyberbullying simulation. They found that 

dispositional factors like empathy predicted most frequent intervention, 

but in the majority of cases there was no intervention. 

Aim: To investigate if and how bystanders respond when confronted with cyber-bullying 

 

Participants: 149 university students from the USA with a mean age of 20 years. Two thirds of the sample were 

female.  

 

Procedure: Participants first completed a questionnaire to measure their levels of empathy. They were then 

presented with an example of cyber-bullying posted on a fictitious student’s Facebook page, involving exclusion 

from the group, insulting messages and posting private, embarrassing information about the student. The 

participants were then asked to imagine that they knew all of the fictitious people involved in the incident and to 

pick which one of the students they most identified with, what their role would be in the Facebook conversation 

and then to explain their answers.  

 

Results: 91% of the participants agreed that the behaviour presented to them constituted cyberbullying.  

One third of participants said they’d intervene in a supportive way, backing up the student being bullied and/or 

standing up to the bullies.  

9% said they would intervene offline, in a less direct way. 

But two thirds of participants did not comment on the bullying.  

Participants who scored high on the empathy questionnaire were more likely to identify with the victim of the 

bullying rather than with the bully.  

Conclusion: Having a naturally higher level of empathy may mean that an individual is more likely to identify with 

the victims of bullying and therefore intervene on their behalf. However, the majority of people do not step in to 

help on an online cyber scenario.  
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Evaluation 

 

Strengths: 

- Standardised nature of the procedure (both the initial empathy questionnaire and the subsequent cyber-

bullying episode) is replicable which increases the reliability of the findings.  

- Using open-ended questions about the bullying episode means the researchers could collect qualitative 

data which is rich and insightful, this increasing the internal validity of the findings.  

 

Limitations: 

- It is quite likely that social desirability biased will have influenced the response of some of participants, 

causing them to present their responses, downplaying any anti-social responses they might have 

experienced e.g. if they wanted to join in on the bullying. This would decrease the internal validity of the 

results.  

- The findings highlight that empathy and intervention in bullying are linked but it is not clear how or why 

this is so. 
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Prosocial behaviour 

Biological explanations of prosocial behaviour 

Kin selection theory: 

Madsen et al (2007) 

Aim: To investigate the degree to which individuals are likely to show higher levels of unselfishness and self-

sacrifice to those they are biologically related to, than to complete strangers 

 

Procedure: Participants were students of both genders from the UK and from South Africa. Each student gave the 

researchers a list of blood relatives and their degree of biological closeness. A sister being closer than a cousin for 

example. The researchers selected just one individual from each list.  

Participants had to sit in a highly uncomfortable position: back to the wall, and thighs parallel to the group. A small 

sum of money would be paid to the selected relative for every 20 seconds of painful endurance.  

 

Results: Participants suffered pain for longer periods when the recipient was a closer relative, and this was 

especially significant with the male participants. However, the degree of closeness was less significant among the 

Zulu (South African) participants. That could have been because their culture tends to put siblings and cousins on a 

similar level.  

 

Conclusions: This supports the kin selection theory that the grater the biological closeness of the relationship, the 

greater the degree of help offered.  

 

Evaluation 

Strengths: 

The study was cross-cultural, suggesting biological determination at work. The more cross-cultural support, the 

more likely the behaviour is to be caused by evolution. 

Limitations: 

Findings were based on researcher observation, and the results were correlational, so cause and effect cannot be 

determined 

No control for pain threshold or family relationships – these could be confounding variables and reduce the 

internal validity of the findings 

Low ecological validity as the sums of money offered were relatively trivial, and probably not enough to determine 

survival of the family budget.  

 

Also used in Bio → 

Evolution on 

behaviour 
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Also use in Biological → 

Neurotransmitters 

Explain how this study can be used to support the idea 

that there is a biological basis to prosocial behaviour 
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Cognitive explanations of prosocial behaviour 

Empathy-altruism hypothesis 

 

Toi and Batson (1982) 

Aim: To investigate participants’ motives to help when they had the opportunity to escape. 

 

Procedure: Participants were students in an introductory psychology class at university. They were tested individually. 

Participants were asked to help a girl named Carol who couldn’t attend lectures. She had lost her legs. She needed help 

with lecture notes. Participants listened to an audio recording of an interview with Carol. She talked about her car 

accident in which both her legs were broken. She talked about her struggles, and how far she was falling behind at 

school. 

There were 2 independent variables: 

 

Independent variable 1: Empathy level 

• Condition 1: Participants were asked to focus on Carol’s feelings (High 

empathy condition) 

• Condition 2: Participants were asked to focus on the details of the radio 

interview they listened to. (Low empathy condition) 

•  

Independent variable 2: High or low cost conditions 

• Condition 1: High cost. Carol would be in the same tutorial group and 

would join the group the following week.  

• Condition 2: Low cost. Carol would not be in the 

class. It would not be as embarrassing to deny her 

the lecture notes. 

 

Results: The high empathy group were equally likely to help 

in both the high and low cost condition. The low empathy 

group was more likely to help Carol in the high cost 

condition. Thinking about seeing her in class every day probably made them feel guilty if they did not help. 

 

Conclusions:  
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Points to consider: 

- Potential extraneous variables: The use of ‘Carol’ might be an extraneous variable in that she may have 

resembled someone that some of the participants knew, thereby either increasing or decreasing their level of 

empathy for her. In addition, participant variables may have also provided extraneous variables: some people 

are simply more empathetic than other and some participants may have been having a ‘bad day’. 

- Batson’s findings have been consistently replicated, so it appears that the theory of empathy-altruism is 

consistent with its predictions that helping behaviour based on empathy is unselfish.  

- However, the research has only investigated short-term altruism, and the interpretation of the results has not 

taken personality factors into account. This could be seen as a weakness of the explanation.  

- Though Batson’s model makes it easier to predict behaviour, it is difficult to measure one’s level of empathy. 

Batson argues that empathy is an innate trait in all of us, but it is not clear why we do not experience a 

predictable level of empathy in a given situation. Could it be that there are biological differences which 

determine one’s level of empathy? Or is empathy something that has been learned? Or could it be to do with 

personality? Reductionist to consider it from one viewpoint.  

- Only students – do older people experience empathy in the same way?  

- Methodological issues such as demand characteristics. All psychology students may have guessed the aim of the 

experiment. Also it was a lab experiment so lacks ecological validity.  

 

Deeper Critical Thinking   

- One of the main drawbacks of research into psychological altruism is the difficulty of operationalising the key 

variables. Research relies on researchers being able to operationalise the variable of empathy. This variable is highly 

subjective and open to interpretation, making the research less controlled than a conventional laboratory 

experiment. One person’s response to another person in need will depend on a range of factors: her likeness to a 

familiar person; their mood on the day; their attitudes, beliefs, opinions; their upbringing and family history; their 

cultural/religious background. One way of improving the validity of this research might be to include a range of 

measures involving both quantitative and qualitative data (triangulation).  

 

Additional research support: Schultz (used above in bystandersism). 

Explain how Schultz study could support cognitive explanations for prosocial behaviour. 
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Sociocultural explanations of prosocial behaviour 

Levine et al (2001): Cross-cultural differences in helping strangers 

 

Aim: To investigate prosocial behaviour using the cultural 

dimension of individualism/collectivism 

 

Procedure: 23 major cities across the world were selected 

to carry out this large-scale field experiment. The cities 

chosen were classified as coming from either individualistic 

cultures e.g. USA, or collectivist cultures e.g. Malaysia. The researchers used psychologists and students from all 

over the world to help them collect their data. The sample consisted of people who were there at the time the 

behaviour was sampling from the 23 countries selected. Thus, the researchers used opportunity sampling.  

The researchers (all male) set up 3 different scenarios in a variety of outdoor settings involving the following 

actions:  

• A pedestrian drops a pen in the street without looking 

• A pedestrian wearing a leg brace drops some magazines 

• A blind pedestrian with a cane waits at a traffic light for assistance crossing the street 

The researchers then proceeded to observe the rate and degree of help given in each of the above situations.  

 

Results: Collectivist cultures yielded a higher score for helping behaviour, with Rio de Janerio being the highest at 

93% overall, followed by San Jose in Costa Rica, Lilongwe in Malawi and Calcutta in India.  

Helping rates tended to be high in countries with low economic productivity where there is low purchasing power 

for each citizen. However, not all results reflected this tendency: the one surprising finding here was that Vienna (a 

wealthy city in an individualistic culture) ranked 5th for most helpful city.  

Another unexpected result was the Kaula Lumpar (capital of Malaysia) ranked lowerst out of all 23 countries in 

terms of prosocial behaviour (23%).  

One of the related findings was that there was a positive correlation between slow pace of life (measured by 

walking speed) and pro-social behaviour. Countries that have a slow pace of life are known as long-term orientated 

countries as they don’t need immediate gratification and value tradition, whereas those that have a faster pace of 

life are called short-term orientated countries, and they like to have things immediately and are more rooted in 

the present and future rather than the past.  

 

Conclusion: There appear to be some cross-cultural differences in prosocial behaviour but these are not definitive 

and may not be down to culture alone. Pace of life and socio-economic status are also salient variables.  
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Evaluation 

 

Strengths: 

• The huge scale of the research involving 23 countries and hundreds of participants means that the results 

are generalizable across a range of cultures 

• The large set of quantitative findings means that the results are robot and can withstand statistical analysis. 

 

Limitations 

• Replicating this study would be extremely difficult which means that the reliability cannot be tested 

• Using several different observes from different countries means that the researchers were not able to 

control the ways in which the data was recorded, plus each observer may have interpreted what they saw 

differently which would affect the internal validity of the results.  

 

Deeper critical thinking of collectivism and individualism  

One of the main limitations of this research is that the individualistic/collectivist dimension of behaviour may not 

be the only factor behind the prosocial behaviour observed: there may be a range of other factors involved, such 

as personality, religious upbringing, social desirability bias or education, any or all of which would decrease the 

validity of the findings.  

 

Do the findings perpetuate existing stereotypes? It could be that Levine’s findings confirm and reinforce 

stereotypical notions, such as the beliefs that individualism equates to self-serving motivations and that 

collectivism breeds a lack of personal autonomy. Both of these ideas are limited and they may even be used to 

denigrate and discriminate against people of different cultures.  
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The importance of situational factors 

 

Darley and Batson (1973): This is known as the Good Samaritan study 

 

Aim: To find out what was more important in deciding to help another in distress: dispositional or situational 

motives.  

 

Procedure: Participants were 40 male students from 

Princeton studying theology. The participant needing 

help was placed sitting in a doorway, head slumped 

downwards and coughing.  

Participants answered questionnaires designed to 

determine their degree of personal religiosity. In the next 

stage, they were divided into two groups. One group was 

given a high empathy-generating task: to prepare a short 

talk on the parable of the Good Samaritan who helped the injured person abandoned and left for lead by the 

important people of the established community.  

The other group was given a task that was not designed to create empathy at all: to prepare a short talk about 

careers for other graduates. Each member of the group was treated separately by the researchers. 

Each student was then told individually to go over to the other building to deliver a talk. One third of all students 

were put into high time pressure: ‘Get there at once, they are waiting for your talk’; one third were put into 

median pressure: ‘please go to the other building as soon as possible’; and the remaining third into low pressure: 

‘you may now leave and may your wait to the other building’. All students were let out at separate times, so each 

student was by themselves when they saw the person in need of help.  

 

Results: The individual decisions appeared to depend only on one thing: in how much of a hurry the student was to 

get from one building to another. Only 10% of those in the high pressure condition stopped to help; 45% in the 

moderate pressure group did, and that figure rose to 63% within the unpressured group. These were situational 

factors. Dispositional factors such as degree of religiosity or immediately previous involvement in the parable of 

the Good Samaritan did not seem to be significant.  

 

Conclusion: The study concluded that thinking and even getting ready to present ideals does not mean one will 

necessarily act on them if in a hurry and occupied with other things.   
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Promoting pro-social behaviour 

• Prosocial behaviour has been defined as voluntary actions that are intended to help or benefit another 

individual or group of individuals  

• So far in looking at human relationships, we have considered ideas such as whether altruism is truly 

selfless: why it is that some victims don’t receive help, and what is the process of decision-making involved 

in helping behaviour. This section will deal with the topic of promoting acts that are prosocial, which 

benefit society rather than single individuals.  

• Promoting prosocial behaviour may begin at an individual level, but the ultimate aim of promoting 

prosocial behaviour is to reach a wider audience, to spread messages which may be general e.g. ‘Keep 

Britain Tidy’ or more specific e.g. ’Thank you for driving carefully through our village’.  

 

What evidence is there so far? 

Prosocial behaviour may be promoted by governments (e.g. TV 

adverts asking people to recycle) or schools (e.g. nurturing key 

prosocial behavioural traits in children) or it may be ‘hijacked’ by 

profit-oriented companies in a bid to make them look less about 

business and more about social responsibility (e.g. Coca Cola’s ‘Open Happiness’ campaign that put the 

emphasis on spreading positive ‘vibes’ and prosocial acts. Interestingly, Coca Cola has now dropped this 

approach for more product-focused advertising).  

 

Key Theory: School-Based Interventions and mindfulness 

• Children spend a great deal of time at school, from the age of four in some countries up until the age of 18. 

The influence that school life has on children is undoubtedly huge: friendships are formed at school; ideas 

and skills are honed; future behaviours are to some extent determined by a child’s schooling – not only in 

the classroom but in the wider social context of school life.  

• Schools essentially aim to set children up for life academically but since the 1960s there has been a drive to 

educate the ‘whole child’, that is, the person that the child can become, not just their academic potential.  

• The promotion of prosocial behaviour can be seen in initiatives such as anti-bullying programmes, ‘buddy’ 

mentoring systems, community programmes e.g. cleaning up local areas. School courses such as Citizenship 

and PHSE programmes go some way towards encouraging prosocial behaviour but they are not always 

given high status by some schools. 

• Research in this field does, however, demonstrate that promoting prosocial behaviour in schools can have 

very valuable outcomes for a range of variables e.g. behaviour, attainment, values.  
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Key study: Flook et al. (2015)  

 

Aim: To investigate the effect of a 12-week mindfulness-

based Kindness Curriculum on levels of prosocial 

behaviour in pre-school children.  

 

Mindfulness is a mental state achieved by focusing one's 

awareness on the present moment, while calmly 

acknowledging and accepting one's feelings, thoughts, 

and bodily sensations, used as a therapeutic technique. 

 

Method: The participants were 68 pre-school children 

from a Midwestern city in the USA with a mean age of 4.67 years, predominantly white (59%) with a range of 

ethnic minority groups making up the rest of the sample e.g. 6% African American; 12% Hispanic. Almost 40% of 

the demographic were described as ‘socioeconomically disadvantaged’.  

They were randomly allocated to one of three conditions:  

1) A mindfulness-based ‘Kindness Curriculum’  

2) A waiting for the Kindness Curriculum  

3) A control group  

 Condition 1, the Kindness Curriculum experienced training and practice in mindfulness e.g. directing attention on 

the present moment, regulating emotions, practising prosocial skills with an emphasis on sharing, empathy and 

gratitude. They received this training twice a week for 20-30 minutes at a time over the 12 -week period.  

The teachers then rated all of the children in the study on measures such as ‘sharing’, ‘delay of gratification’ and 

cognitive tasks involving decision-making.  

 

Results: The children in condition 1, the Kindness Curriculum, were rated as showing definite improvement in 

social skills and interaction with others, in their learning as a whole and in their emotional intelligence e.g. thinking 

about other people and regulating their own emotions.  

The control group showed the highest levels of selfish behaviour. The children in condition 1 who started the 

experiment with low levels of social skills and cognitive functioning showed the highest rates of improvement 

overall.   

 

Conclusion: The promotion of prosocial behaviour in young children has an immediate effect that seems to last 

over time.  
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Evaluation of Flook et al. (2015) 

STRENGTHS:  

• The study was carried out in real time and in a real setting, which means that ecological validity is high.  

• The use of the three levels of the independent variable including a control group means that the study’s 

results can be compared across conditions, including both quantitative (e.g. class scores) and qualitative 

(e.g. social skills) measures.  

• The random allocation of the children to condition means that researcher bias could not interfere with the 

results.  

• The age of the children also means that it is unlikely that they guessed the aim of the research, thereby 

avoiding demand characteristics; the longitudinal design also helps to eliminate this source of bias as it is 

difficult to sustain artificial behaviour over the course of 12 weeks.  

  

LIMITATIONS:  

• One of the main limitations of Flook et al.’s research is that the behavioural variables (empathy and 

sharing) are difficult to measure precisely and may be subject to interpretation, which affects the reliability 

of the findings.  

• It is also possible that the teachers who were rating the children’s behaviour might have unknowingly used 

confirmation bias in their appraisal of the children’s behaviour, which would affect the validity of the study.  

• The sample itself is also rather small and is limited geographically and culturally and so the results may not 

be generalised to children from other areas of the US and children of different cultures.  

 

Deeper Critical Thinking   

Is it appropriate for schools to promote prosocial behaviour: does this let parents off the hook?  It could be argued 

that the teaching of prosocial values should be the exclusive domain of the parents and that schools should not 

have to shoulder the burden of this responsibility. Some people might argue that it gives parents a ‘get out of jail 

free’ card if their child is seen to behave in an anti-social manner i.e. the parents can claim that the school has 

failed to do their duty rather than assuming any responsibility themselves. To some extent this is a valid point: 

parents are the child’s primary role models and therefore it is they who should be setting a good example and 

providing a positive prosocial message. The reality is, though, that some parents are simply incapable of doing so: 

for whatever reason they either cannot or will not provide positive prosocial modelling. For some children school is 

the only place where they are likely to be exposed to the promotion of prosocial behaviour so for schools to only 

focus on academic attainment means that some children would never have the benefit of receiving clear prosocial 

messages. 
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How might digital media influence prosocial behaviour?  

• According to a report from the University of Michigan, the 

average American child has seen sixteen thousand murders on 

TV by age 18.  

• Researchers from the University of Michigan found that just 

being awake and in the room with a TV on more than two hours 

a day - even if the kids aren't explicitly paying attention to the TV 

- was a risk factor for being overweight at ages three and four-

and-a-half. This may be related to the fact that two thirds of the twenty thousand television commercials 

the average child sees each year are for food. 

• So if digital media can lead to negative side effects, surely it could also be used to promote positive, 

prosocial effects? 

 

Anderson (2001): 

Found, among other things, that children age 3 to 5 who watched Sesame Street had larger vocabularies in high 

school than those who watched other television programming, or even no television at all.  

The effect could not be explained by gender, family size, or parents' education.  

Preschoolers from lower income neighborhoods, in particular, who watched Sesame Street were more prepared 

for school than their peers who did not watch Sesame Street.  

Boys who watched Sesame Street in preschool were rated as less aggressive in high school; girls were more likely 

to participate in extracurricular art classes. 

Sesame Street 

• Sesame street promotes the importance of building friendships. It 

educates children about how to make and keep friends. Shows like 

Sesame Street teach children how to treat each other with respect, 

which promotes prosocial behavior. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.med.umich.edu/yourchild/topics/tv.htm
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Sprafkin et al.(1975) 

 

Aim: To see if television with prosocial content, fosters prosocial behaviour. 

 

Procedure: In their experiment six-year-old children saw different versions 

of an episode about the dog Lassie and were then given the opportunity to 

help some puppies in distress in the next room. In the prosocial condition, 

Lassie saved her puppies by barking for help. In the control condition, Lassie 

demonstrated no prosocial behaviour.  

 

Results: Children in the prosocial condition were more likely to help a puppy 

afterwards compared to those in the control condition. 

 

Conclusion: According to researchers, there are good reasons to assume 

that playing video games with prosocial content may foster prosocial 

behaviour. 

 

Evaluation 

Limitations: 

• A key limitation of such research is that the children are exposed to a similar experience immediately after 

viewing the film.  There is no evidence that viewing such a film would have a long-term effect on their 

willingness to help.  

• It could also be argued that the lab is a somewhat artificial environment but on the other hand, watching a 

television program with Lassie is something kids would do at that time.  

• In addition, we cannot determine from a study like this one that children would be able to generalize 

prosocial behaviour to other contexts. 

• The results are also low in historical validity. Social norms have changed massively and the results of this 

study do not tell us whether television influences prosocial behaviour in the same way in 2018. 

• There may be possible extraneous variables e.g. how much you like animals, if you have a pet dog. This 

therefore reduces the internal validity of the results as it means it’s not necessarily the television which is 

influencing their prosocial behaviour.  
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More recent research in psychology: Greitemeyer and Osswald (2010) 

Aim: To investigate whether there was a positive correlation between playing a prosocial video game and 

subsequent prosocial behaviour.  

 

Procedure: Participants either played either a prosocial (City 

Crisis) or neutral (Tetris) video game. Thirty-six students from a 

German University were randomly assigned to one of the two 

videogame conditions. 

The participants entered the lab one at a time and were greeted 

by two female researchers, one of whom demonstrated how to 

play the videogame and the participants then played for eight 

minutes.   

 

One of the two female researchers left the room and a male confederate entered the lab, playing the role of an ex-

boyfriend who was angry that his ex had left him. The male entered the lab ignoring the participants and 

approached the female researcher and shouted at her. He also kicked a trashcan and pulled the arm of the 

researcher as if he would drag her out of the lab. She was instructed to react calmly and asked him not to disturb 

the experiment.  

 

The independent variable was whether participants were playing a neutral or 

prosocial game prior to the incident.  

The dependent variable was whether participants intervened or not. Intervention 

was measured by the participant saying something to the ex-boyfriend with the 

goal of stopping his behavior or asking the female researcher if she needed help.  

 

If the participant did not intervene after two minutes, the second female 

researcher re-entered the room just as the confederate pulled the arm of his “ex”, and ordered him in a harsh tone 

to leave the room. Then the harassed researcher apologized for the disturbance and asked the participant to 

continue the experiment. The participant played on for one more minute and then filled out a questionnaire on 

the prosocial content of the videogame.  All participants were debriefed afterwards to ensure that they suffered 

no harm after witnessing the rather unpleasant harassment of the experimenter. 
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Results: There was a significant correlation between the type of videogame and the frequency of helping. Only 1 

out of 5 participants who played a neutral video game intervened, whereas 3 out of 5 who had played a prosocial 

video game intervened.  

 

Conclusion: From this, it seems that playing a prosocial video game could prime participants for prosocial 

behaviour - even in a case where they could fear negative consequences. It was clear in this particular experiment 

that there was a positive correlation between playing a prosocial video game and subsequent prosocial behaviour. 

Although we cannot establish a clear cause and effect relationship, it is possible that playing a prosocial video 

game primed the participants to act in a prosocial way. It could be argued that the prosocial video game had made 

prosocial thoughts more accessible. 

 

Evaluation 

LIMITATIONS 

• This indicates that playing prosocial video games has at least a short-term effect on a person’s likelihood to 

help someone in need. This is one of the limitations of experiments like this one; we don't know if there is a 

long-term effect.  The observed effect in this experiment might be due to priming rather than learning.  

 

Deeper Critical Thinking 

• The researchers argue that the practical implication of their research is that there is a need for television 

and prosocial video games to teach prosocial skills and improve social interactions. This is supported by a 

meta-analysis of the positive effects of television on children's social interactions. Mares and Woodward 

(2005) found that television with prosocial content increases prosocial behaviour, reduces aggression and 

encourages viewers to be more tolerant. Bandura's social cognitive theory could explain why this happens. 

Watching prosocial behaviour either on television or in video games shows the viewer the consequences of 

such behaviour. Seeing the rewards received by the person who carried out the prosocial behaviour results 

in vicarious reinforcement. 
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Contrast explanations for prosocial behaviour 
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Ethics 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Research methods 

 
Can be asked for personal relationships and social responsibility 

They will be 22 markers 
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List of potential questions for the ‘relationships’ option 

 

General questions 

• Discuss ethical considerations in research relating to human relationships 

• Discuss ethical considerations in research relating to personal relationships   

• Discuss ethical considerations in research relating to social responsibility  

• Discuss the use of research methods to investigate human relationships  

• Discuss the use of research methods to investigate personal relationships   

• Discuss the use of research methods to investigate social responsibility   

 

Personal relationships 

• Evaluate one or more theories of the formation of personal relationships 

• Contrast two theories of the formation of personal relationships 

• To what extent can biological theories explain personal relationships 

• Discuss sociocultural and cognitive explanations of personal relationships  

 

Communication 

• Discuss the role of communication in maintaining relationships 

 

Change or end 

• Discuss research into why relationships may change or end 

 

Bystanderism 

• Discuss factors that play a role in bystanderism 

• Evaluate research into the phenomenon of bystander apathy 

 

Prosocial behaviour 

• Discuss theories of prosocial behaviour 

• Contrast two theories of prosocial behaviour 

• Discuss the key factors that influence prosocial behaviour across cultures 

• Discuss biological factors influencing prosocial behaviour 

• Discuss cognitive factors influencing prosocial behaviour  

 

Promoting pro-social behaviour 

• Evaluate research into promoting prosocial behaviour 

• Discuss how prosocial behaviour can be encouraged  
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Relationships study list – LAQ only 

Personal 
relationships 

Study 

Formation of 
relationships 

Bio 

• Key Theory: Anisogamy and Evolutionary Mate Selection: Buss 

• Theory: The role of genes in immune system functionality: Wedekind 

Cog: 

• Similarity attraction theory: Markey and Markey 

• Matching hypothesis: Walster 

• Recent real world support for matching hypothesis: Taylor 

Sociocultural; 

• Key Theory: Anisogamy and Evolutionary Mate Selection: Buss 

• Proximity theory: Festinger 

• Arranged vs love marriages: Regan 

Communication • Canary and Stafford’s 5 communication strategies 

• Social penetration theory: Collins and Miller 

• Gender differences: Tannen  

• Oxytocin: Ditzen 
 

Relationships 
change or end 

You can use any of the theories above in the ‘formation’ of relationships. 
 

• Model of breakdown: Duck 

• Relationship satisfaction post-baby:  Mitnick 
 

Research 
methods used 
to investigate 

personal 
relationships 

Naturalistic overt, non-participant observation 

• Festinger 
Questionnaire 

• Markey and Markey 

• Walster 
Lab 

• Ditzen  
Scales 

• Regan 
Controlled, overt, non-participant observation 

• Tannen 

Ethical 
considerations 

in research 
investigating 

personal 
relationships 

• Sensitivity of research conducted into relationship breakdown 

• Researcher must be careful not be make generalisations from research as 
this ignores individual differences between couples 

• Research obtaining informed consent/right to withdraw/debrief etc. 

• Can’t always anticipate what will upset participants, so researchers should 
be aware of any psychological harm and remember to debrief participants 
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Social 
responsibility 

Study 

Bystanderism • Diffusion of responsibility: Latané & Darley (1968)   

• Just world hypothesis and cost-reward model: Piliavin et al. (1969) 

• More recent research on cyberbullying: Shultz et al (2014) 
Prosocial 
behaviour 

Biological  

• Kin selection theory: Madsen 

• Serotonin: Crockett 

Cognitive 
Empathy-altruism theory 

• Toi and Batson (1982) 

• Shultz  

• Conflicting evidence: Darley and Batson 

Sociocultural 

• Collectivism/individualism: Levine et al  

• Situational factors: Darley and Batson 

Promoting 
prosocial 
behaviour 

Mindfulness 

• Flook et al. (2015) 
Digital technology 

• Sprafkin et al.(1975) 

• Greitemeyer and Osswald (2010) 

Research 
methods used to 

investigate 
personal 

relationships 

Lab experiment 

• Toi and Batson 

• Sprafkin et al 
Field experiment 

• Piliavin 
Naturalistic, covert, non-participant observation 

• Levine 

Ethical 
considerations in 

research 
investigating 

personal 
relationships 

• Sensitivity of research conducted into social responsibility  

• Researcher must be careful not be make generalisations from research 
as this ignores individual differences in helping behaviour 

• Research obtaining informed consent/right to withdraw/debrief etc. 

• Can’t always anticipate what will upset participants, so researchers 
should be aware of any psychological harm and remember to debrief 
participants 
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