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Chapter One


Pair-Bonded Relationships and Romantic Alternatives

Toward an Integration of Evolutionary and Relationship Science Perspectives
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Abstract

Relationship researchers and evolutionary psychologists have been studying human mating for decades, but research inspired by these two perspectives often yields fundamentally different images of how people mate. Research in the relationship science tradition frequently emphasizes ways in which committed relationship partners are motivated to maintain their relationships (e.g., by cognitively derogating attractive alternatives), whereas research in the evolutionary tradition frequently emphasizes ways in which individuals are motivated to seek out their own reproductive interests at the expense of their partners’ (e.g., by surreptitiously having sex with attractive alternatives). Rather than being incompatible, the frameworks that guide each perspective have different assumptions that can generate contrasting predictions and can lead researchers to study the same behavior in different ways. This paper, which represents the first major attempt to bring the two perspectives together in a cross-fertilization of ideas, provides a framework to understand contrasting effects and guide future research. This framework—the conflict–confluence model—characterizes evolutionary and relationship science perspectives as being arranged along a continuum reflecting the extent to which mating partners’ interests are misaligned versus aligned. We illustrate the utility of this model by working to integrate relationship science and evolutionary perspectives on the role of ovulatory shifts in women's mating psychology, highlighting the tension between the desire to maintain or strengthen a bond with a current partner versus seek out extra-pair mates. To underscore the generality and generativity of the model, we also illustrate its application to two additional topics: functional perspectives on the role of subjective relationship quality, and “errors” in judgments of mate value. As scholars work to integrate relationship science and evolutionary approaches on additional topics, the promise of a unitary, functional perspective on human mating comes closer to reality.



Keywords

Evolutionary psychology

Close relationships

Mating

Ovulation


Since the 1980s, the fields of relationship science and evolutionary psychology have worked largely in parallel in studying human mating. Each perspective has its own theoretical traditions. Relationship science, for example, focuses on the social interactions between interdependent partners and, by and large, seeks to understand the ontogenetic and proximate causal processes that govern interactions between partners across time (Berscheid, 1999; Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003). Evolutionary psychology, on the other hand, draws from evolutionary biology and focuses on how selection pressures during evolutionary history gave rise to adaptations that lead to behaviors, motivations, and preferences that enhanced an individual's reproductive success (Buss, 2007; Gangestad & Simpson, 2007).

The frameworks guiding work within relationship and evolutionary science differ, and in some ways they embody assumptions, sometimes implicit, that yield contrasting views and predictions. The broad framework of relationship science, for example, addresses how each person within a dyad influences his or her partner, and vice versa. The broad framework of evolutionary science, in contrast, addresses how each individual engages independently within his or her wider social world. When examining similar psychological phenomena—such as how people deal with the presence of attractive alternatives to one's current romantic partner—the two perspectives inspire different predictions, which in turn leads researchers to examine behavior in different ways, often using different methodologies that rely on different kinds of observations. As a result, the cross talk between these two perspectives has historically been regrettably limited (see Simpson & Gangestad, 2001).

In recent years, however, the relationship science and evolutionary perspectives have intersected in the study of extra-pair attraction, especially as it is altered by women's ovulatory status. A large, albeit complex and controversial, body of research in the evolutionary tradition has documented that women tend to experience increased sexual desire for attractive men other than their current partner near ovulation (see Gildersleeve, Haselton,& Fales, 2014a, 2014b; but also, see Wood, Kressel, Joshi, & Louie, 2014). Another large body of research in the evolutionary tradition has documented that people (especially men) tend to desire and pursue short-term sexual relationships, and both sexes have the potential to be unfaithful when in a committed relationship, particularly if an attractive alternative mate is obtainable (Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Ellis & Symons, 1990; Greiling & Buss, 2000; Kenrick, Sadalla, Groth, & Trost, 1990). These findings appear to be at odds with research within the close relationships tradition documenting that people are often motivated to protect their current relationships from the lure of attractive alternative partners, often going to great lengths to maintain their partnerships (Johnson & Rusbult, 1989; Miller, 1997; Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 1996a, 1996b; Rusbult, Van Lange, Wildschut, Yovetich, & Verette, 2000; Simpson, Gangestad, & Lerma, 1990). These contradictory findings may result in part from the biased exploration of the “space” of relationship phenomena associated with each perspective. For example, researchers adopting a particular theoretical framework tend to ask salient questions within that framework. As a result, they acquire answers to those particular questions, but may never think to ask other important questions or to consider important moderating factors. This tendency can foster the misimpression that the evolutionary tradition is almost exclusively concerned with the ways in which individuals pursue extra-relationship mating opportunities, whereas the relationship science tradition is almost exclusively concerned with the ways in which committed relationship partners are motivated to maintain their current relationships, frequently by perceiving alternatives as less desirable than they actually are.

Can these two perspectives and their seemingly contrasting sets of findings be reconciled and integrated? As scholars working within and across the two traditions, our goal is to use both the contrasts and overlap between the two perspectives as a platform to join forces in a cross-fertilization of ideas. We begin by proposing a unifying model that arranges the evolutionary and relationship science traditions along a continuum—one that depicts the extent to which, and in what circumstances, men and women in ancestral environments experienced conflicts of interest (the typical terrain of evolutionary psychology) versus confluence of interest (the typical terrain of relationship science). We next discuss how these two traditions can inform each other, focusing specifically on the ways in which women might balance their desire to maintain an existing pair-bond with the increased desire they often experience when exposed to attractive alternative partners during the fertile phase of their reproductive cycle. We review recent research emerging at this intersection (e.g., Durante & Arsena, 2015; Eastwick & Finkel, 2012; Grebe, Gangestad, Garver-Apgar, & Thornhill, 2013) and highlight new frameworks that may aid in integrating these findings (e.g., Finkel, 2014). We also apply our integrative framework to other research topics spanning the evolutionary and close relationships literatures that reflect differing emphases on the conflict versus confluence of interest dimension, and we conclude by generating new research predictions that should further our understanding of the psychology of human mating.

1 The Conflict–Confluence Continuum Model: An Introduction

The model we introduce in this chapter rests on the assumption that the contingent expression of adaptations for both romantic pair-bond maintenance and pursuit of attractive alternatives were critical to reproductive fitness across human history. Moreover, our model assumes that the fitness benefits of each adaptation can change depending on specific features of the relationship, the environment, and the individual. We posit that the evolutionary and relationship science perspectives on human mating can be integrated through the lens of a conflict–confluence continuum. This continuum allows us to consolidate the diverse and often disparate empirical findings that have emerged from each perspective under one unifying framework.

To begin, we define the two central constructs of conflict and confluence of interests between relationship partners. Conflict refers to the degree to which the fitness interests of an individual differ from those of his or her partner. For example, conflicts of interest can arise when the costs of replacing the current partner with a better or more suitable alternative are low for one partner, but high for the other—such as when one partner feels that his or her core needs are not being met in the current relationship and believes that attractive, receptive alternatives are available within the social environment. Confluence refers to the degree to which the fitness interests of relationship partners converge and the fitness of both partners is enhanced through relationship maintenance. This occurs when partners help one another meet core needs and complete important plans and goals (Feeney & Collins, 2014; Fitzsimons & Finkel, in press) and when replacement costs are high and relatively similar between the two partners.

Although both perspectives concede that conflicting and confluent fitness interests between partners arise and have important implications for human mating, research in the evolutionary tradition tends to test hypotheses about how people behave adaptively in response to conflicting fitness interests, whereas research in the close relationship tradition tends to examine hypotheses about how partners succeed or fail at maintaining confluent fitness interests and how they change their appraisals of the current situation to reflect greater confluence. In this chapter, we introduce the conflict–confluence continuum model as a framework intended to integrate the two perspectives. This model addresses some of the conditions under which pair-bond adaptations moderate the expression of other possible adaptations that facilitate the pursuit of attractive alternatives. Our hope is that this model will begin to bridge the gap between the two perspectives and provide an integrated, theoretical platform to develop and test new hypotheses that will extend and deepen our understanding of human mating. The recognition that conflicts and confluences of interests exist on a continuum, and that they are systematically affected by identifiable variables, gives rise to our integrative perspective, which we develop in this paper.


2 Two Theoretical Traditions: Evolutionary Psychology and Relationship Science

2.1 Evolutionary Psychological Approaches

Evolutionary psychology offers insights into a broad variety of relationship phenomena. Its contributions to understanding romantic relationships—particularly the topics of mate selection, romantic attraction, assortative mating, romantic and sexual jealousy, and mate poaching—are perhaps most widely known (see Buss, 2007). However, evolutionary psychology also offers unique perspectives on other aspects of close relationships, including those between mothers and children, fathers and children, siblings, and friends (e.g., Buss, 2007; Crawford & Krebs, 2008; DeScioli & Kurzban, 2009; Dunbar & Barrett, 2007; Ellis & Bjorklund, 2005; Lieberman, Cosmides, & Tooby, 2007; Salmon & Shackelford, 2007; Tooby & Cosmides, 1996).

As an approach to understanding behavioral phenomena, evolutionary psychology derives its core inspiration from evolutionary biology. It starts from a fundamental observation that, on an evolutionary timescale, selection sifts through variations in design (e.g., phenotypic traits or behaviors), favoring those that maximize fitness on average (i.e., the passing of genes onto future generations). Evolutionary psychologists test both formal theoretical models and informal proposals about what ancestral selection pressures should have generated, and they also test proposals about the nature of evolved psychological designs.

The relation between evolutionary biology and psychology can be cast in terms of Tinbergen's (1963) four questions. Tinbergen argued that a complete understanding of behavior, or any phenotypic feature, requires four levels of explanation. Two levels—referred to as “ultimate” levels—reside within the realm of evolutionary biology. First, what is the evolutionary history of the feature from a phylogenetic standpoint? When did it originate within a phylogeny (an evolutionary lineage), and how was it modified over time? Second, what forces maintained the feature? The primary force maintaining most features and modifications is selection. Selection maintains a feature or modification (thereby shaping it and producing its “design”) either because the feature has or once had fitness benefits, the precise nature of which constitute its function, or because it is a by-product of other features that have or once had fitness benefits.1

Two other levels—both “proximate” ones—concern processes that occur within the lifetime of the individual. First, what are the causal processes operating in current circumstances (e.g., psychological mechanisms or processes) that produce the feature? Second, what are the developmental processes that lead to its emergence? These processes produce behavior or developmental dynamics that then unfold across the lifespan. Psychological accounts, therefore, provide explanations exclusively at proximate levels. Explanatory theory at ultimate levels, such as evolutionary biological theory, cannot in principle provide psychological explanations. However, causal models within evolutionary biology, such as theories of selection, can suggest hypotheses about causal processes at the psychological level, and failed predictions can inform the development of refined selection-based theories, which can then be subjected to novel tests. For this reason, evolutionary psychology is evolution-inspired psychological investigation.

Evolution-inspired researchers use theories of selection to generate hypotheses about human mating. Given that theories of selection highlight ways in which individuals could have maximized fitness during evolutionary history, evolutionary psychologists who study mating have tended to focus on the strategies that individuals employ to protect or enhance their own reproductive success in close relationships, sometimes even at the expense of their partner. One central theme has been that men and women have evolved a suite of mating strategies that are flexible across time and different contexts, whereby either sex may seek or be receptive to alternative partners when the benefits of doing so are relatively high in relation to the costs (Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Gangestad & Simpson, 2000). As such, research in the evolutionary tradition has predicted and found that men's minimum possible level of parental investment—a single act of intercourse, which contrasts with women's minimum investment of a 9-month gestational period—motivates men to be more open to sex outside a primary partnership and less committed to any single relationship (Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Schmitt & Shackelford, 2003; Schmitt, Shackelford, Duntley, Tooke, & Buss, 2001). For women, research in the evolutionary tradition has found that they too exhibit increased attraction to attractive alternatives, particularly near ovulation (i.e., during the fertile phase of their reproductive cycle) and when their current partner does not possess markers of genetic fitness (e.g., social dominance; see Cantú et al., 2014; Durante, Griskevicius, Simpson, Cantu, & Li, 2012; Gangestad, Garver-Apgar, Simpson, & Cousins, 2007).

2.2 Relationship Science Approaches

Developing concurrently with, but largely independently from, mainstream evolutionary psychological approaches to human mating, various relationship science approaches have emerged in recent decades. In general, relationship science seeks to understand the proximate causal processes that produce regularities governing interactions between people—how partners (or multi-person groups) influence one another's behavior in interpersonal interactions that unfold over time (e.g., Berscheid, 1999; Kelley, 1983). It builds on the traditional focus of social psychology—interactions between individuals (e.g., Thibaut & Kelley, 1959; Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003)—and adds the idea that close relationships, which can have qualities that transcend the two individuals (Fitzsimons & Finkel, in press; Wegner, Erber, & Raymond, 1991), provide a context in which influential interactions take place. Though certain theoretical orientations are prominent in relationship science (e.g., interdependence theory, attachment theory), the theoretical orientations that guide research within the field do not define it, in contrast to evolutionary psychology (see Barkow et al., 1992).

One of the central ideas in relationship science is that people typically become highly interdependent with their close relationship partners over time. They can achieve important outcomes—both relational outcomes, such as sexual fulfillment and relationship satisfaction, and personal outcomes, such as goal achievement and subjective well-being—via interdependence, but becoming dependent on a significant other also makes one vulnerable to exploitation (Holmes & Rempel, 1989; Murray, Holmes, & Collins, 2006). Accordingly, highly interdependent individuals tend to become highly committed to their relationships (Le & Agnew, 2003; Rusbult, 1983), and this experience motivates them to engage in a range of cognitive, affective, and behavioral processes that sustain the relationship over time (Rusbult, Olson, Davis, & Hannon, 2001). For example, people who are strongly (rather than weakly) committed to their romantic relationships typically make more sacrifices for their partners (Van Lange et al., 1997), push their partners to make more sacrifices for them (especially if doing so will keep the relationship intact; Hui, Finkel, Fitzsimons, Kumashiro, & Hofmann, 2014), and often forgive their partners’ transgressions (Finkel, Rusbult, Kumashiro, & Hannon, 2002). They are also more inclined to perceive their relationship as better than those of others, an effect that is especially strong when their own relationship has been threatened by information suggesting it may not endure (Rusbult et al., 2000). And, as elaborated below, they are more likely to engage in the motivated cognitive derogation of opposite-sex individuals who could be tempting alternatives to their current partner (e.g., Johnson & Rusbult, 1989).

These motivated biases—such as convincing oneself that one's relationship is better than others’ relationships when doubts about one's relationship are salient or perceiving that attractive alternative partners are less attractive than they objectively are—are associated with positive outcomes for the relationship and both partners. For example, having positive illusions about one's romantic partner's qualities—that is, perceiving the partner in idealized rather than accurate ways—not only predicts longer relationship persistence and increases in relationship satisfaction over time; but it also forecasts actual improvements in the partner's qualities over time (Murray, Griffin, et al., 2011; Murray et al., 1996a, 1996b; Rusbult, Finkel, & Kumashiro, 2009). Indeed, beyond the effects of motivated biases per se, the maintenance (vs. termination) and quality (vs. low quality) of close relationships also predict better psychological and physical health outcomes (Parker-Pope, 2010; Robles, Brooks, Kane, & Schetter, 2013; Sbarra, Law, & Portley, 2011).

2.3 Is Relationship-Inspired Science Evolution-Inspired Science?

The foundations of evolutionary psychology and relationship science clearly differ. Their starting points—the fundamental principles that inspire and motivate investigation—appear to share little in common. It is perhaps not surprising, therefore, that specific research programs guided by these frameworks have asked different questions and examined different phenomena. Given their emphasis on the promotion of individual fitness, evolution-inspired researchers have focused on the strategies that individuals use to protect or enhance their own reproductive success. By contrast, given their emphasis on dyadic interdependence, relationship scholars have focused on individuals’ motivation to sustain and promote their relationships, including the downstream benefits of doing so.

One could argue that relationship science is hampered by its lack of reliance on an evolutionary, functional foundation. In the past, for example, few close relationship researchers have explicitly used theories of selection to generate predictions about behavior within romantic relationships, and few have provided an ultimate-level justification for why relationship maintenance strategies, such as derogating attractive alternatives, might be adaptive. Without a functional rationale, the pursuit of satisfying, committed close relationships could be characterized as a modern custom without much evolutionary relevance, and the field of close relationships would not benefit from the backing of the strong meta-theory of evolution by natural selection (Buss, 1995). To be sure, many relationship science scholars believe that the patterns of attachment that characterize parent–child and romantic relationships probably were adaptive ancestrally (e.g., Bowlby, 1969; Simpson & Belsky, 2016), and the links between relationship processes and physical health outcomes also imply survival benefits. However, the value that relationship scientists ascribe to relationships is typically expressed not in ancestral biological fitness currencies, but rather in proximal psychological and physical health currencies. Even scholars working in the attachment theory tradition tend not to employ evolutionary thinking to derive new hypotheses, despite the fact that Bowlby's (1969) original theoretical formulation was heavily inspired by ethological perspectives.

Nevertheless, many researchers have argued that pair-bonds have adaptive relevance and that close relationships scholars should draw from this functional rationale more explicitly (Eastwick, 2009, 2013; Eastwick, Luchies, Finkel, & Hunt, 2014b; Finkel & Eastwick, 2015; Fletcher, Simpson, Campbell, & Overall, 2015; Fraley, Brumbaugh, & Marks, 2005; Hazan & Diamond, 2000; Miller & Fishkin, 1997; Simpson, 1994; Stewart-Williams & Thomas, 2013). Pair-bonds in the Homo lineage most likely evolved within the last two million years as a concomitant of paternal care. In mammalian species, paternal care has rarely evolved, partly because males risk putting effort into offspring not their own (e.g., Kokko & Jennions, 2008). One recent model proposes that, in Homo, mating in exchange for provisioning may have been initiated by lower-ranking males as an alternative to competing for mates within the context of promiscuous mating (Gavrilets, 2012). Given humans’ increased reliance on foraging for nutrient-dense but difficult-to-extract foods, females who received these benefits may have enjoyed greater reproductive success (Kaplan, Hill, Lancaster, & Hurtado, 2000). Female adaptations to increase the paternity certainty of investing mates (e.g., active solicitation of mating with investing males; Strassmann, 1981) could have led certain males to invest even more intensively because they had greater confidence in their paternity of subsequent offspring. By increasing the level of support given to offspring, greater biparental investment should have allowed for a longer period of offspring dependency so offspring could devote additional time and effort to growing and “programming” (via learning) a larger brain, which could pay off (e.g., by increasing the efficiency of foraging or the ability to forage cooperatively) across the lifespan, leading humans to occupy a distinctive niche among mammals (Gavrilets, 2012; Kaplan et al., 2000; see also Geary, 2000; Hurtado & Hill, 1992). Ultimately, males’ greater investment in a female pair-bonded partner would have benefitted their offspring in the form of more calories, additional protection, and better socialization—all of which should have increased the likelihood that highly dependent infants grew to fully functioning, sexually reproducing adult members of hominin groups.


3 Characterizing the Divergence Between Perspectives: Confluence versus Conflict of Interest

3.1 Relationship Science: An Emphasis on Confluence of Interest

The connection between these ultimate evolutionary considerations and the close relationships literature is highlighted by the theory that natural selection may have modified the attachment-behavioral system, which already served the function of bonding infants and caregivers, to forge emotional bonds between adult romantic partners as well (Eastwick, 2009; Fraley et al., 2005; Fraley & Shaver, 2000; Hazan & Diamond, 2000; Miller & Fishkin, 1997; Zeifman & Hazan, 2008). Attachment theory has inspired an enormous amount of work in the close relationships tradition (see Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007, for a review), and the attachment bond in that literature is analogous to the pair-bond in the evolutionary biological and anthropological literatures. As a result, close relationship studies that have examined how men and women derogate alternative partners and make sacrifices for their attachment bonds could be documenting adaptive behaviors that maintained those bonds and enhanced offspring survival in ancestral environments. Although the connection between relationship science and natural selection has only gained currency recently, this central theme in the close relationships literature—that pair-bonded partners exhibit considerable intersexual cooperation and are motivated to protect their bonds—is grounded in theory (e.g., attachment theory) inspired by the meta-theory of evolution by natural selection (see Simpson, 1999). As we emphasize below, in this framework, individuals are seen as having been shaped by selection to maintain their pair-bonds and, hence, they are motivated to benefit the partner as well as the self.

3.2 Evolutionary Science: An Emphasis on Conflicts of Interest

Of course, many other theories are consistent with evolution by natural selection, and some of them generate a very different picture of human mating. For example, parental investment theory (Trivers, 1972) notes that males in many species do not need to invest as many resources in offspring as females do and, as a consequence of this sex difference, natural selection should generate a host of sex-differentiated adaptations and counter adaptations. Scholars have drawn upon this theory in the evolutionary psychological literature to suggest that human men and women often experience strong conflicts of interest in the context of romantic relationships and pursue tactics that benefit their own interests, even at the expense of the partner (Arnqvist & Rowe, 2005; Buss, 1989a; Haselton, Buss, Oubaid, & Angleitner, 2005; Li, Sng, & Jonason, 2012). Research testing this theory has suggested that women should withhold sex (a resource that men strongly desire) until they can be assured of a man's commitment, and men should deceive women about their level of commitment to obtain sexual access (Buss, 1994; Haselton et al., 2005). Indeed, men sometimes sexually harass women in pursuit of short-term sexual relationships (Browne, 2006), and women subsequently experience distress and anger that function to prevent these unwanted attempts, especially when the harassment comes from high power, low status men (e.g., a woman's supervisor at a department store; Colarelli & Haaland, 2002). In established close relationships, men and women have a number of tactics at their disposal that aid them in preventing their partners from pursuing desirable alternative mates, such as emotional manipulation, vigilance, threats, and violence (Buss & Shackelford, 1997). Finally, research on intimate partner violence inspired by parental investment theory suggests that men use violence to restrict women's autonomy and thus limit the likelihood of infidelity (Wilson & Daly, 1996).

3.3 Conceptualizing Variation in Ancestral Selection on Intersexual Relationships: The Conflict–Confluence Model

The differences between the models of selection underlying relationship science and contrasting perspectives prominent in evolutionary psychology can be conceptualized as defining a continuum, which is depicted in Figure 1, parts (a) through (f):
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Figure 1 Degree of intersexual conflicts of interest versus confluence of interests: ancestral selection.


(a) With respect to ultimate influences, the ends of the continuum are characterized by the extent to which the individual fitness of male and female relationship partners were, ancestrally, characterized by conflict versus confluence of interests. At the left end of the continuum, each partner's fitness is promoted by circumstances or acts (e.g., pursuit of romantic alternatives) that detract from the other partner's fitness. In the extreme version of this view, the stability of the relationship promotes each individual's fitness minimally, if at all (Hawkes, O'Connell, & Blurton Jones, 2001; Sear & Mace, 2008), and individual behavior that detracted from a partner's fitness (e.g., extra-pair copulations) might often be adaptive, even if it diminished the partner's net benefit of remaining in the relationship. At the right end of the continuum, each partner's fitness is strongly promoted by circumstances or acts that enhance the fitness of the other partner (e.g., making personal sacrifices for the betterment of the relationship). Not coincidentally, this confluence of interests can be pervasive because each party gains substantially from the maintenance of the relationship and relationship dissolution results in fitness costs to both parties (e.g., because dependent offspring are more likely to perish without the contributions of both parents). Consequently, pursuing alternatives is rarely, if ever, adaptive.

(b) In terms of psychological situations, conflicts of interest result in high noncorrespondence of “net benefits” (i.e., the best outcomes for a given person; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). High noncorrespondence exists when an outcome that is highly beneficial to one partner is very costly to the other partner, such as when a female experiences gratification when pursuing an extra-pair copulation, but her cuckolded partner experiences anger and distress. Confluence of interests, on the other hand, exists when an outcome that is highly beneficial to one partner is also highly beneficial to other, such as when a male's investment in his offspring increases both his own and his partner's positive emotions and life satisfaction.

(c) With regard to adaptations produced, forces of selection that operate when conflicts of interest are strong or pervasive result in adaptations that differ from those shaped by selection that operates when partners’ interests converge. Conflicting interests result in adaptations that motivate most individuals to pursue their own interests at the expense of their partners’ interests (or even interfere with partners’ attempts to pursue their own interests). Examples include adaptations that promote the pursuit of extra-pair copulations or the use of violent tactics to prevent one's partner from doing so. In contrast, confluence of interests result in adaptations that maintain relationships, partly through efforts to promote the interests (or satisfy the needs) of one's partner, such as adaptations that lead individuals to attend to partners’ needs or fail to attune to otherwise attractive alternatives.

(d) In terms of relationship outcomes, adaptations that regulate the dynamics of relationships that arise from these contrasting selection pressures should produce different relationship outcomes. Adaptations arising from conflicts of interest destabilize relationships and frequently make interactions antagonistic, such that the benefits of relationships are compromised by the costs. In contrast, adaptations arising from confluence of interests stabilize relationships, generating interactions that mutually promote both partners’ adaptive fitness.

(e) With respect to theoretical exemplars, several theoretical perspectives nicely illustrate the kinds of claims that one expects to be true under each selection pressure, including the conflict-of-interest models associated with sexual conflict theory (Goetz & Shackelford, 2009) and strategic interference theory (Buss, 1989a; Haselton et al., 2005), and the confluence-of-interest models associated with attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969; Hazan & Shaver, 1994) and thriving through relationships (Feeney & Collins, 2014). Broadly speaking, individuals should achieve adaptive outcomes in conflict-of-interest models by pursuing benefits that often come at the expense of the partner, such as when people lie about their level of commitment in order to get sex (Haselton et al., 2005). In contrast, individuals achieve adaptive outcomes in the confluence-of-interest models by performing behaviors that benefit the partner or by shifting the structure of a situation so it contains less conflict and more correspondence of interests, such as when people reappraise a conflict so that the outcome is not zero-sum (Finkel, Slotter, Luchies, Walton, & Gross, 2013).

(f) Finally, the conflict–confluence continuum illustrates that the two selection pressures exist simultaneously to varying degrees. For example, one can imagine a model that posits that, although confluence of interests and fitness benefits resulting from relationship maintenance were prevalent in our ancestral past, nontrivial amounts of conflict also existed between mates. Moreover, the degree of conflict versus confluence of interests operating may have been affected by the precise circumstances and nature of the relationship in which individuals were engaged.

What specific circumstances yield strong confluences of interests (as opposed to conflicts of interest) between partners? In general, fitness interests ought to converge when replacement costs are substantial—that is, when the cost of replacing a mate with someone else who bolsters one's fitness to the same extent as the replaced partner are high. Replacement costs should be affected by a number of circumstances. First, high search costs increase replacement costs. Even when finding an attractive potential mate is not difficult, search costs for replacement may be substantial, especially in a mating market in which two individuals must mutually find each other as suitable mates before a pair-bond can be forged. Second, replacement costs tend to rise as a function of the special properties that current partners acquire. Over time, current partners may come to respond to the specific needs of individuals efficiently (Fitzsimons & Finkel, in press; see Tooby & Cosmides, 1996, on a similar spiraling that results in “deep engagement” between friends). For instance, individuals may tend to become efficient—through experience—at predicting a partner's preferences and successfully responding to a partner's particular needs in different contexts such as when a partner is angry, sad, joyful, etc. The time required to replace the benefits accrued from such a relationship greatly exceeds the time required to establish and develop a new mateship, which may help to explain why the association between investments in an existing romantic relationship and commitment to maintain it across time is so strong (r = 0.46; Le & Agnew, 2003). In addition, in species, such as humans, with a long period of postnatal offspring dependency, the two parents should have fewer conflicts of interest concerning offspring care than a couple in which one parent is genetically related to the offspring and the other is not. For example, introducing a new, nongenetically related mate into a kin unit may increase the likelihood of abuse to existing offspring (Daly & Wilson, 1994).

Scholars still debate the importance of pair-bonding and paternal care to the well-being of offspring in human ancestral environments, with some arguing that humans evolved to be “cooperative breeders,” with alloparenting by related individuals, not merely the child's mother and father, being commonly practiced (e.g., Hrdy, 2009).
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