
Original Article

The Sexual Double Standard in
the Real World
Evaluations of Sexually Active Friends and Acquaintances

Michael J. Marks1 , Tara M. Young1, and Yuliana Zaikman2

1Department of Psychology, New Mexico State University, Las Cruces, NM, USA
2Department of Psychology and Sociology, Texas A&M University, Corpus Christi, TX, USA

Abstract: The sexual double standard (SDS) has traditionally been studied by examining evaluations of hypothetical targets. Although much
knowledge has been gained regarding the SDS by using this methodology, the literature thus far has suffered from a lack of ecological validity.
The goal of the present study was to determine whether the SDS emerged in evaluations of participants’ real-life friends and acquaintances.
Participants (n = 4,455) evaluated a single, randomly assigned male or female friend or acquaintance whose sexual history they were familiar
with. Women were evaluated more negatively as their number of sexual partners increased, whereas number of partners was not related to
evaluations of men. The SDS was not moderated by the closeness of the relationship between the participant and the target person.
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The sexual double standard (SDS) is the phenomenon
whereby men are socially rewarded for engaging in sexual
activity, whereas women are socially denigrated for engag-
ing in sexual activity (Marks & Fraley, 2005). Despite the
prevalence of anecdotal examples of the SDS cited as
occurring in everyday life (e.g., Tanenbaum, 2015; White,
2002), research studies often do not capture the phe-
nomenon in experimental studies (e.g., Marks & Fraley,
2005) or otherwise suggest that the SDS is a highly contex-
tual phenomenon, either occurring situationally or as mod-
erated by other social variables (see Bordini & Sperb, 2013).
Contemporary SDS research typically relies on participants’
perceptions of vignettes about hypothetical individuals with
whom they have no affiliation and know little to nothing
about (e.g., Danube et al., 2016; Young, Cardenas, Don-
nelly, & Kittleson, 2016; Zaikman &Marks, 2014; Zaikman,
Marks, Young, & Zeiber, 2016). Although much knowledge
about the SDS has been gained from this research, the low
degree of ecological validity that characterizes much past
research has not allowed for insight into how the SDS oper-
ates in the real world. This kind of knowledge is important
given the impact of the SDS on sexual health (Hynie &
Lydon, 1995; Milnes, 2004), perceptions of sexual assaults
(Lee, Kim, & Lim, 2010), and contemporary social issues
such as rape myth acceptance and rape culture (see Hayes,
Abbott, & Cook, 2016; Klement, Sagarin, & Lee, 2017). The
present research examines the SDS in the real world via
assessments of how participants judge both close friends
and more distant acquaintances, as social relationships

impact how others are perceived (e.g., Funder, Kolar, &
Blackman, 1995; Furman, Simon, Shaffer, & Bouchey,
2002; Hudson, Fraley, Chopik, & Heffernan, 2015; Keener
& Strough, 2017). We begin with a brief review of both the
SDS literature and research pertaining to social
relationships.

SDS Research

There are two categories of SDS research relevant to the
present topic: laboratory-based experimental research and
qualitative studies, with the former generally showing more
situational, contextual evidence of the SDS and the latter
suggesting a more ubiquitous presence of the SDS. We
cover each in turn, starting with laboratory-based, experi-
mental research. Laboratory-based research highlights the
contextual nature of the SDS and the specific social and
situational factors related to its emergence. Some contem-
porary examples of moderators of the SDS include
socioeconomic origin (Kreager & Staff, 2009), the implicit
versus explicit sexual standards of the rater (Sakaluk & Mil-
hausen, 2012), and hostile and benevolent sexism toward
men and women (Zaikman & Marks, 2014). Although
research showing such moderators of the SDS is common,
it is uncommon to find an unmoderated interaction
between a target’s sex and sexual experience. Even when
unqualified double standards are reported, they are found
with respect to general statements about sexually active
men and women as a whole (e.g., England & Bearak,
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2014) and not in evaluation of hypothetical target individu-
als. Other laboratory-based studies show no evidence of the
SDS at all (e.g., Coutinho, Hartnett, & Sagarin, 2007; Marks
& Fraley, 2005). This lack of support for an SDS in exper-
imental studies is not uncommon; in an early review of the
SDS literature, Crawford and Popp (2003) reported that
less than one-half of the quantitative studies they surveyed
reported some degree of evidence of the SDS.

Why is the SDS a seemingly “hit or miss” phenomenon
in the laboratory? Some researchers have described ways
in which laboratory-based studies might be deficient in doc-
umenting the SDS (e.g., Marks, 2008; Marks & Fraley,
2007). For example, socially sterile environments and the
nonequivalence of cognitive mechanics that occur between
a laboratory and real-world settings may result in inaccu-
racy of assessing to what extent the SDS operates in a
real-world context. Other researchers have described the
differences in between- versus within-participants designs,
arguing that the former taps into individual standards and
the latter taps into societal standards (Crawford & Popp,
2003).

A final reason why experimental SDS research may not
corroborate anecdotal accounts of the SDS is its low degree
of ecological validity. Most experimental SDS research fea-
tures evaluations of hypothetical target individuals, or
descriptions of general attitudes toward male and female
sexual norms and behaviors. These hypothetical situations
may be far removed from how participants think and
behave in the real world (Bostyn, Sevenhant, & Roets,
2018; Camerer & Mobbs, 2017). In sum, although labora-
tory-based experimental and survey research allows
researchers a greater degree of control over variables
related to sexual attitudes and behavior, it does not neces-
sarily translate into real-world dynamics.

Next, there are qualitative/descriptive/content studies of
the SDS. These studies usually highlight interviews or
descriptions of individuals’ recalled experiences with the
SDS or contain discussions of the SDS’s impact on people’s
(usually women’s) lives. These types of studies generally
suggest a stronger presence of the SDS than do quantitative
studies. For instance, women’s accounts of how they are
treated based on their sexual behavior (or sexual reputa-
tion) reveal the pain and psychological trauma that this
treatment brings them (e.g., Farvid, Braun, & Rowney,
2017; Hamilton & Armstrong, 2009). Some women, quite
aware of the SDS, also take precautions to avoid the stigma
associated with being a sexually active woman, such as
mainly talking about female sexuality and desire in “safe
spaces,” such as in all-female groups or with parties with
whom trust has been established (Allen, 2003). Although
some young women are behaving more agentically with
respect to sex and sexuality, they are still keenly aware of
both the physical and reputational danger that comes along

with doing so (see Jackson & Cram, 2003). Other women
express a desire for more partners, more hookups, or non-
romantic sex, but do not act on their desires because they
fear the social stigma that is attached to women’s sexuality
or worry about loss of control over their sexuality (Hamilton
& Armstrong, 2009).

Qualitative or content studies of the SDS usually present
a clearer picture of an omnipresent SDS than do quantita-
tive studies. Although these studies lack the control and
more representative samples associated with experimental
research designs, they have a higher degree of ecological
validity. There is a clear tradeoff between experimental
control and ecological validity in the present literature.
One way to boost the ecological validity of experimental
SDS research is to move away from the usual paradigm
of evaluation hypothetical targets and assess evaluations
of people known to respondents. This may reveal differ-
ences in how relationships of varying closeness affect eval-
uations of sexually active others. Below, we present
rationale as to how differences in closeness may affect eval-
uations of others.

Evaluations of Friends Versus
Acquaintances

Hypothetical targets may not mirror those whom we know
for several reasons. First, we know more about the people
with whom we regularly interact compared to hypothetical
targets or people in general. Our knowledge of friends and
acquaintances is rich and nuanced, whereas we know
almost nothing about hypothetical targets other than the
few pieces of information offered by the experimenter.
Evaluations of hypothetical targets or blanket statements
about sexually active men and women as a whole may be
driven by stereotypes (see Marks, 2008) or gender- and
sex-based generalizations. This does not allow for the
examination of differences based on target characteristics
per se, but rather reveals effects based on preexisting sche-
mas, sexual stereotypes, and gender norms.

Second, there is evidence that people treat those close to
them differently than strangers or people who are not close
to them. For instance, both adults (Peets, Hodges, & Salmi-
valli, 2013) and middle-school children (van der Wal,
Karremans, & Cillessen, 2016) were more forgiving of
transgressions committed by friends than non-friends. This
could be related to the amount of investment put into
friendships, as people might feel more committed to main-
taining friendships in which they had invested time and
effort relative to relationships with acquaintances in which
they had not invested as much. The mere exposure effect,
whereby individuals prefer people or objects they have had
more exposure to and evaluate them more positively
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(Zajonc, 1968), might provide further explanation, as peo-
ple ostensibly spend more time with their friends than with
their acquaintances, and with that greater exposure could
come more positive evaluations.

Third, similarity might also be a factor with regard to
leniency toward gender norm violations. Classical research
suggests that not only are people more likely to be friends
with and prefer similar others (Allport, 1954/1979; Brewer,
1979; Rosenblatt & Greenberg, 1991), they are also more
likely to be more empathetic toward similar others (Ickes,
1993; Ickes, Stinson, Bissonnette, & Garcia, 1990) and to
evaluate dissimilar others as less kind, fair, and intelligent
relative to similar others (Brewer, 1979; Doise et al.,
1972). For instance, observers scoring high on the Sociosex-
ual Orientation Inventory (SOI; a measure of willingness to
engage in sexual activity outside of a committed relation-
ship) made less harsh evaluations of sexually permissive
targets relative to those low in SOI (Vrangalova, Bukberg,
& Rieger, 2014). This suggests that people may not hold
close or similar others to as strict of gender norms as
non-close or dissimilar others.

Fourth, people may have either increased or decreased
moral standards for those whom they know. Although peo-
ple might be more forgiving of moral transgressors by close
others (e.g., Savitsky, Keysar, Epley, Carter, & Swanson,
2011), they also might be wary of being close to someone
who flaunts immoral standards. In other words, being close
to a moral transgressor might not be particularly harmful in
some cases (e.g., rudeness, tardiness), but might have dire
consequences in others (e.g., cheating, betrayal). Overall,
although some research suggests that we evaluate close
others less harshly for transgressions generally, regarding
issues related to sexual morals (e.g., cheating, paternity cer-
tainty) that can have potentially high consequences, it
would be equally reasonable to suggest moral transgres-
sions committed by close others would be evaluated more
harshly (see Schafer, 2014).

Finally, someone’s certainty about their friends’ or
acquaintances’ sexual histories may play a role in how neg-
atively or positively they rate those individuals. It is possible
that greater certainty about a person’s sexual history could
lead to a stronger exhibition of the SDS because the infor-
mation being used to generate the evaluation is more factu-
ally based. Certainty of information is typically associated
with feelings of disgust and higher reliance on stereotypes
or heuristics, suggesting that those who are more certain
about information are more likely to utilize stereotypes
(Tiedens & Linton, 2001) and are potentially more likely
to endorse the SDS. Uncertainty of information, on the
other hand, may lead to stereotyping or generaliza-
tions based on gender norms and, therefore, a stronger
exhibition of the SDS. Finally, certainty could be influenced

by how the information about the sexual history was
learned: either from the source directly (i.e., from the target
him or herself), or from someone else.

Overview and Predictions

Our primary goal in the present research is to determine
whether the degree of closeness in a relationship affects
the emergence of the SDS. We asked participants to think
about a male or female friend or acquaintance of whom
they had some knowledge about their sexual history. They
evaluated this target individual on several domains that
have shown to be sensitive to sexual information, including
values, likeability, success, and intelligence (see Marks &
Fraley, 2005). In addition to our main predictions, we gen-
erated several sub-predictions that are important to con-
sider and explore, yet are not of critical importance to the
main focus of the present research.

Main Predictions
We predict the following: a main effect of relationship type
such that friends will be evaluated more favorably than
acquaintances (P1); an SDS will emerge whereby male tar-
gets with more partners will be evaluated more favorably
(or less negatively) than female targets with more partners
(P2); a three-way interaction between target gender, num-
ber of target’s sexual partners, and interpersonal relation-
ship type, whereby a traditional SDS will emerge for
acquaintances, but not (or less so) for friends (P3); and a
three-way interaction whereby there will be a stronger
SDS when the participant is more certain about the number
of partners (P4).

Sub-Predictions
We predict a negative relationship between targets’ number
of sexual partners and evaluations (P5), and positive rela-
tionships between participant approval of the target’s sexual
history and target evaluations (P6), and participant SOI
scores and participant approval of the target’s sexual history
(P7). Finally, we predict that participants will evaluate tar-
gets who personally revealed their sexual history more pos-
itively than those who did not (P8).

Methods

Participants

With respect to sample size, our goal was to recruit a sam-
ple large enough (approximately 5,000 participants) to ren-
der sampling error nonproblematic with respect to
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estimates of the population effect size, in order to avoid
problems related to interpreting results based solely on
the p-value of statistical tests. With large datasets, null
hypothesis significance testing (NHST) is inappropriate
(Szucs & Ioannidis, 2017). Further, setting alpha levels to
be more stringent is also problematic and does not avoid
the problems associated with NHST (see Amrhein &
Greenland, 2018; Trafimow & Earp, 2017). Accordingly,
we reframe the problem away from hypothesis testing
per se, to the following research question (and questions
related to it) in mind: do people judge their sexually active
female friends and acquaintances more harshly than sexu-
ally active male friends and acquaintances? The questions
we ask have a quantity (i.e., an effect) associated with them.
We estimate these effects to the first nonzero significant
figure and provide a margin of error. We then report each
result and provide some measure of both the effect and
error (e.g., standard error) in tables. We can be more con-
fident in our population estimates if that margin of error
is small and can be more forceful with implications if both
the effect size is large and error is small.

We recruited 5,231 United States participants between
the ages of 18–35 years from Amazon Mechanical Turk
through a study titled “Perceptions of others.” The aim of
the age criterion was to capture the SDS in a cohort for
whom the SDS may be particularly relevant for social stand-
ing. Data cleaning methods included removing: 245 people
for skipping a bulk of the survey items, 26 people for failing
to report an estimate of the target’s number of sexual part-
ners, 96 people for selecting a target person who was either
a family member or romantic partner, 266 people due to a
coding error in the program (that was noticed and cor-
rected), and 143 people for failing the attention check ques-
tion regarding their relationship with the target person. The
final sample included 4,455 participants. Participants read
one of four randomly assigned prompts that directed them
to think about a male or female friend or acquaintance
about whose sexual history they had some knowledge,
evaluated that target individual, and then reported basic
demographics. Compensation was $0.20 USD. Median
participant age was 31 years (M = 32.67, SD = 9.19).
Participants self-identified as heterosexual (86.6%), gay/
lesbian (3.3%), bisexual (8.7%), or other (1.3%). Participants
self-identified as 56.9% female, 75% Caucasian, and 33.2%
Christian, Non-Catholic.

Materials and Procedure

At the beginning of the study, randomly generated prompts
directed participants to think about either one male or
female friend or acquaintance whom they: (a) knew in their
real life and (b) had information about their sexual history
(see Appendix A for complete prompts). The gender and

relationship components of the target prompts were ran-
domly assigned andwere independent of participant gender.

Target Evaluations
After thinking of a target individual, participants evaluated
the target on four domains (values, likeability, success, and
intelligence) using a 20-item evaluation scale adapted from
Marks and Fraley (2005). All four scales means were highly
correlated (range: .62–.77), so the 20-item mean served as
an overall evaluation score. Internal consistency was high
(α = .95). Item responses were measured on a 7-point Likert
scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree; see Appendix
B for full questionnaire).

Relationship Questionnaire and Demographics
After evaluating the target individual, participants reported
on the nature of the relationship with the target individual,
including with how many people they thought the target
individual had engaged in sexual intercourse, how much
they approved of the target’s number of sexual partners
(M = 69.82, SD = 31.41, range: 0–100), how certain they
were about their stated number of the target’s sexual part-
ners (M = 64.30, SD = 28.47, range: 0–100), and how they
learned about the target’s number of sexual partners (see
Appendix C for full questionnaire). Next, participants
answered the 5-item revised SOI survey (adapted from
Penke, 2011). Participants then filled out basic demographic
questions including an attention check question about the
relationship of the target individual they evaluated. Finally,
participants were thanked and debriefed.

Results

Estimates of targets with more than 100 sexual partners
(n = 50; range: 101–800 partners) were, prior to data anal-
ysis, adjusted to 100 partners to mitigate outlier effects
(post-correction M = 11.59, SD = 17.10, range: 0–100).
Regarding in-text reporting of effects, for mean differences,
we report means and standard deviations, and effect sizes
in the metric of Cohen’s d. For regression coefficients, we
report unstandardized coefficients for main effects (B) or
simple slopes (b), both of which allow for easier interpreta-
tion of how outcome scores change per unit of change in
the predictor, as well as standardized coefficients (β) and
standard errors (SEB) for all interaction effects. Both coeffi-
cients, standard errors, and 95% confidence intervals for B
are included in tables.

Main Analyses

To test P1, that friends would be evaluated more favorably
than acquaintances, we compared the two group means.

Social Psychology (2018) �2018 Hogrefe Publishing
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Friends (n = 2,234, M = 5.43, SD = 1.00) were evaluated
slightly more positively than acquaintances (n = 2,221,
M = 5.26, SD = 1.03), d = 0.17. P1 was weakly supported.

To test P2, that an SDS would emerge whereby male
targets with more partners would be evaluated more favor-
ably than female targets with more partners, and P3, that a
traditional SDS would emerge for acquaintances, but not (or
less so) for friends, we conducted a hierarchical linear
regression. Target gender, target number of sexual part-
ners, and target relationship were entered in Step 1, the
predicted and the two additional two-way interactions in
Step 2, and the predicted three-way interaction in Step 3.
Regarding P2, there was a two-way interaction between tar-
get gender and target number of sexual partners (β = .13,
B = .009, SEB = .002), whereby female targets were evalu-
ated more negatively as their number of sexual partners
increased (b = �.01), whereas evaluations of male targets
were unrelated to their number of partners (b = �.003;
see Figure 1). The two-way interaction explained an addi-
tional 1% of the variance over the model with only main
effects. Thus, P2 was supported. Regarding P3, there was
no three-way interaction between target gender, target
number of partners, and relationship with the target
(β = �.005, B = �.004, SEB = .004). P3 was not supported
(see Table 1).

In a follow-up analysis, we added participant gender into
the regression (both as a main effect and in interaction with
target gender and target partners), as the impact of similar-
ity could have possibly been a factor in evaluations of
same- versus other-gender targets. Findings revealed
women evaluated targets slightly more positively than
men (d = 0.13). There was no three-way interaction between
target partners, target gender, and participant gender (β =
.020, B = .001, SEB = .004), suggesting the double standard
was not moderated by participant gender. We also note that
adding participant gender into the regression had a negligi-
ble impact on the coefficients reported above. As such, we

do not further report the impact of participant gender in
subsequent regression analyses in this manuscript. A final
follow-up analysis revealed that participant sexual experi-
ence did not interact with target sexual experience to influ-
ence evaluations (β < .001, B = .025, SEB < .001).

To test P4, that a three-way interaction would emerge
between target gender, target number of sexual partners,
and participant certainty about the target’s sexual history,
we conducted a hierarchical linear regression with target
gender, target number of sexual partners, and participant
certainty in Step 1, the three two-way interactions in
Step 2, and the three-way interaction in Step 3. There was
a two-way interaction between target gender and target
number of sexual partners (β = .12, B = .009, SEB =
.002), whereby female targets were evaluated more
negatively as their number of sexual partners increased
(b = �.01), whereas evaluations of male targets were unre-
lated to their number of partners (b = .002). Additionally,

Figure 1. Evaluations of male and female targets based on number of
sexual partners.

Table 1. Regression analysis of evaluations of target friends and acquaintances based on target gender, target number of sexual partners and
participant relationship with target

Predictor β B SEB R2 change 95% CI B

Step 1 .05

Target Gender �.022 �.046 .030 [�.104, .013]

Target Partners �.199 �.012 .001 [�.013, �.010]

Relationship �.091 �.186 .030 [�.244, �.127]

Step 2 .01

Target Gender � Target Partners .126 .009 .002 [.006, .013]

Target Gender � Relationship .045 .106 .059 [�.010, .222]

Target Partners � Relationship .011 .001 .002 [�.002, .004]

Step 3 .00

Target Gender � Target Partners � Relationship �.005 �.004 .046 [�.012, .002]

Total R2 .06

Note. N = 4,455. CI = confidence interval.
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there was a two-way interaction between certainty and tar-
get number of sexual partners (β = �.12, B = .009, SEB =
.002), whereby targets with a high number of sexual part-
ners were evaluated more negatively by participants who
were more certain about the target’s sexual history (b =
�.01) than participants who were less certain, whereas for
targets with few partners, certainty was not a factor in eval-
uations (b = �.001). Finally, there was a three-way interac-
tion between target gender, target number of sexual
partners, and participant certainty (β = .14, B = .0001,
SEB = .00007; see Figure 2), whereby participants who
were more certain about their target’s sexual history evalu-
ated women more negatively as their number of partners
increased (b = �.02), whereas evaluations of men were
unaffected by their number of partners (b = .002). Despite
the almost three-point difference between the predicted
evaluation scores of men and women with 100 partners
by participants who were certain about their target’s activ-
ity, the amount of variance in evaluations explained by add-
ing in the three-way interaction was small (R2 = .001).
Further examination of the results revealed a small unstan-
dardized coefficient. This could be the result of such a large
range (0–100) of two of the core variables (partners and
certainty). In any case, taking into consideration the pattern
of data versus the miniscule amount of variance explained,
we cannot conclude that P4 was supported (see Table 2).

Sub-Analyses

We calculated correlations to test P5-P7. The correlation
between target number of sexual partners and evaluations
was �.20, weakly supporting P5. The correlation between

participant approval of the target’s sexual history and
evaluations was .45, supporting P6. The correlation
between participant SOI scores and participant approval
of the target’s sexual history was .29, weakly supporting P7.

Regarding P8, that targets who revealed or conveyed
information about their sexual partners to the participants
would be evaluated more positively than those who did
not, there was no meaningful difference in evaluations
based on who disclosed information about the target’s sex-
ual history (Mtarget = 5.36, SD = 1.03, Mother = 5.33, SD =
0.98, d = 0.03). P8 was not supported.

Supplementary Analyses
We conducted an additional hierarchical linear regression
analysis to rule out the explanation that it was the partici-
pant’s approval of the target’s sexual behavior that drove
evaluations. Target gender, target number of sexual part-
ners, and participant approval of target sexual behavior
were entered in Step 1, all possible two-way interactions
in Step 2, and the critical three-way interaction in Step 3.
The coefficient for the three-way interaction was small
(β = .004, B = .001, SEB = .002), suggesting that the SDS
was not moderated by participant approval of target sexual
behavior.

Next, we compared the average number of targets’ sex-
ual partners the participant reported between participant
gender, target gender, and relationship with target, to
ensure there were no large discrepancies that might impact
interpretations of the primary analyses. Participants
reported their targets had a mean number of 11.59 partners
(SD = 17.10; modal number = 5) and reported slightly more
partners when the assigned target was a man (M = 12.79,
SD = 19.11) than a woman (M = 10.39, SD = 14.74), d =
0.14. Approximately 11% of the sample reported a target
person with 0 (n = 117) or 1 (n = 377) partners, suggesting
that sexually inexperienced targets were well represented
in the sample. The difference in target partners reported
was negligible across participant gender (d = 0.04) and
relationship type (d = 0.06). Overall, these differences were
small enough to not be of concern.

We conducted further mean comparisons in order to
ensure the relationship closeness manipulation was suc-
cessful. On the likability subscale, participants evaluated
friends as more likable (M = 5.75, SD = 1.02) than acquain-
tances (M = 5.53, SD = 1.08), d = 0.21. Participants were also
more certain about the number of friends’ partners (M =
66.95, SD = 27.50) than acquaintances’ (M = 61.64, SD =
29.17), d = 0.19. These differences suggest that the close-
ness manipulation was effective. Participants were also
much more certain about their estimate of sexual partners
if they learned that information from the target person
directly (M = 74.91, SD = 23.04) than if they had heard it
from another source (M = 46.90, SD = 27.96), d = 1.09,

Figure 2. Evaluations of male and female targets based on certainty
of target’s number of sexual partners and target’s actual number of
sexual partners.
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and participants were slightly more certain about the num-
ber of female targets’ partners (M = 66.08, SD = 28.78) than
male targets’ partners (M = 62.53, SD = 28.05), d = 0.12.

Finally, we conducted a series of split-sample analyses to
ensure the reliability of the findings reported above. For
each analysis, we generated a random, dichotomous vari-
able in SPSS and split the sample based on this variable.
We then conducted the same analyses above on each of
the two samples. We conducted this process three times.
Results of each half of the three split-sample analyses were
negligibly different than those reported in the main analysis
above.

Discussion

The present results cautiously suggest that the SDS exists in
a real-world setting, such that when participants evaluate
people they know, female targets are increasingly dero-
gated as the number of their sexual partners increased,
but male targets are not. Relationship type (friend vs.
acquaintance), however, had little impact on the emergence
of the SDS. The role of certainty was unclear. While the pat-
tern of data suggests that the SDS was more pronounced as
participants’ certainty about the target’s number of sexual
partners increased, indicating that increased certainty dam-
aged evaluations of women more than evaluations of men,
the amount of variance explained by this interaction was
extremely small. The source of the sexual information or
the subjective approval of the target’s behavior from the
participant also had little impact on the evaluations of
others. These results have several implications for both
understanding the SDS itself, and for theory and future
research on the SDS.

The most notable finding of the present research is that
an unmoderated, traditional SDS emerged. This challenges

the claim that the SDS is a contextual phenomenon that
only emerges in certain contexts (e.g., Marks & Fraley,
2007) or when moderated by certain individual differences
(e.g., Zaikman et al., 2016). This is noteworthy given that
participants evaluated people from their real lives, ostensi-
bly about whom they have detailed knowledge and rich,
nuanced schemas. This contrasts with research assessing
evaluations of hypothetical targets, of whom participants
know nothing other than their sexual histories and what-
ever other information the researchers proffer. This sug-
gests several possibilities for how people evaluate others
in SDS research: first, that people hesitate to make judg-
ments about those whom they only have sexual (but no
other) information, either because they hesitate to judge
those about whom they have little information, or because
they do not have a rich enough schema on which to base a
judgment.

A second implication is that sexual information that peo-
ple know about close others plays a role in their judgments
about those others. Social norms about what men and
women should disclose about their sexual history may act
as a potential explanation as to why the number of sexual
partners hurt women more than men in terms of evalua-
tions. For example, men are more likely to brag about sex-
ual histories and activity, whereas women are more likely to
be private about their sexual histories and go to greater
lengths to keep hook ups and one night stands private
(Fielder & Carey, 2010; Kettrey, 2016; Kreager & Staff,
2009; Milnes, 2004). Women making their sexual histories
known may be perceived as violating social norms, which
may lead to less favorable evaluations (even if this informa-
tion is second hand – the woman, not the leaker of the
information, likely bears the brunt of publicized sexual
activity). The tentative finding whereby increased certainty
in a person’s number of sexual partners led to more nega-
tive evaluations of women than of men provides support for
previous research stating that certainty is associated with

Table 2. Regression analysis of evaluations of target friends and acquaintances based on target gender, target number of sexual partners and
certainty of participant’s sexual behavior

Predictor β B SEB R2 change 95% CI B

Step 1 .04

Target Gender �.019 �.039 .030 [�.097, .020]

Target Partners �.197 �.012 .001 [�.013, �.010]

Certainty .041 .001 .001 [.000, .002]

Step 2 .01

Target Gender � Target Partners .122 .009 .002 [.006, .013]

Target Gender � Certainty �.042 �.001 .002 [�.003, .001]

Target Partners � Certainty �.115 .000 .000 [.000, .000]

Step 3 .00

Target Gender � Target Partners � Certainty .141 .000 .000 [.000, .000]

Total R2 .05

Note. N = 4,455. CI = confidence interval.
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disgust and heavier reliance on stereotypes (e.g., Tiedens &
Linton, 2001).

Although the amount of variance in evaluations
explained by the interaction between sexual partners and
target gender was small (which may have been because
the three-way interaction shares explained variance with
the two-ways), the overall effect was for ratings of women
to decrease .01 or .02 points per sexual partner they had.
Thus, the size of the effect and the amount of variance
explained need to be considered with respect to how eval-
uations occur in a real-world setting. First, amount of
variance explained by itself is not a suitable predictor of
social importance (Fichman, 1999; Rosenthal, 1990); a
small amount of explained variance can be important with
repeated instances of an occurrence. For instance, Abelson
(1985) highlights the small amount (0.3%) of the variance
of a baseball player’s performance explained by his skill,
but then explains how success is not captured by a single
at bat, but over a season, or career, highlighting how it is
necessary to consider the cumulative outcomes when citing
whether the amount of variance explained in a variable is
“important” (Prentice & Miller, 1992). With respect to the
SDS, women can be evaluated dozens of times on a daily
basis. For instance, Miller (2016) describes the constant
harassment that female adolescents with a bad reputation
endure daily at school.

Women also must face awareness of these evaluations
when making decisions about birth control, sexual health
screenings, abortions, and so forth, decisions that they
likely make multiple times throughout their lives. The more
often women face these decisions, the more likely they are
to be impacted by judgments made about them based on
their sexual behavior. Repeated negative judgments – even
the mere perception of them – may have a cumulative
effect on women, leading to negative outcomes. In a
woman’s life, evaluations accumulate over time, which
could result in more pronounced effects on their behavior
over time.

We also need to consider more than the interaction
coefficient as well; the coefficient for target sexual partners
was rather large, with target partners alone explaining 4%
of the variance in evaluations. The unpacking of the
interaction coefficient suggests that this figure is driven
entirely by the evaluations of female targets, as the simple
slopes for male targets were near zero. Outside of sexual
history, there are countless factors that can influence peo-
ple’s evaluations of others they know, many of which we
cannot control in any given study. Indeed, given the large
number of factors that potentially contribute to the varia-
tion in people’s evaluations of sexually active others, it
could be argued that it is surprising to obtain any of the
effects reported in the present research. As a final note,
interactions of similar size and variance explained are

representative of those reported in other SDS research
(e.g., Sakaluk & Milhausen, 2012).

The present results also have possible implications for
policy. They reinforce the importance of rape shield laws
that make information about victims’ sexual histories and
past behaviors inadmissible in court cases related to sexual
assault. For example, a witness who knows a female victim
may make statements about her sexual experience known
to a jury, leading to an unfairly negative evaluation of
her, resulting in a biased verdict. Even information related
to sexual history or past sexual behaviors that is deemed
necessary (e.g., during a screening for sexually transmitted
infections) might have deleterious effects. Thus, individuals
in professions that require them to know about others’ sex-
ual behaviors and histories should have some degree of
training or awareness to eliminate possible biases related
to such information.

The present results are also relevant to the #MeToo
movement, a social media campaign that started in late
2017 as a means to demonstrate the widespread prevalence
of sexual assault and harassment. Although the reaction to
the movement has been largely positive and supportive of
female victims, women who shared their stories with the
world were frequently met with public criticism (e.g.,
“Why did she wait so long?”; “She knew what she was get-
ting into going to his hotel room.”), and the men accused of
harassment were sometimes defended (e.g., “That’s the
way it was back then.”). The negatively valenced reactions,
which are easily found in social media posts by our friends
and acquaintances, clue women in to how their friends and
acquaintances might feel about their sexual behavior.
Another contemporary, Internet-related issue is that of “re-
venge porn,” in which men publically post or share sexual
images of their ex-wives or girlfriends, enhancing their
own reputation at the expense of that of their female vic-
tims (see Langlois & Slane, 2017). Here, men use their sex-
ual experience as sort of a currency with which to gain
social status from those they know. The impact of revenge
porn is devastating on its victims, causing depression, anx-
iety, issues with trust, damaged social relationships, and
even suicide (Bates, 2017; Citron & Franks, 2014).

Regarding theory and research, a theoretical implication
from this work is that the results provide some support for
the SDS being driven by social role theory or script theory.
The present results suggest that sexual scripts are in oper-
ation regardless of how close the actor-observer relation-
ship is and that they may operate especially strongly
when the perceiver is more certain about the actor’s sexual
history. If this is indeed the case, it would support the claim
that social role theory, which focuses on violations of gen-
der role behaviors, can be a prominent explanation for
the emergence of the SDS (see Zaikman & Marks, 2017).
Specifically, social role theory’s claim that role-violating
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behaviors result in negative evaluations, as when a per-
ceiver was more certain that a violation has taken place,
emerged in the present research.

The present results also suggest that future SDS research
should be designed with external validity in mind. When
studies are conducted by implementing more “real world”
mechanics such as low versus high cognitive load (e.g.,
Marks, 2008), group influence (e.g., Marks & Fraley,
2007), and as was done in the current research (using
friends and acquaintances as targets), the SDS emerges.
These results suggest that the SDS is a complex
phenomenon whereby many social factors are at play,
which potentially helps explain why some previous studies
utilizing hypothetical targets did not find an unmoderated
SDS.

Future Directions

Future research should focus on examining social distance
through different types of social relationships (e.g., roman-
tic partners; family members) in order to determine how
the quality and closeness of relationships affects evalua-
tions of others with respect to their sexual lives. Other
future directions include exploring potential theories that
could explain the operation of the SDS in the real world.
For example, other characteristics of relationships between
people, such as potential romantic interest, may impact
how targets with varying sexual experience are viewed or
evaluated from a reproductive or fitness perspective. Evolu-
tionary theory, with its emphasis on reproductive fitness
and adaptations, could provide some assistance in predict-
ing the impact of such relationship characteristics on the
SDS. Additionally, from a social learning theory perspective,
people’s own sexual behaviors may be influenced by the
real or perceived sexual behavior of their peers. These per-
ceived norms of how many sexual partners their peers have
could also drive their evaluations of others based on the
closeness of the relationship with the peers or others being
evaluated. Script theory, in which people hold scripts, or
schemas, about sexuality, including mental representations
about the appropriateness of sex, gender roles, attitudes
toward sex, norms, and so forth. These scripts, however,
do not operate in isolation – there exists intrapersonal
scripts that operate in the context of social interaction that
contain information about others’ sexual behavior as well.
Script theory, therefore, may provide a useful framework
with which to study the SDS via people’s expectations about
those with whom they are acquainted. Finally, future
research should further examine the real-world impact of
cumulative effects, including factors that have not been
measured presently (e.g., sexual health, sexual identity,
relationship satisfaction, sex positivity).

Limitations

Limitations of the present study include not controlling for
the nature of the relationship or the closeness of the rela-
tionship beyond whether the target individual was a friend
or an acquaintance; it was subjective based on participant’s
perception and self-report. It is possible that participants
selected targets who came to mind easily based on their
sexual history or that they selected a target based on sexual
stereotypes (e.g., “I’ll think of the most promiscuous
woman I know because everyone talks about her number
of partners”). Additionally, the sexual orientation of the tar-
get being evaluated was not recorded. This is a potential
limitation because people may be more inclined to approve
or disapprove of certain types of relationships more than
others (e.g., heterosexual men approve of and eroticize les-
bian women’s sexual encounters more than gay men’s sex-
ual encounters; Louderback & Whitley, 1997). Further,
there is evidence that the SDS is applied differently to tar-
gets of different sexual orientations (Zaikman et al., 2016).
Finally, no information was gathered about the target’s sex-
ual history beyond number of sexual partners. It is possible
that other factors, including the nature of the sexual acts
(e.g., casual vs. in a relationship) influenced participants’
evaluations of the target.

Although not a limitation per se, we acknowledge that
our choice not to rely on p-values to interpret our findings
may leave some readers at a loss in terms of whether our
results indicate an impactful result. We considered our
options and concluded that the theory surrounding the
SDS is not yet complete or cohesive enough to warrant
strong theoretical predictions of effect size, nor could it
yield justifiable priors for a Bayesian approach. Thus, we
decided to gather a large enough sample to render the stan-
dard errors low enough that we could be reasonably confi-
dent about our population estimates, and let the data speak
for itself. There is currently no “magic” alternative to
NHST that will tell researchers whether their studies
“worked,” are “important,” or “successful,” so perhaps
people continue to rely on it because it is the (however
flawed) status quo. Nonetheless, awareness of the problems
with NHST is higher than ever, and it is likely that the field
will begin moving away from NHST sooner than later.
Thus, we feel justified in taking the present approach.

In conclusion, results suggest that the operation of the
SDS in the real world is more prevalent than might be sug-
gested by previous, laboratory-based studies. This is in line
with anecdotal and experiential accounts of the SDS (e.g.,
Tanenbaum, 2015), indicating that the SDS is likely
ingrained with deeply socialized heterosexual sex and gen-
der norms. Overcoming such evaluations would involve
loosening the hold of these norms and stereotypes, which
is something that will likely take generations. Although this
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might seem like a daunting, challenging task, the culmina-
tion of research on the operation of the SDS can help
explain and enlighten aspects of contemporary Western
culture related to social issues.

Open Data/Materials

All data and materials are available from the first author
upon request.
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Appendix A

Definitions

Sexual partners are people who engage in sexual activity together. The sexual partners can be of any number, sex, gender, or
sexual orientation. The sexual partners may be in a committed relationship, either on an exclusive basis or not, or engage in
the sexual activity on a casual basis.
Sexual intercourse is defined as sexual contact between individuals, typically involving penetration.

Instructions

Think of a MALE/FEMALE FRIEND (Someone whom you share a close personal relationship with)/ACQUAINTANCE
(Someone you know on a first name basis but might not talk to everyday or share deep conversations with) whom you
know a) something about their sexual history and/or b) the total number of people with whom they have had sexual inter-
course. Please do not think of a person whom you are or have been romantically involved with or who is related to you.
Please select only ONE person and have this person clearly in mind throughout the duration of the survey.

Please list this person’s name (first name only, nickname, or other alias): ________________.

Appendix B

Modified Evaluation of People Scale (Marks & Fraley, 2005)

Instructions

Please evaluate the person you thought about using the following statements.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Strongly Disagree Disagree Somewhat Disagree Neutral Somewhat Agree Agree Strongly Agree

Subscale 1: Values
1: This person is trustworthy
2: This person is respectful
3: This person is immoral*
4: This person is dishonest*
5: This person is careless*
6: This person is dependable

Subscale 2: Subjective perceptions (Likability)
1: This person gets along well with others
2: I distance myself from this person*
3: I like this person
4: This person is socially competent
5: I like being around this person

Subscale 3: Success
1: This person performs well in everything he/she does
2: This person is successful
3: This person is a high achiever
4: This person has a bright future
5: This person is lazy*

Subscale 4: Intelligence
1: This person is intelligent
2: This person makes a lot of mistakes*
3: This person is good at analyzing situations
4: This person is bright

Note. *Reverse keyed.
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Appendix C

Friend/Acquaintance Questionnaire

1. How long have you known this person?
6 months or less
6 months to 1 year
1 to 5 years
5 to 10 years
More than 10 years

2. What is your primary relationship with this person?
Coworker
Family Friend
Schoolmate
Roommate
Other: ________

3. With how many people has this person had sexual intercourse? (If you don’t know, make your best guess.) In this study, sexual
intercourse is defined as sexual contact between individuals, typically involving penetration. (Objective measure
of t-partners) _______________

4. Do you consider this to be a below average, average, or above average number of sexual partners? (Subjective measure of t-partners)
Below Average
Average
Above Average

5. How much do you approve of how many sexual partners this person has had?
[100% slider continuous scale]

6. How sure are you about how many sexual partners this person has had?
[100% slider continuous scale]

7. How did you come to know about their number of sexual partners/sexual life (check all that apply)?
The person told me
Somebody else told me
I just made a guess

�2018 Hogrefe Publishing Social Psychology (2018)
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