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ATTITUDES TOWARD EXTRARELATIONAL SEX AS A FUNCTION
OF PARTICIPANT’S AND THIRD PARTY’S GENDER'
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Summary.—An experiment was conducted to examine whether attitudes toward
extrarelational sex, i.c., “swinging”, differed as a function of participant’s gender and
gender of the third party, i.e., the “swinging” partner. Participants were asked to im-
agine that their current romantic partner had expressed an interest in “swinging” with
another individual (male or female, randomly assigned). Analysis yielded several signif-
icant differences by participants’ gender. Specifically, men expressed greater interest
than did women in joining a swinger's club, reported a higher likelihood than did
women of actually joining such a club, and believed more than women that their sex
life with their partner would improve after joining a swinger’s club. Participants also
preferred a female more than a male swinging partner, although this comparison was
not statistically significant,

One of the most fundamental beliefs that people hold about marital
and other long-term, committed romantic relationships is that the partners
should be sexually exclusive. Once an individual is romantically committed
to another, the general presumption is that the person will confine all sexual
activities to that relationship (see 10, 15). Nonetheless, individuals do some-
times engage in sexual activities outside of the primary romantic relationship
(6). Extrarelational sex occurs in a variety of forms, including a type known
variously as mate swapping, mate sharing, or swinging. Murstein, Case, and
Gunn (8) defined swinging as a form of extrarelational sexual behavior “in-
volving legally married or pair-bonded couples sharing coitus or other sexual
pleasures with one or more persons in a social context defined by all partici-
pants as a form of recreational-convivial play” (p. 21).

A considerable amount of research was conducted on swinging in the
1970s and early 1980s. Much of this early work focused on identifying demo-
graphic correlates of self-identified swingers and attitudes of the general pub-
lic toward swingers (4, 5, 14). The present investigation explored whether at-
titudes toward swinging would differ as a function of the gender of the per-
ceiver and the swinging partner, ie., the “third party”. Based on earlier re-
search indicating that men generally possess more positive attitudes than
women toward casual or uncommitted sexual activity (9), we predicted that
men would express greater interest in and greater willingness to experience
swinging than would women.
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METHOD

A sample of 100 heterosexual, ethnically diverse college students (50
men, 50 women, average age=23.3 yr.) participated. All participants were
sexually experienced and presently involved in a committed, romantic rela-
tionship. Upon arrival at the research site, participants were escorted to a pri-
vate cubicle where they read a scenario asking them to imagine that their ro-
mantic partner had (a) expressed an interest in joining a swingers’ club; (b)
explained that swinging was an agreement between couples to engage in sex-
ual activities with another individual; (c) further explained that both mem-
bers of the couple could participate to whatever extent they desired in sex-
ual activities (including intercourse) with that individual; and (d) indicated
feeling that swinging with a third party would be very exciting. For half of
the participants, the other individual (or “third party”) was identified as a
man; for the other half, the third party was identified as a woman (randomly
assigned). After reading the scenario, participants rated on 9-point, Likert-
type scales how interested they would be in joining the swingers’ club (an-
chored by 1=not at all interested and 9 =extremely interested), their likeli-
hood of actually joining the swingers’ club if the scenario were true (1=not
at all likely and 9=extremely likely), and the extent to which they felt their
sex life with their current partners would improve if they were to join the
swingers’ club (1=no improvement at all and 9=extreme improvement). Fi-
nally, participants were debriefed, thanked, and excused.

Resurrs aNp DiscussioN

A 2 (Participants’ Gender) x 2 (Third Party’s Gender) multivariate anal-
ysis of variance was conducted on the three inferences made by participants.
This analysis yielded a significant multivariate main effect for Participants’
Gender (Pillai V=.154, F,,,=5.69, p<.05), which was explored with three
followup analyses of variance utilizing a familywise error rate of .05. Effect
size analyses used effect size correlation r (1); the square of this index indi-
cates the proportion of variance accounted for by each effect after partialing
out other effects. These analyses yielded three main effects for Participants’
Gender, Men expressed greater interest than did women in joining the
swingers’ club (3.7 vs 1.8; F,,,=14.32, p<.001, »=36). Men also indicated
that they would be more likely to actually join the swingers’ club than did
women (3.6 vs 1.7; F,4,=16.80, p<.001, r=.39), and that their sex life with
their current partner would improve after joining the swingers’ club (3.7 vs
2.1; F,,,=9.42, p<.005, r=.30). Although no significant main effects for
Third Party’s Gender were found, two mean differences were of interest.
Participants indicated greater interest in joining the swingers’ club when the
third party was female rather than male (3.2 vs 2.3; F,,,=3.50, p=.06) and
reported they would be more likely to join the swingers’ club when the third
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TABLE 1

MEean RaTings For ATTiTuDEs Towarb EXTRARELATIONAL SEX AS A
Funcrion ofF PARTICIPANT AND THIRD ParTy GENDER

Male Participant Female Participant
Third Party Gender
Male Female _ Male Female
M SO M SO M SD M SD
Interest in joining “swingers’ club"” 32 33 42 28 14 13 22 22

Likelihood of joining “swingers’ club™ 3.2 3.0 4.0 28 1.2 1.0 21 22
Likelihood that sex life will improve 35 32 38 27 1.8 1.8 24 21

party was female rather than male (3.0 vs 2.2; F,,,=2.80, p=.10). Table 1
presents mean scores for each condition.

As hypothesized, men generally expressed more positive attitudes toward
swinging than did women. This finding may reflect the different socialization
processes that act to influence men’s and women’s sexual attitudes and be-
havior. For example, sociocultural script theorists (2, 11, 12) and social learn-
ing theorists (3, 7) posited that the different patterns of reinforcement and
punishment men and women receive for their sexual behavior, coupled with
normative beliefs about male and female sexuality (e.g., men should seek,
whereas women should restrict, sexual activity), encourage men to hold more
positive attitudes than women toward extrarelational sexual activity.

No significant results were found for the variable, Third Party’s Gen-
der; however, a small mean difference was interesting. Specifically, partici-
pants expressed greater interest in joining the swingers’ club and indicated a
greater likelihood of actually joining the swingers’ club when the third party
was female rather than male. Men’s greater dislike of same-sex touch, rela-
tive to women, may explain why these male participants held more positive
attitudes toward a female rather than a male third party—selection of a fe-
male extrarelational partner removes any risk of male-male contact (sexual or
otherwise) (13, 16). Women, on the other hand, may have held more posi-
tive attitudes toward a female third party partly because this choice would
allow them to confine sexual activities to one male partner, in accord with
normative expectations of female sexuality (10).

Despite these small differences, participants overall did not hold highly
positive attitudes toward swinging. All ratings made by participants fell be-
low the midpoint of each scale, indicating fairly negative beliefs about this
particular sexual behavior. Thus, although extrarelational sexual activity does
occur and is favored more by men than women, neither group truly ap-
proved this behavior. Sexual exclusivity continues to be an expected and val-
ued component of committed romantic relationships.
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