
Social Psychology Quarterly 
1979, Vol. 4~. No. 4, 415-420 

.The Volunteer Couple: Sex Differences, Couple Commitment, 
and Participation in Research on Interpersonal Relationships* 

CHARLES T. HILL 
Universir.\· of Washington 

ZICK RUBIN 
Brandeis U11i1·ersity 

LETITIA ANNE PEPLAU 
Univt:'rsity of Ct1l1fornit1. Los Angeles 

SUSAN G. WILLARD 
Tulane University 

Effects of sex diffae11n•s and couplt' commitme11t 011 i·olunteai11g were explored in a tin>--year 
swdy" of dati11!( ('Ottples. Women ll"ere more likely than men to expn•ss interest in the swdy, 
somell'hllt more liJ..cfy to be s11ccessf11/ly recruited by their partners, and 11/timutely more likely 
to co11ti1111e their participmio11. Both me11 w,d women were mon' likely to express initial interest 
if tl1ey were '"J:oing 1,·ith · · someone, and more likely at first to continue their participation if the 
refotionship remained intact. Result.~ an: di.H"ussed in terms of .H'J: roles and implications for 
research on r,w/e-fenwh• a11d other interpersonal relationsliip.\·. 

With the growth of research on inter­
personal relationships (e.g., Huston and 
Levinger. 1978), there has been increasing 
interest in recruiting couples as research 
participants. Researchers must consider 
not only factors that lead one partner to 
volunteer for couples research, but also 
processes of decision-making and social 
influence through which couple members 
joinily decide to .take part. The investiga­
tion of volunteering for couples research 
is of importance for two related reasons. 
First, as Rosenthal and Rosnow (1975) 
have documented, volunteers often differ 
from nonvolunteers in ways that limit the 
generalizability of research results. Sec­
ond, the factors that lead some couples, 
but not others, to expose their relation­
ships to the scrutiny of researchers are of 
substantive intent5t in their own right. 

In their review of research on respond­
ing to surveys and volunteering for ex-
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periments, Rosenthal and Rosnow (1975) 
note that when there is a significant sex 
difference, women are generally more 
likely to participate than men. The sex 
difference is reversed, however, for re­
search that clearly involves physical or 
psychological stress; for example, men 
show greater willingness than women to 
volunteer for experiments involving elec­
tric shock. This pattern of findings seems 
congruent with traditional sex role ex­
pectations. Traditional sex roles call for 
women to be concerned with social and 
emotional matters. while men are sup• 
posed to stay ··cool" and avoid emotional 
expression (e.g., Pleck and Sawyer, 1974). 
Thus, one would expect women to be 
more interested than men in taking part in 
social or "psychological" research. espe­
cially if it seems to call for emotional ex­
pression or self-disclosure. When re­
search involves the ~durance of stress. 
however, it may be regarded as a ··mas­
culine" activity-and, as a result. may be 
more likely to attract male than female 
volunteers. 

As individuals, therefore. women might 
be more willing than men to volunteer for 
couples research. Bui volunteering as a 
couple is complicated by the fact that both 
partners must be willing to participate. As 
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a result, couple volunteering raises 
additional issues related to sex roles and 
social influence. For example: Are men 
who are interested in taking part in a study 
more successful than interested women in 
influencing an opposite-sex partner to 
take part? Is success in recruiting one's 
partner related to one's overall power in 
the relationship? 

Several studies have suggested that the 
more committed partners are to their re­
lationship, the more interested they 
are-or the more eligible they feel­
concerning research on couples (e.g., 
Kirby and Davis, !972; Locke, 1954). For 
similar reasons, one would predict that 
those whose relationships have termi­
nated are more likely to drop out of re­
search than those whose relationships re­
main intact. 

A two-year study of opposite-sex dating 
relationships (see Hill et al., 1976) 
provided a unique opportunity to explore 
these issues. The data collection proce­
dure was designed to illuminate. both sex 
differences and effects of couple commit­
ment on participation in three different 
phases of the research process. In phase 
l, male and female students were con­
tacted by mail and asked to return a short 
recruitment questionnaire, indicating 
whether or not they would be interested in 
participating in a study of opposite-sex 
relationships. This allowed exploration of 
differences in volunteering at the indi­
vidual level. In Phase 2, interested stu­
dents were invited to take part in the study 
together with their dating partner. This 
allowed comparison of those who did and 
those who did not in fact bring their part­
ner to the study. Phase 3 consisted of a 
series of three followups administered six 
months, one year, and two years after the 
initial couples session. These followups 
make it possible to compare those who did 
and those who did not continue to partici­
pate in the study. 

PHASE ! : INDIVIDUAL RECRUITMENT 

Target Population 

To obtain a sample of college students 
from a variety of academic and socioeco­
nomic backgrounds, four coeducational 
colleges in the Boston area were selected: 

a small nonsectarian private university, a 
large nonsectarian private university, 
Jesuit university, and a state college en­
rolling commuter students. Lists of 
sophomores and juniors were obtained 
from each of the schools, and random 
samples were drawn. At each of the three. 

· smaller schools, 250 students were sam-
pled in each of four categories: male 
sophomores, female sophomores, male 
juniors, and female juniors. At the largest 
school, 500 students were sampled in each 
category. 

A letter was mailed to each of the 5000 
students sampled, indicating that we were . 
conducting a study of "college students 
and their opposite-sex relationships," and 
asking that the student return an enclosed 
two-page questionnaire. The question­
naire asked for information about the stu­
dent's social background, whether or not 
the student was "going with" someone, 
and whether or not the student might be 
interested in further aspects of the re­
search. Those who were going with some­
one were also asked how long they had 
been going together and whether they 
thought their partners might be interested 
in participating in the study. 

Who Responded? 

A total of 2322 students (46.4%) re­
sponded to the initial recruitment letter. 
Although equal numbers of letters were 
sent to men and women, significantly 
more questionnaires were returned by 
women than by men. Altogether, 52.77 of 
the women but only 40.0% of the men 
responded (x' = 80.81, p < .001). This sex 
difference was found at each of the 
schools sampled, although it was not 
statistically significant at the school with 
the lowest overall response rate (Table I). 

Among those returning the question­
naire, there was.no difference between the 
percentage of men and women who said 
that they were interested in further as­
pects of the research (82.7% vs. 83.3%). 
Among those interested students who 
were going with someone. however, the 
men were more likely than the women to · 
report that their partner might be in­
terested in participation (75.9% vs. 65.2%, 
x' = 14.04, p < .001). Since the men·s 
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Table 1. Sex. Differences in Participation 

Phase I: Individual Recruitment 
Large privaie university 
Small private university 
Jesuit university 
State commuter college 

Overall 
Phase 1: Couple Participation 

Attended session with partner" 
Phase· 3: Continued Partidpation 

Si:J.-month" foUowup (mail) 
One-year followup (session) 
Two-year foUowup (mail) 

Percent 
Responding 

Men Women 

44.99ti 63.2%** 
41.4 52.0** 
33.8 46.2** 
35.2 39.0 
40.0 52.7** 

55.9 45.6 

87.9 91.8 
68.0 65.8 
74.9 83.0• 

a Includes 12 couples for which both partners were 
independently invited. Comparison of men·s and 
women's p,anicipation by x2

: • p < .05,,,. p < .001. 

partners were women, this too suggested 
greater interest in the research on the part 
of women compared to men-in this case, 
as seen through the eyes of their partners. 

Not surprisingly, those respondents 
who said they were going with someone 
were more likely than those who were not 
going with anyone to say that they them­
selves were interested in ·further aspects 
of the research. This was true for both the 
women (85.5% vs. 80.5%, x' = 5. 12, p < 
.02) and the men (88.3% vs. 76.8%, x' = 
21.89, p < .001). 

PHASE 2: COUPLE PARTICIPATION 

Telephone Invitations 

Responses on the recruitment question­
naire were used to identify those respon­
dents who were going with someone, 
whose partner lived in the Boston area, 
who expressed interest in participating 
further, and who thought their partners 
might also be interested. Since a major 
goal of the overall research was to study 
the development of relationships, begin­
ning in their relatively early stages, the 
major recruitment effort was directed at 
those respondents who said they had been 
going together for nine months or less. 

The students who met all of the above 
criteria were telephoned individually and 
invited to come with their partner to a 
questionnaire session held afternoons or 
evenings at their school, or weekends at a 

centrally located university.' The 145 men 
and 171 women contacted were told that 
at the sessions they and their partners 
would individually fill out questionnaires 
concerning their dating attitudes and ex­
periences, and each would be paid $1.50. 
Every effort was made to schedule ses­
sions at convenient times, and many al­
ternatives times were offered. 

Who Participated? 

Of the 316 respondents invited by tele­
phone, 159 attended a questionnaire ses­
sion with their partners (50.3%). Since 24 
of these participants made up 12 couples 
for which both members were indepen­
dently invited, 147 couples participated 
out of 304 couples invited (48.4%). 

Among those invited, the men were 
somewhat more likely to participate than 
the women. Of the 145 men invited, 55.9% 
came to a questionnaire session; of the 171 
women invited only 45.6% came (x' = 
3.29, p < .10). It might be argued that the 
men's slightly greater success in bringing 
their partners to a session reflected their 
greater degree of influence or power in the 
relationship. An alternative-and perhaps 
more parsimonious--explanation, how­
ever, is that the task of persuading an 
opposite-sex partner to participate was 
easier for the men because the men's 
partners (women) were generally more 
interested in couples research than were 
the women's partners (men). 

To explore social influence processes 
involved in couples' decisions to partici­
pate, we compared couples recruited. 
through the male partner with couples re­
cruited through the female partner. If a 
couple's participation were largely the re­
sult of the greater influence of the initially 
contacted partner, one might expect men 
in male-recruited couples to exercise rela­
tively more power in their relationship 
than men in female-recruited couples. 

1 5!!"\ce sex of ca\l~r may influence men's and 
women·s re~ponse rates (cf. Sm.Iman and Bradburn, 
1974), the sex of the caller was systematically varied. 
However, sex of caller had no impact on the rate of 
participation of either male or female 
respondents-possibly because they had all been 
previously contacted by mail and had already ex­
pressed interest in the research. 
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This, however, did not appear to be the 
case. No systematic differences were 
found between male-recruited and 
female-recruited couples on various self­
report measures of the balance of power 
(cf. Peplau et al., 1976).2 

Following the telephone recruitment of 
147 couples who had been going together 
nme months or less, letters of invitation 
were sent to those respondents to the re­
cruitment letter who said they and their 
partner were interested and who had been 
~oing together for longer periods of time; 
,5 such couples participated. In addition, 
3 couples were recruited by advertising 
a the largest school sampled (at least one 
m !mber of the couple had to be a sopho­
more or junior in college). In all, 231 
couples attended initial questionnaire ses­
sions. Characteristics of these couples 
were reported in Hill et al. (1976). 

PHASE 3: CONTINUED PARTICIPATIO:--J 

Changes in couple commitment were 
expected to affect willingness to continue 
to participate in longitudinal aspects of the 
research. In particular. it was predicted 
that members of couples who had broken 
up woulc!J:,e less likely to continue than 
those who were still together. In view of 
the sex difference in initial interest in·the 
research, it was also predicted that 

. women might be more likely than men to 
mai~tain interest in the study. These pre­
d1cuons were explored in a series of three 
followups at six months, one year, and 
two years after the initial couples session. 
In these followups, each person who had 
initially participated as a member of a 
couple was individually invited to com­
plete another questionnaire; it was 
stressed that their participation was im­
portant whether or not the relationship 
was still intact. 

• ? Male-recruited and fe:nale-recruited couple<, did 
d1f'.fer_ on other measures. however. sugge,1inl:! that a 
shift m sampling frame accompanies a chang; in the 
sex of the person initially contacted. In particular. all 
~f t_he female-recruited ,... omen \\ere sophomores or 
Jumors in o\!ege \by <;am;:,!ing design). but 46.g,--k of 
the ma/e-recrui_ted women were not. Similarly. all of 
the male-recruited men were sorhomores or juniors 
(by design), but 33.9% of the female-recruited men 
were nor. 

Six-Month and One-Year Followups 

About six months after the initial ses­
sion each participant was mailed a two­
page questionnaire, and a year after the 
initial session each participant was invited 
to attend another questionnaire session at 
his or her school or at a centrally located 
school. There were no significant sex dif­
ferences in responses to either of these 
followups (see Table I): 91.8% of the 
women and 87.9% of the men responded 
at six months, and 65.8% of the women 
and 68.0% of the men attended sessions at 
one year. Since those who had moved out 
of town might have been unable to attend 
a session, the latter comparison was re­
peated for those known to be in the Bos­
ton area: again no sex difference was 
found. Once they had actually partici­
pated in the study, men and women were 
equally likely to continue their 
participation-at least initially. 

As predicted, a major determinant of 
continued participation during the first 
year was whether or not the couple was 
still together. By six months after the ini­
tial session 18.2% of the couples had 
broken up (and 2.6% had an unknown 
status). A couple was classified as broken 
up if either partner reported that they had 
broken up. In most cases, the dating 
status of nonrespondents was determined 
by their partner's report; in a few cases it 
was learned by being able to contact non• 
respondents by telephone. Individuals 
who were still together with their partner 
were more likely to respond to the ques­
tionnaire than those who had broken up. 
This was true for both men (92.9% vs. 
78.6%, x' = 7.95, p < .01) and women 
(96.2% vs. 85.7%, x' = 6.87, p <.01). By 
one year after the initial session 31.6% of 
the couples had broken up (and 2.6% had 
an unknown status). Again those still to­
gether were more likely to participate, this 
time by attending a questionnaire session, 
and again this was true for both men 
(77.6% vs. 53.4% x' ~ 13.70, p < .001J 
and women (79.6% vs. 42.51/c, x' = 31.04, 
p < .001). Since those who had broken up 
were more likely to have moved away (p 
< .05), the analyses were repeated for 
those who still resided in the Boston area; 
the conclusions remained the same. 
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bn>-Year Followup 

Bv the end of the second year of the 
study. patterns of participation began to 
shift. By this point, two years after the 
initial session, 44.6% of the couples had 
broken up, 32.0% were still dating, and 
18.5% were married (4.3% had an un­
known status and one partner had died; 
see Hill et al., 1976). A statistically sig­
nificant sex difference emerged in re­
sponses to a four-page questionnaire sent 
b, mail; 83.0% of the women responded m 
c;ntrast to 74.9% of the men (x' = 4.6, p 
< .05; see Table I). Women were likely to 
participate regardless of the status of th_e 
relationship (88.4% if married, 89.2% 1f 
doting, 84.4% if broken up, p < .2). Men, 
on the other hand, tended to be more 
)i).ely to participate if married (86.1%) 
than if dating (78.4%) or broken up 
(;4.7'7c: p = .07). 

Why did the respondent's sex _c?me_ to 
have a greater impact on partic1pat1on 
,,. ith the passage of time? It seems likely 
that as one becomes further removed from 
one·s initial involvement with a study, 
cne · s interest in the study will decline to 
at least some extent. It may be conjec­
tured, however, that the women, who 
,,. ere apparently more likely to be in­
t~rested in couples research in the first 
place. were also more likely than the m~n 
•o remain interested enough to sustam 
their participation after two years passed. 
It should be noted, however, that there 
·,, as virtually no sex difference in partici­
~ation rates on the two-year followup 
~mong respondents (88.4% of the women 
,s. 86.1% of the men). This may reflect a 
ereater tendency among married couples 
;han among others to participate-or 
not-as a unit. 

Whv did breaking up have less impact 
on pa~ticipation in the two-year followup 
:han it had on the earlier followups? The 
ciminished impact of the couple's con­
:;nuing commitment might be attributed 
-,,th t~ the passage of time itself and to the 
"_,ct that the two-vear followup involved 
-~1ly returning a short questionnaire in t_he 
-:,1il. \\'ith the passage of time. earlier 
c,eakups might not have remained as sa­
::cnt or painful as they were previously. In 
.ddition. returning a questionnaire by mail 

may have been less difficult o~ less ~mbar­
rassing than attending a questionnaire ses­
sion in person. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Our analysis of couple volunteering has 
potentially important implications for re­
search on male-female and other inter­
personal relationships. The sex difference 
in interest found in the present study, to­
gether with sex differences found in pre­
vious research, suggests that men's and 
women's willingness to participate in re­
search may be influenced by sex-role ex­
pectations. If this interpretatio_n _is correct, 
it implies that men who are w,lhng to par­
ticipate in research on interperso_nal r':­
lationships may be less trad1t1onal m their 
sex-role attitudes and behavior than men 
who do not volunteer. Hence research re­
sults may tend to underestimate men's 
adherence to traditional sex-role expecta­
tions. Unfortunately this interpretation 
could not be tested directly in the present 
study since it was not possible to me_asure 
the sex-role attitudes of those who did not 
respond to our recruitment letter. 

While samples of volunteer couples 
may possibly underrepresent co~ples with 
the most traditional sex-role attitudes, at 
the same time they may also underrepre­
sent couples whose members are_ not ver_Y 
committed to each other. Sometimes this 
bias is further increased by the re­
searchers· desire to focus on relatively 
exclusive long-term relationships, and is 
reflected in their recruitment of only 
couples who are married or-as in the 
present study-only couples who are 
"going together." Awareness of these 
possible biases in recruitment_ and vol~n­
teering may help in the design and in­

terpretation of research on male-female 
and other interpersonal relationships. 
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Reactions to a Child's Mistakes as Affected by Her/His Looks 
and Speech* 

LEONARD BERKOWITZ 
ANN FRODI 

University of Wisconsin-A.fadi.\0'1 

Extending the n.otion. that ,n•ersive environmental stimuli can. facilitate the display of 
im,oluntary aggressfre reactions by those who are set to aggress. two experiments asked 
11·hether a child possessing unpleasant physical characteristics will be punished more sei·erely 
than a normal-appearing youngster. In the first study, subjects (56 women) in a 2 x 2factoria/ 
design were first deliberately provoked or not by a confederate, and then were required to 
discipline a IO•year•old girl who had either an attractive vr unattractive appearance. The 
unattracth•e-looking child receiw:d more intense punishment than the good-looking girl. 
Indications ure rhat the angry women were especially likely to displace· aggression onto the 
unattractfre-looking child. In the second experiment, all subjects (40 women) in a 2 X 2 design 
were provoked bya confederate, and then were required to discipline a /0-year-old boy who was 
ei1her good-looking or not, and either a normal speaker or a stullerer. Again the 
unattractive-appearing child was disciplined more severely than the good•look.ing boy, and in 
the early trials the 5tuttering boy received stronger punishment than the nonhandicapped 
youngster. Both ofrhese undesirable physical characteristics apparently tended lo facilitate 
impulsive aggressive reactions. 

Berkowitz (1978) has suggested that 
aversive events tend to produce an insti- . 
gation to aggression. Since these unpleas­
ant events are presumably the uncon­
ditioned stimuli to aggression-facilitating 
reactions, objects associated with· them 
theoretically become conditioned aggres­
sive stimuli, and could also elicit 

• The research reported here was supported by 
Research Grant #MH 17405 from the National In­
stitute of Mental Health. The authors wish to express 
their appreciation to Robert Bartel and Jean Kunin 
for the very able manner in which they conducted the 
first experiment and to Erling Anderson and Linda 
Szczepkowski for their very capable assistance in 
Experiment 2. Address all communications to 
Leonard Berkowitz, Department of Psychology, 
University of Wisconsin-Madison, Madison, WI 
53706. 

aggression-facilitating responses. As a 
consequence, there supposedly is an in· 
clination to strike at people having aver· 
sive characteristics as well as an urge to 
escape from them. Goffman 's (1963) in­
fluential analysis of social stigmata lead, 
to a somewhat similar expectation 
Goffman noted that someone can be stig· 
matized for a variety of reasons, including 
birth defects and illness. Whatever the 
specific cause, according to Goffman this 
individual is regarded as imperfect in 
some vital way, and can draw prejudice 
and even ill-will from the nonstigmatized. 
Thus, both li~es of thought suggest that 
there is a tendency to be harsh toward 
those having unpleasant physical qual­
ities. 
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