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Abstract

The social and behavioral sciences have long suffered from a lack of diversity in the samples used 

to study a broad array of phenomena. In an attempt to move toward a more contextually-informed 

approach, multiple subfields have undertaken meta-science studies of the diversity and inclusion 

of underrepresented groups in their body of literature. The current study is a systematic review 

of the field of relationship science aimed at examining the state of diversity and inclusion in 

this field. Relationship-focused papers published in five top relationship science journals from 

2014–2018 (N = 559 articles, containing 771 unique studies) were reviewed. Studies were coded 

for research methods (e.g., sample source, dyadic data, observational data, experimental design) 

and sample characteristics (e.g., age, education, income, race/ethnicity, sexual orientation). Results 

indicate that the modal participant in a study of romantic relationships is 30 years old, White, 

American, middle-class, college educated, and involved in a different-sex, same-race relationship. 

Additionally, only 74 studies (10%) focused on traditionally underrepresented groups (i.e., non-

White, low-income, and/or sexual and gender minorities). Findings underscore the need for greater 

inclusion of underrepresented groups to ensure the validity and credibility of relationship science. 

We conclude with general recommendations for the field.
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The fact that most participants in social and behavioral research are drawn from a small, 

nonrepresentative subset of people has been known for more than five decades (Schultz, 

1969; Smart, 1966). Despite repeated calls throughout the years to increase the diversity 

and inclusion of underrepresented groups in our samples, the majority of our knowledge 

about human behavior continues to be drawn from a limited portion of the human 

population (Bauserman, 1997; Bell & Hertz, 1976; Gallander Wintre et al., 2001; Graham, 

1992; Henrich et al., 2010; Henry, 2008; Sears, 1986). Recent meta-science studies have 

demonstrated a persistent lack of diversity and inclusion across many fields of psychological 

and behavioral sciences. For example, 60% of studies published in six top American 
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Psychological Association journals from 2014–2018 were drawn from the United States, 

and of these samples 77% were predominantly European American (Thalmayer et al., 2021). 

Beyond a lack of racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity, many studies fail to examine anyone 

other than undergraduate college students: in studies published in the Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, 39% of the American samples and 54% of the samples from other 

countries were composed solely of undergraduate students (Thalmayer et al., 2021).

Although some scholars have argued that the problem of generalizability has been 

overstated, particularly in more basic areas such as cognition and perception (Haeffel 

et al., 2009), mounting evidence points to a lack of universality in many social and 

behavioral phenomena (Henrich et al., 2010). Indeed, recent studies in relationship science 

have demonstrated group differences in common processes such as demand-withdraw 

communication and empathic accuracy (Hittner & Haase, 2021; Ross et al., 2019). 

Accordingly, examining phenomena of interest across diverse participants is necessary to 

determine whether they are universal or whether they differ across contexts (Apicella et al., 

2020).

Recently, multiple meta-science studies have examined subfields of social science to assess 

the current state of diversity and inclusion, and inform efforts to improve representativeness 

of study participants within that field (e.g., Nielsen et al., 2017; Pollet & Saxton, 2019; 

Qu et al., 2020). The field of relationship science is one area of inquiry that has not 

yet been scrutinized, yet is ripe for examination of the diversity of participants. On 

the one hand, romantic relationships are a nearly universal phenomenon, with the vast 

majority of people around the world engaging in them. On the other hand, there are 

large differences in the extent to which people engage in specific relationship behaviors 

such as marriage, cohabitation, divorce, and non-marital childbearing, and the timing of 

these behaviors, by race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and sexual orientation (Allred & 

Schweizer, 2020; Manning & Carlson, 2021; Raley et al., 2015; Sweeney, 2016; Sweeney 

& Raley, 2014). More broadly, differences in interpersonal relationships are observed 

across many cultural and contextual dimensions. For example, seeking interdependence 

with others vs. maintaining independence from others is one of the defining factors that 

differentiate between Eastern and Western cultures (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Similarly, 

individuals from different social classes interact differently with others, with lower social 

class individuals exhibiting more prosocial behaviors, such as trusting and helping others, 

than their higher social class counterparts (Piff et al., 2010).

The need to understand how intimate relationships function across diverse groups is not 

just an intellectual exercise; there are also critically important practical implications. For 

example, in the U.S. Supreme Court decision that legalized same-sex marriage nationwide, 

the opinion of the court cited an amicus brief filed by the American Psychological 

Association that reviewed the scientific literature on same-sex relationships and argued, 

among other things, that “gay men and lesbians form stable, committed relationships that are 

equivalent to heterosexual relationships in essential respects” (Brief for the APA as Amicus 

Curiae, Obergefell v. Hodges, 2015). Similarly, the literature on couple relationships was 

used to justify the establishment of the Healthy Marriage Initiative, a federal policy that has 

received more than one billion dollars in funding “for the purpose of carrying out healthy 
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marriage promotion activities” primarily aimed at socioeconomically disadvantaged couples 

(Fein, 2004; Healthy Marriage and Responsible Fatherhood Research and Evaluation, 2020).

Taken together, it is clear that intimate relationships may be influenced by dimensions of 

human diversity, and that basic relationship science research is already being applied to 

diverse and underrepresented groups in policy and practice. However, it is not clear the 

extent to which the field of relationship science has taken heed of these considerations and 

included diverse and underrepresented samples in basic research on intimate relationships. 

Although there are no existing comprehensive meta-science studies of relationships, 

suggestive evidence for a lack of diversity has been mounting for decades. For example, 

a review published nearly three decades ago which examined the burgeoning longitudinal 

studies of marriage found that 75% of these studies used samples comprised primarily of 

middle-class White participants (Karney & Bradbury, 1995). Similarly, a meta-analysis of 

the marriage and relationship education literature published over a decade ago found that 

only 3% of studies had predominantly non-White samples, and only 2% had primarily 

low-income samples (Hawkins et al., 2008). A paper published in 2004 even provided 

guidance for how relationship researchers can adjust their sampling practices to garner more 

diversity within their samples (Karney et al., 2004).

The current study sought to examine the demographic characteristics of the samples used 

in relationship science in order to provide an updated and comprehensive assessment 

of the state of the field. We use the complete corpus of papers published in five of 

the top relationship science journals from 2014–2018 and assess the extent to which 

research on intimate relationships has been inclusive of individuals and couples from 

backgrounds traditionally underrepresented in social and behavioral science. This is an 

important undertaking for multiple reasons. First, quantifying the areas in which relationship 

science lacks representation can provide more precise guidance about gaps and future 

priorities within this field specifically. Next, past meta-science research on the composition 

of study samples has focused almost exclusively on race/ethnicity and country of origin and 

overlooked other dimensions of diversity that are centrally relevant to intimate relationships, 

such as sexual orientation. Additionally, the dyadic nature of intimate relationships means 

that characteristics of the couple as a unit, such as the gender makeup of the couple or the 

pairing of individuals into inter-racial relationships, become relevant dimensions to examine 

within the relationship science literature.

Finally, we move beyond cataloging sample characteristics to examine the type of research 

being conducted in samples of underrepresented groups. Specifically, in studies that are 

primarily focused on underrepresented groups, we examine the types of methods and 

research designs used and the types of research questions asked, and compare this to 

studies not focused on underrepresented groups. To have a full understanding of intimate 

relationship processes, we must do more than include underrepresented individuals in our 

samples. We must also ensure that a rigorous set of research methods (e.g., collection of 

observational and physiological data) and a full array of research designs (e.g., longitudinal, 

experimental, qualitative, and daily diary studies) are being used in these samples. And 

those studies must examine a broad range of research questions, including those that test 

generalizability and those that generate new knowledge.
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In sum, the current study systematically reviews papers published in five top relationship 

science journals from 2014–2018 to address the following aims:

1. Describe the current relationship science literature with respect to features 

of the samples (i.e., source of the sample, use of dyadic data), research 

methods (e.g., self-report, observational, physiological), and research designs 

(i.e., experimental, diary, longitudinal, cross-sectional, qualitative).

2. Describe the current relationship science literature with respect to demographics 

of the samples, including: age, country of origin, education, income, race/

ethnicity, sexual orientation and gender diversity, and being part of an inter-racial 

relationship.

3. Compare the research methods and designs used in studies of underrepresented 

groups (i.e., low-income individuals, racial/ethnic minorities, and sexual and 

gender minorities) to those used in studies not focused on underrepresented 

groups.

4. Examine the types of research questions being addressed in studies focused on 

underrepresented groups.

Based upon the results of this meta-science study we conclude with recommendations for 

changes in the field of relationship science to ensure that we are creating a valid and robust 

understanding of intimate relationships.

Method

The literature review was begun in early 2019; at that time, we decided to examine 

the most recent five years’ worth of relationship science literature, which included 

papers published in 2014–2018. We chose five journals that are the top outlets for 

basic science studies of intimate relationships, with the goal of broad coverage of the 

various disciplines that comprise the interdisciplinary field of relationship science (e.g., 

social psychology, communication studies, clinical psychology, human development and 

family sciences): Journal of Family Psychology (JFP), Journal of Marriage and Family 
(JMF), Journal of Personality and Social Psychology: Interpersonal Relations and Group 
Processes (JPSP:IRGP), Journal of Social and Personal Relationships (JSPR), and Personal 
Relationships (PR). The resulting 1,628 papers that were published in these five journals 

over this five-year period were first assessed for eligibility by reading the abstract, followed 

by reading the full text if the abstract did not provide definitive information. Papers were 

eligible for inclusion if they were an empirical study with an intimate relationship-focused 

dependent variable (e.g., satisfaction, sacrifice, communication, breakup). Papers that had a 

relationship-focused independent variable but a different dependent variable (e.g., individual 

physical or mental health, child behavior) were deemed ineligible in order to focus on papers 

that explicate relationship processes and outcomes, rather than papers that examine sequalae 

of relationships.

Of 1,628 total papers assessed for eligibility, 1,069 were found to be ineligible and 559 

papers had at least one study that was eligible. After removing ineligible studies, we were 
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left with 771 unique studies that met our inclusion criteria for the review (see Figure 1 for 

the PRISMA flow diagram). Although each study represents a unique dataset within the 

article in which it was published, it is possible that the same sample was used in multiple 

articles and thus is counted more than once in our analysis. We attempted to code for the 

sample source in order to correct for this issue but it was impossible to do so definitively, 

given the sparse number of details supplied about most of the samples, as detailed in the 

Results.

A team of undergraduate research assistants (RAs) coded and extracted data from each 

of the 771 studies. Each paper was independently coded by two RAs; any assigned code 

or extracted data that was discrepant between the two coders was resolved by one of the 

graduate student authors.

Coded Variables

Sample source.—Four different sources from which the sample could be drawn were 

coded as a Yes or No for whether they were used in the study; each study could be coded as 

a Yes for multiple sources. The categories were “undergraduate students,” “online workers” 

(e.g., MTurk), “nationally representative sample,” and “community sample.”

Data type.—Each study was coded for whether it used Dyadic data or Individual data.

Research method.—Six different categories of research methods were coded as a Yes 
or No for whether they were used in the study; each study could be coded as a Yes 
for multiple methods. The categories were “self-report,” “observational” (audio or video), 

“physiological,” “interview” (e.g., semi-structured interview, focus group), “administrative 

data” (e.g., census), and “other” (e.g., informant report, gaze time, Facebook profiles).

Research design.—Each study was coded into one of four mutually exclusive research 

design categories; “experimental,” “diary” (which included daily diary, EMA, and time 

diary), “longitudinal,” “cross-sectional,” and “qualitative.” The experimental category took 

top precedence, followed by the diary and qualitative categories. Thus, any study that 

employed an experimental design was coded as experimental, regardless of whether it also 

included a diary, longitudinal, or cross-sectional design. Next, any study that included a 

diary or qualitative design was coded as diary or qualitative respectively, regardless of 

whether it also included a longitudinal design.

Country.—The country from which participants were sampled was recorded. When this 

was not stated explicitly context clues were used, such as the currency in which participants 

were paid (e.g., $70NZD).

Inter-racial couples.—The proportion of the sample who were involved in an inter-racial 

or inter-ethnic couple was recorded.

Constructed Variables

Age.—The average age of participants in each study was recorded. When this value was 

reported for sample subgroups rather than the full sample (e.g., men and women, patients 
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and partners), a single average age for the sample was calculated. Studies that reported age 

in some other way (i.e., range, median, frequencies of categories) were coded as yes for 

providing data on age, but were not included in analyses.

Education.—The reported education level of participants was recorded. Because studies 

typically reported this information categorically, we collapsed the categories to determine 

the proportion of the sample with the equivalent of a high school diploma or less (i.e., 

GED, HS diploma, no HS diploma), and the proportion of the sample that had any 

college education (i.e., associate’s degree, some college, bachelor’s degree, graduate degree, 

professional degree). Studies which used exclusively current undergraduate students were 

coded as having 100% of participants with some college education. To ensure equivalence of 

the data, only studies with participants from the United States were coded for this variable. 

Studies that reported education level in some other way (i.e., mean, mode) were coded as yes 
for providing data on education, but were not included in analyses.

Geographic region.—The country of origin of each study was coded into regions, 

following categories developed by Arnett (2008) and used in other meta-science research 

(Nielsen et al., 2017; Rad et al., 2018) to facilitate comparison. The categories are; “United 

States,” “English-Speaking Countries” (which is comprised of United Kingdom, Canada, 

Australia, & New Zealand), “Europe,” “Asia,” “Latin America,” “Africa,” “Middle East,” 

and “Israel.”

Income.—The reported income of participants was used to determine the proportion of 

the sample who were low-income vs. middle-class. Studies of undergraduate students used 

parental income if it was reported (n = 5), or own income (n = 1). To ensure equivalence of 

the data, only studies with participants from the United States were coded for this variable. 

The threshold for being considered low-income is a household income at or below 200% 

of the Federal Poverty Level (FPL), which is based upon year and household size. Year 

of data collection was used if reported; if not reported, year of publication was used. If 

income was reported at the individual level, a household size of one was used. If income was 

reported at the dyad level, a household size of two was used. If the study reported an average 

number of children for each individual or couple, this number was added to the household 

size. The year and average household size were used to determine the Federal Poverty 

Level by consulting the Prior HHS Poverty Guidelines (Office of the Assistant Secretary for 

Planning and Evaluation, 2021) and this amount was doubled to determine the low-income 

threshold. For reference, this amount would be $34,840 for a household size of two in 2021. 

The sample mean, sample standard deviation, and sample-specific low-income threshold 

were entered into an online Normal Distribution Calculator (Lane, n.d.) to determine the 

proportion of the sample who were below the low-income threshold. Studies were classified 

as “Primarily Middle-class” if the sample was comprised of <34% low-income participants. 

Studies were classified as “Socioeconomically Diverse” if the sample was comprised of 

34–66% low-income participants. Studies were classified as “Primarily Low-Income” if 

the sample was comprised of >66% low-income participants. Studies that reported income 

in some way other than mean and standard deviation (i.e., range, median, frequencies of 
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categories) were coded as yes for providing data on income, but were not included in 

analyses of income.

Race/Ethnicity.—The proportion of the sample belonging to different racial and ethnic 

groups was recorded. To ensure equivalence of the data, only studies with participants 

from the United States were coded for this variable. Based on the way this data was 

reported across the corpus of studies, the following categories were used and coded for each 

study as applicable: “Caucasian/White,” “Black/African American,” “Hispanic/Latino,” 

“American Indian/Alaska Native,” “Asian/Pacific Islander/Native Hawaiian,” “Middle 

Eastern/North African,” “Biracial/Multiracial/Mixed/Other,” “Non-White/Ethnic Minority/

Person of Color,” “Missing/Declined to report.” Because the level of specificity of this 

information differed across studies, the categories were aggregated into two over-arching 

categories: “White (Non-Hispanic)” and “Non-White.” Each study that reported information 

about the race/ethnicity of the participants had a value calculated for the proportion of 

the sample that was White and the proportion of the sample that was Non-White. These 

proportions were then used to code studies into three mutually-exclusive categories. Studies 

were classified as “Primarily White” if the sample was comprised of <34% Non-White 

participants. Studies were classified as “Racially and Ethnically Diverse” if the sample 

was comprised of 34–66% Non-White participants. Studies were classified as “Primarily 

Non-White” if the sample was comprised of >66% Non-White participants.

Sexual Orientation and Gender Diversity.—The proportion of the sample who 

were involved in a same-sex relationship, who identified as transgender or gender non-

conforming, or who were involved in a relationship with an individual who is transgender 

or gender non-conforming, hereafter referred to as sexual and gender minorities (SGM), 

was recorded. When this information was not stated explicitly, other information in the 

manuscript was used to make this determination if possible (e.g., participants were referred 

to as husbands and wives, indicating that 100% of the sample were different-sex couples). 

Studies were classified as an “Over-sample of SGM” if 20% of more of the sample consisted 

of individuals from one of these groups. Studies were classified as “Exclusively SGM” if 

100% of the sample consisted of individuals from one of these groups.

Coding of Research Questions Among Studies Focused on Underrepresented Groups

As a final step, we coded the types of research questions addressed among the subset of 

studies focused primarily on an underrepresented group (i.e., for race/ethnicity, any study 

coded as “Primarily Non-White;” for income, any study coded as “Primarily Low-Income;” 

and for sexual orientation/gender identity any paper coded as an “Over-sample of SGM” or 

“Exclusively SGM”). Studies meeting this criterion were assigned a yes or no for each of 

three types of research questions. Categories were not mutually exclusive; each study could 

have more than one research question and therefore be classified as a yes on more than one 

type of research question.

A “Basic Science” research question was defined as a question aimed at advancing general 

knowledge about romantic relationships, without specific consideration of the sample 

characteristics. A “Generalizability” research question was defined as a question that tests 
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whether a phenomenon that has already been documented in the literature also occurs in this 

specific group. Finally, a “Population Specific” research question was defined as a question 

that is targeted toward a specific population of people with the goal of learning more about 

how this specific group operates in their romantic relationships. See Online Supplemental 

Table 1 for an example of each type of research question. Each study was coded by a 

minimum of two coders and all discrepancies were resolved by group consensus, with the 

final decision determined by the first author.

Results

Sample Source, Geographic Region, and Data Type

Of the 771 studies, the majority were drawn from the United States (n = 562, 73%), 

followed by other English-speaking countries (United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, & New 

Zealand; n = 90, 12%), and Europe (n = 75, 10%). A small minority of samples came from 

Asia (n = 25, 3%), Israel (n = 14, 2%), Latin America (n = 3, <1%) Africa (n = 1, <1%), 

and the Middle East (n = 1, <1%). See Figure 2. The majority of samples were drawn from 

the community (n = 442, 57%), followed by undergraduate samples, which were the source 

for 27% of studies (n = 206), and internet samples (i.e., MTurk) which were the source for 

11% of studies (n = 83). Nationally representative samples were the least common source of 

data (n = 46, 6%). Numbers sum to more than 771 because 6 samples used a combination 

of undergraduate and internet samples. Finally, 42% of studies used dyadic data (n = 326), 

whereas 58% of studies used individual data (n = 445).

Research Method and Design

Self-report data was the most commonly used method, with 96% of studies (n = 743) 

employing it. All other research methods were relatively rare: 11% of studies used 

observational data (n = 86, including 83 video and 3 audio), 2% of studies used interview 

data (n = 17), 2% of studies used physiological data (n = 17), 2% of studies used other 

methods of data collection, such as informant reports or gaze time (n = 14), and less than 

1% of studies used administrative data (n = 5). The most common research design was 

cross-sectional (n = 348, 45%), followed by longitudinal (n = 188, 24%), experimental (n = 

143, 19%), and diary (n = 71, 9%; including 60 daily diary, 6 EMA, and 5 time diary). The 

least commonly used research design was qualitative (3%, n = 21).

Demographics of Samples

Figure 3 presents an overview of the proportion of studies that reported vs. did not report 

demographic information for age, education, income, being part of an inter-racial couple, 

race/ethnicity, and sexual orientation and gender identity.

Age.—A small proportion of studies (n = 58, 8%) did not provide information about the 

age of participants. Of the 713 studies that provided information about age, we were able 

to calculate an average age for 678 studies. Of the remaining 35 studies, age was reported 

with a statistic other than average (n = 17 reported a range, n = 9 reported age categorically, 

and n = 9 reported the median). Across the 678 studies, the average age of participants was 

30.02 (SD = 11.18), indicating that the majority of participants were in their 20s and 30s. 
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Indeed, 43% of studies had an average age in the 20s, followed by 24% of studies which had 

an average age in the 30s. The next most common age group was emerging adults, with 17% 

of studies having an average age in the teens. Finally, 10% of studies had an average in the 

40s, 3% of studies had an average age in the 50s, and 3% of studies had an average age of 60 

or higher. These results indicate that adults age 40 and up, who represent nearly half of the 

U.S. population (U.S Census Bureau, 2020), are being overlooked

Education.—A sizable proportion of all 771 studies (n = 277, 36%) did not provide 

information about the education level of participants. Only the 562 U.S. samples were coded 

and analyzed on this dimension; the same proportion of U.S. studies did not provide info 

about education level (n = 201, 36%). Of the 361 U.S. studies that provided information 

about education, we were able to use the data from 288 studies in our analyses; the 

remaining 73 studies reported education in some way other than categorically (n = 37 

reported a mean of years, n = 14 reported a mean of categories, and n = 3 reported the 

mode), used participants who were still engaged in secondary education (n = 8), or did not 

provide sufficient information (n = 11). Of the 288 studies that we were able to include 

in our analyses, 84% of participants had some college education or higher and 16% of 

participants had a high school diploma or less. For American adults age 25 and older, 59% 

have some college education or more (Ryan & Bauman, 2016), indicating that individuals 

with higher levels of education are over-represented.

Income.—A very large proportion of all 771 studies (n = 583, 76%) did not provide 

information about the income of participants. Only the 562 U.S. samples were coded and 

analyzed on this dimension; a slightly smaller proportion of U.S. studies did not provide 

info about income (n = 402, 72%). Of the 160 U.S. studies that provided information 

about income, we were able to code 158 studies; the remaining 2 studies did not provide 

sufficient information to be coded. Across the 158 studies, 64% (n = 102) were a Primarily 

Middle-class sample, 25% (n = 39) were Socioeconomically Diverse, and 11% (n = 17) 

were a Primarily Low-income sample. Compared to the U.S. population in which 26% 

of Americans are low-income (Semega et al., 2020), these results indicate that Americans 

living in lower socioeconomic contexts are under-represented.

Race/Ethnicity.—A sizable proportion of all 771 studies (n = 260, 34%) did not provide 

information about the race/ethnicity of participants. Only the 562 U.S. samples were coded 

and analyzed on this dimension; a smaller proportion of U.S. studies did not provide info 

about race/ethnicity (n = 130, 23%). Of the 432 U.S. studies that provided information about 

race/ethnicity, we were able to code 427 studies; the remaining 5 studies did not provide 

sufficient information to be coded. Across the 427 studies, 68% (n = 290) were a Primarily 

White sample, 21% (n = 89) were Racially and Ethnically Diverse, and 11% (n = 48) were a 

Primarily Non-White sample.

Currently, 60% of the U.S. population is non-Hispanic White (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019), 

therefore samples that are reflective of this population would fall into the Racially and 

Ethnically Diverse category. The fact that only 21% of samples fall into this category, 

whereas 68% of sample are Primarily White, indicates that White individuals are being 
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oversampled in comparison to their population prevalence and all other races and ethnicities 

are being underrepresented.

Inter-racial Couples.—The vast majority of studies did not provide information about 

whether couples were inter-racial/inter-ethnic (n = 708, 92%). Of the 63 studies that 

reported this information, 38 stated that 0% of their participants were involved in inter-racial 

relationships. Thus, 25 studies (3% of all studies) reported that their sample contained any 

participants involved in an inter-racial relationship, with an average of 32% of these samples 

being inter-racial couples (range 7% - 100%).The number of inter-racial/inter-ethnic couples 

in the U.S. has been growing in recent decades, and currently 17% of new marriages are 

inter-racial or inter-ethnic, indicating that this relationship form is being under-studied in 

comparison to its prevalence (Livingston & Brown, 2017).

Sexual Orientation and Gender Diversity.—A sizable proportion of all 771 studies 

(n = 243, 32%) did not provide information about the sexual orientation or gender identity 

of the participants. Of the 528 studies that provided information about sexual orientation or 

gender identity, we were able to code all studies. A total of 21 studies (4%) were coded as 

using an Oversample or Exclusive Sample of SGM participants. This included nine studies 

that were an oversample of same-sex couples, nine studies that were an exclusive sample of 

same-sex couples, and three studies that were an exclusive sample of couples that included a 

transgender partner. An additional 63 studies (12%) had any same-sex couples in the sample, 

with an average of 5% of these samples consisting of same-sex couples (range 0.21% 

- 17.56%). In the U.S., 4.5% of adults identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender 

(Newport, 2018), and 1.5% of coupled households contain a same-sex couple (Walker & 

Taylor, 2021). Based upon the population prevalence, sexual and gender minorities are 

represented proportionally.

Studies Focused on Underrepresented Samples

The 17 Primarily Low-income studies, 48 Primarily Non-White studies, and 21 Oversample 

or Exclusive SGM studies were classified as studies primarily focused on underrepresented 

groups. This resulted in a total of 74 unique studies because some studies used samples 

that were underrepresented on more than one dimension (1 study was classified as 

underrepresented on all 3 dimensions, and 9 studies were underrepresented on race/ethnicity 

and income). Figure 4 shows the proportion of studies that were focused primarily on one 

of the three underrepresented groups separately across the three groups. Figure 5 shows the 

proportion of studies in each of the five journals that were focused on an underrepresented 

group, collapsed across the three groups.

Sample Sources, Research Methods, and Design.—The 74 underrepresented 

studies were compared against the remaining 697 non-underrepresented studies to examine 

whether studies focused primarily on underrepresented groups were more likely to draw 

from particular sample sources or use particular research methods or designs. Chi-square 

analyses comparing the proportions are presented in Table 1. Compared to studies 

focused on non-underrepresented groups, studies focused on underrepresented groups were 

significantly more likely to draw the sample from the community, and significantly less 
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likely to draw the sample from undergraduate students and from internet sources (i.e., 

MTurk). Additionally, studies focused on underrepresented groups were significantly more 

likely to use dyadic data and equally likely to use observational, interview, and physiological 

data. Finally, studies focused on underrepresented groups were significantly more likely 

to use a longitudinal or qualitative research design, significantly less likely to use an 

experimental design, and equally likely to use a cross-sectional, or diary design.

Research Questions.—Of the 17 studies focused primarily on low-income participants, 

there were 17 distinct research questions. Of these, there were 8 Basic research questions 

(47%), 6 Population Specific research questions (35%), and 0 Generalizability research 

questions. Additionally, there were 3 research questions stemming from studies that were 

also underrepresented on another dimension, which were specific to the experience of the 

other group but not specific to being low-income (2 Specific to non-White and 1 Specific to 

SGM).

Of the 48 studies focused primarily on non-White participants there were 50 distinct 

research questions. Of these, there were 29 Basic research questions (58%), 17 Population 

Specific research questions (34%), and 2 Generalizability research questions (4%). 

Additionally, there were 2 research questions stemming from studies that were also 

underrepresented on another dimension, which were specific to the experience of the other 

group but not specific to being non-White (1 Specific to low-income and 1 Specific to sexual 

and gender minority).

Of the 21 studies focused primarily on SGM participants there were 26 distinct research 

questions. Of these, there were 5 Basic research questions (19%), 18 Population Specific 

research questions (69%), and 3 Generalizability research questions (12%).

Discussion

Existing meta-science research has indicated that disciplines across the social sciences 

suffer from a lack of diversity in their samples (e.g., Rad et al., 2018; Thalmayer et al., 

2021). Despite early warnings about the homogenous demographic makeup of samples 

in relationship science (Karney et al., 2004; Karney & Bradbury, 1995), the field does 

not seem to have corrected course. The results of this systematic review indicate that the 

literature published on intimate relationships in 2014–2018 used samples overwhelmingly 

drawn from Western countries, with 73% stemming from the United States and an additional 

22% coming from other Western countries, while only 5% came from Asia, Africa, 

Latin America, the Middle East, and Israel combined. This is in line with the broader 

meta-science literature, which consistently finds that more than 90% of samples are drawn 

from Western, industrialized nations (Nielsen et al., 2017; Qu et al., 2020; Thalmayer et 

al., 2021). Additionally, participants in U.S.-based studies of intimate relationships were 

overwhelmingly likely to be White, consistent with participant demographics in other 

disciplines (Nielsen et al., 2017; Qu et al., 2020). These two characteristics (Western vs. 

non-Western and race/ethnicity) have been the primary focus of the meta-science literature, 

and the need for more diversity and inclusion across these dimensions is well-established 
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(Cheek, 2017; Dupree & Kraus, 2021; Hartmann et al., 2013; Henrich et al., 2010; Roberts 

et al., 2020).

We also move the meta-science literature forward by systematically assessing additional 

dimensions of human diversity, including socioeconomic status, age, sexual orientation and 

gender diversity, and inter-racial relationships, topics that, to our knowledge, no other study 

has examined. Results indicate that people with low-socioeconomic status, older adults, and 

inter-racial couples are underrepresented in the relationship science literature compared to 

their prevalence in the population, whereas sexual and gender minorities are represented in 

the relationship science literature proportional to their population prevalence. However, this 

group comprises a relatively small proportion of the population, and is itself heterogenous 

in composition (Watson et al., 2020). Thus, proportional representation in the literature may 

not be sufficient to build a robust understanding of this (and other minority) groups, a point 

we return to in the recommendations.

In addition to examining participant characteristics, we also conducted a closer investigation 

of the subsample of studies that focused primarily on groups who have historically been 

underrepresented in psychological research: non-White individuals, low-income individuals, 

and SGM individuals. In terms of research methods and design, studies focused on 

underrepresented groups were, in general, similarly rigorous to studies not focused on 

underrepresented groups, with some key differences. Studies focused on underrepresented 

groups were equally likely to use methods other than self-report (i.e., observational, 

physiological, interview) and daily diary designs. These studies were more likely to 

use dyadic data and to draw the sample from the community, and less likely to use 

undergraduate or online samples. Finally, studies of underrepresented groups were more 

likely to use a qualitative or longitudinal design, but were less likely to use experimental 

designs. Taken together, these results suggest that research conducted on underrepresented 

groups tends to take a more contextual approach by sampling in the community, including 

both partners, and collecting open-ended or follow-up data. In contrast, research conducted 

on non-underrepresented groups appears to prioritize internal validity and causal inference 

by employing experimental designs, and using undergraduate and online samples (Sue, 

1999).

In terms of the research questions being addressed, studies focused on low-income and non-

White participants were skewed more toward answering basic research questions, followed 

by population specific research questions, with no or few generalizability questions. 

However, the opposite was true of studies focused on sexual and gender minorities, which 

skewed toward answering population specific research questions. Taken together, these 

results suggest that researchers may view the relationships of SGM individuals as more 

unique and in need of research addressing their specific experiences, compared to the 

relationships of non-White and low-income individuals, who appear to be seen as a more 

appropriate population for answering basic questions about intimate relationships. However, 

we note that these inferences are drawn from a small number of studies (n = 74) and should 

therefore be interpreted with caution. In reality, much more research testing all of these 

types of research questions in underrepresented groups, using a variety of methods and 

designs, is needed.
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Limitations

Several factors limit the interpretation of these results. First, our results describing 

participant demographics are incomplete because of the large amount of missing data. Poor 

reporting of participant demographics is common (DeJesus et al., 2019; Qu et al., 2020; 

Rad et al., 2018), and is arguably a bigger problem than reliance on non-diverse samples 

because the provenance of the results is completely unknown, rather than known to originate 

in a specific, majority group. Due to this missing data issue, our results are reflective only 

of the subset of studies that reported participant demographics and not of the entire corpus 

of studies included in the review. However, we believe that these results are likely to be 

an accurate representation of sample demographics because it is unlikely that researchers 

who did not measure and report on participant demographics have unintentionally obtained a 

diverse or underrepresented sample (Karney et al., 2004).

Second, due to the heterogeneity in how participant demographics were reported, we 

typically had to collapse data to the lowest common denominator and employ coding 

schemes rather than obtaining precise estimates. This issue is particularly problematic in 

assessing the race/ethnicity of participants, where we were forced to collapse to a singular 

“Non-White” category because many studies reported demographics in this manner. This 

“analytic bifurcation” is problematic because it treats people of color as a single monolithic 

group and holds up White Americans as the standard to be measured against, and we regret 

to have to replicate this stance in this work (Williams, 2019).

Finally, it was not feasible to examine every published article across all of relationship 

science, or to include unpublished work or work published in formats such as books 

or reports. We chose journals representative of relationship science and its various 

subdisciplines, but our results may not generalize to other journals, or to books or gray 

literature.

Recommendations

Results of this study document multiple issues, including major underreporting of 

participant demographic data as well as a widespread lack of diversity and inclusion 

of underrepresented groups across a number of demographic segments. These issues are 

a threat to the credibility and validity of relationship science because we currently do 

not know whether the vast majority of our theories and findings generalize beyond a 

small portion of the human population, and we do not understand the unique relationship 

processes occurring in non-majority groups. For relationship science to grow toward a more 

inclusive and robust field, a number of changes must be made.

The first and most basic step is to improve reporting of participant demographics in 

relationship science journals. Reporting standards from various bodies such as the American 

Psychological Association (followed by JFP, JMF, and JPSP:IRGP) and the International 

Committee of Medical Journal Editors (followed by JSPR) have long called for reporting 

of participant demographic characteristics (APA Publications and Communications Board 

Working Group on Journal Article Reporting Standards, 2008; International Committee of 

Medical Journal Editors, 2013). However, it is clear that expecting voluntary compliance by 
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authors has not been successful, thus journals must enforce these policies at the editorial 

level, a practice already used by journals such as Cultural Diversity & Ethnic Minority 
Psychology.

The second, and much more difficult, step is to increase the extent to which 

underrepresented groups are included in relationship science research, and to do so in a 

manner that is respectful of, and relevant to, these communities. We draw from Hall, Yip, 

& Zárate’s (2016) conceptual approach to studying ethnocultural diversity to briefly outline 

various approaches that researchers may take. The first approach is generalizability research, 

which simply tests whether a given theory replicates across groups. Generalizability research 

can draw attention to unstated assumptions of key theories, but typically treat groups as 

monolithic and provides little information about why results generalize or not. Finding 

no differences across groups also does not necessarily mean that differences do not exist; 

post-hoc tests of moderation may be under-powered, or groups may have arrived at the 

same outcomes via different pathways. The second approach, group differences research, 

builds on generalizability research by determining potential cultural/contextual mechanisms 

that are responsible for differences observed across groups. This approach attends more to 

within-group factors than generalizability research, but still contrasts the underrepresented 

group against a (typically majority) comparison group. The final approach is multicultural 

research, which involves investigating the mechanisms of cultural/contextual influences on 

behavior in underrepresented groups. This approach does not use a comparison group, 

and therefore allows for a fuller understanding of processes within underrepresented 

groups because research questions are not tied to processes initially observed in majority 

groups. Multicultural research is particularly important for groups that make up a small 

proportion of the population, such as sexual and gender minorities, for whom proportional 

representation within a larger sample would provide under-powered generalizability studies 

at best.

This brief summary should not serve as a substitute for reading Hall and colleagues (2016) 

work in full. Indeed, it is important that all researchers take it upon themselves to become 

culturally-competent and cognizant of the role that their participants’ ecological contexts 

and identities (e.g., age, gender identity, ethnicity, race, sexual orientation, social class), 

play in their lives (American Psychological Association, 2017). Our results show that even 

researchers who do not believe themselves to be engaging in “cultural” research are typically 

studying a particular group - White Americans - who have their own specific cultural values 

(e.g., Wolfe et al., 2001). In addition to improving cultural competence among researchers, 

properly conducting multicultural research also requires insights from members of the 

population of interest in order to avoid deficit narratives and address research questions 

that are relevant to the population. This can come in the form of diversified research groups 

who are closely engaged with the population (Nzinga et al., 2018; Roberts et al., 2020), 

as well as from qualitative research conducted early in the process (Syed, 2018). In fact, 

though qualitative research made up a very small proportion of the studies in our corpus 

(3%), these studies disproportionately focused on underrepresented groups, indicating that a 

small number of relationship scientists are already using this approach.
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Beyond the practices of individual researchers, larger systemic changes are also needed 

in our journals and granting agencies. Journal editors and grant reviewers must recognize 

that samples that come from traditionally underrepresented groups are novel and important 

contributions to the literature (Rad et al., 2018). Additionally, given the current state 

of the field, high-quality research on underrepresented groups is likely to include basic 

observational and descriptive research questions, and these must be valued as important 

inputs in the research process, alongside experiments that identify causal mechanisms (Syed 

et al., 2018).

Taking these steps toward diversifying our samples and conducting culturally sensitive 

research will not just benefit our understanding of underrepresented groups, it will 

strengthen relationship science as a whole by establishing the foundational knowledge 

necessary to develop strong, testable theories that will better withstand the test of replication 

(Scheel et al., 2021).
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Figure 1. 
PRISMA Flow Diagram
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Figure 2. 
Geographic Representation of Studies
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Figure 3. 
Proportion of Studies that Reported vs. Did Not Report Key Demographics
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Figure 4. Proportion of Studies that Focused Primarily on an Underrepresented Group
Note. N = 562 U.S. based studies for Income, N = 562 U.S. based studies for Race/Ethnicity, 

N = 771 studies for Sexual orientation and gender diversity
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Figure 5. Proportion of Studies that Focused Primarily on an Underrepresented Group by 
Journal
Note. Underrepresented includes the Primarily Low-income studies, Primarily Non-White 

studies, and Oversample or Exclusive SGM studies.

JFP = Journal of Family Psychology, JMF = Journal of Marriage and Family, JSPR = 

Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, PR = Personal Relationships, JPSP = Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology: Interpersonal Relations and Group Processes section
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Table 1

Comparison of Sample Source, Research Method, and Design of Underrepresented and Non-underrepresented 

Samples

Non-Underrepresented Studies Underrepresented Studies χ²(1) p

Community Sample 55% 81% 18.88 <.001

Undergraduate Sample 28% 15% 5.87 .015

Internet Sample 12% 3% 5.54 .019

Dyadic Data 41% 54% 4.65 .031

Observational Data 11% 12% 0.01 .906

Physiological Data 2% 1% 0.28 .599

Interview Data 2% 8% 13.23 <.001

Cross-Sectional Design 45% 42% 0.35 .555

Longitudinal Design 23% 35% 5.13 .023

Experimental Design 20% 9% 4.58 .032

Diary Design 10% 5% 1.42 .234

Qualitative Design 2% 8% 8.96 .003

Note. n = 697 Non-Underrepresented Studies, n = 74 Underrepresented Studies
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