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Evolutionary research continues to discover new features of human mate preferences, but the downstream
consequences of these preferences for mate selection have been insufficiently explored. Some have
inferred that stated preferences have few behavioral consequences given seemingly weak effects of
preferences in predicting mating outcomes. Here we test this inference with data from simulated mating
markets as well as from real-world couples. We generate a series of agent-based models in which
preferences either do or do not drive mate selection. We compare these simulations with 3 empirical
studies of real-world couples (Study 1, n � 214; Study 2, n � 259; Study 3, n � 294). Preference-driven
agent based models produce several effects that emerge in real couples, but not within random
simulations. These include low-magnitude correlations between stated preferences and the individual
traits of chosen partners; the novel finding that people with high mate value leverage that value into
securing partners with more desirable traits; and the finding that couples assort based on overall mate
value. Moreover, real-world mate choices correspond strongly with preference-driven simulations, but
not to simulations in which mate selection is random with respect to preferences. Finally, we provide
evidence that these effects are due to the causal role of stated preferences, and are not better explained
by people updating their mate preferences to match chosen mates. These results provide new evidence
that stated mate preferences guide actual mate selections under real mating-market constraints.
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Humans possess a set of universal, sex-differentiated mate pref-
erences (Buss, 1989; Kenrick & Keefe, 1992; Lippa, 2007; Schmitt
et al., 2003). These preferences are hypothesized to have evolved
because they motivated ancestral humans to select mates with
fitness-beneficial features. Yet some studies find only weak effects
linking stated mate preferences to actual mating behavior, suggest-
ing stated mate preferences may not be as relevant to mate choice
as are other factors (e.g., Eastwick & Finkel, 2008; Todd, Penke,
Fasolo, & Lenton, 2007). In this article, we propose that apparently
weak effects of mate preferences on mating outcomes do not
indicate that stated preferences are ineffective, but rather emerge
due to the complex dynamics of real mating markets. Further,
these dynamics render appropriate predictions about the relation-
ship between stated mate preferences and actual mate choices
difficult to intuit. We thus derive predictions about mate prefer-
ences from agent-based models of mate choice and then test these
predictions in three samples of actual mated couples.

What Do People Prefer?

The centrality of mating to reproduction, the primary engine of
evolution, makes the choice of a mate one of the most important

decisions a sexually reproducing organism makes (Ryan, Akre, &
Kirkpatrick, 2009). Thousands of species, from fruit flies to elephant
seals have preferences that function to guide them toward beneficial
mates (Alcock, 2013; Thornhill & Alcock, 1983). Humans are no
exception to this biological principle: Ancestral humans who selected
healthy, fertile, or investing mates would have reproduced more
successfully than those who selected unhealthy, infertile, and selfish
mates. A task analysis of the demands of mating—what makes a
reproductively valuable mate, to whom, and under what circumstanc-
es—consequently provides researchers clear and numerous predic-
tions about the nature of human desire (Buss, 1992).

Cumulative research over the past three decades has revealed
multiple preferences for traits including age (younger for males,
older for females; see Buss, 1989; Kenrick & Keefe, 1992; Paw-
lowski & Dunbar, 1999), kindness and generosity (Lukaszewski &
Roney, 2010), symmetry (Grammer & Thornhill, 1994), waist-to-
hip ratio (Jasienska, Ziomkiewicz, Ellison, Lipson, & Thune,
2004; Singh, 1993), shoulder-to-hip ratio (Dijkstra & Buunk,
2001), a particular lumbar curvature (Lewis, Al-Shawaf, & Buss,
2015), and cues to resource acquisition potential such as ambition,
industriousness, and social status (e.g., Perusse, 1993; Townsend &
Levy, 1990). Several of these mate preferences are universally sex-
differentiated according to hypotheses anchored in evolutionary logic,
with women more desiring of resources to compensate their substan-
tial parenting costs and men more desiring of relative youth and
physical attractiveness as indicators of otherwise obscure reproductive
potential (Buss, 1989).
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What Do Mate Preferences Do?

Although mate preference research has been a large and successful
research area, most work has focused more on stated desires than on
actual mate choices. Studies that have attempted to bridge this gap
have produced results that appear counter to mate preference theories.
For instance, Kurzban and Weeden (2005) found that physical attri-
butes alone predicted desirability in a speed dating environment
despite the frequency of stated preferences for nonobservable prefer-
ences like resources, education, and kindness. Todd, Penke, Fasolo,
and Lenton (2007) similarly found only low-magnitude correlations
between speed daters’ stated preferences and the corresponding trait
levels of the partners they selected for all traits but physical appear-
ance. Curiously, for men this correlation was even negative: Men who
stated stronger preferences for physical appearance selected partners
who were less physically attractive. Eastwick and Finkel (2008) found
null effects relating stated ideal preferences to mate choices in another
speed dating study.

There are several possible explanations for the weak effects of
stated preferences on real mating outcomes (Li & Meltzer, 2015).
Within speed-dating studies, the most common studies of actual mate
choice, Li et al. (2013) argue that mixed findings are due in part to
limitations of speed dating events themselves. Crucially, speed dating
participants tend to show low variance on desired traits, constraining
correlations between preferences and chosen partner traits. They show
that experimentally increasing this variance does increase the power
of preferences to predict the traits of chosen partners.

Fletcher, Simpson, Thomas, and Giles (1999) found that higher-
order ideal preference factors can predict corresponding trait fac-
tors in long-term relationship partners. Their effects are stronger
than commonly observed in speed-dating studies, but come only
from abstracting away from individually stated preferences toward
higher-order factors and are still only moderate in size. Campbell,
Chin, and Stanton (2016) found that stated ideal preferences do
significantly predict the corresponding traits of later selected part-
ners, but the overall effect size was small. In general, the power of
individual stated preferences to predict the traits of chosen partners
appears to be modest at best.

The Many Complexities Inherent to
Real Mate Selection

The seemingly weak relationships between stated preferences
and choice have been taken to indicate that stated mate preferences
are not relevant to actual mate selection (e.g., Eastwick, Luchies,
Finkel, & Hunt, 2014). The rationale is intuitive: If stated mate
preferences drive mate selection, it seems natural that the strength
of preference for a trait would correlate with the value of that trait
in selected partners. But mate choice in realistic mating markets is
the outcome of several interacting dynamics (Lykken & Tellegen,
1993). We argue that the complexity of these markets must be
carefully analyzed to render hypotheses about the causal links
between mate preferences and mate choice.

For instance, successfully selecting a mate first requires navi-
gating an environment in which potential mates have to be eval-
uated simultaneously on multiple dimensions. Second, a mate who
actually embodies all of these desired qualities may not exist in the
eligible mating pool. Third, mating is an inherently competitive
endeavor: desirable mates are always in short supply compared

with those vying for them (Symons, 1979). Fourth, in a mating
system marked by mutual mate choice, each person must not only
select their preferred mate, but also be selected by that mate.

Given the complex dynamics of real mating markets, it is possible
that stated mate preferences do drive mating behavior, but that the
effects of these preferences on mating outcomes are not intuitively
obvious because they are subject to multiple constraints. For instance,
weak correlations between stated preferences and the traits of chosen
partners could indicate that stated preferences have no behavioral
effect. But these weak correlations could also emerge simply because
people do not have full power to fulfill their preferences. Further, fully
assessing the role of mate preferences in mate selection requires
assessing the many effects preferences can have on mating outcomes.
For instance, relationships between desirability as a mate and mating
outcomes may prove diagnostic of the importance of mate prefer-
ences. People who are intelligent and kind well-embody the mate
preferences of their potential mates—they are high in “mate value”
(Buss, 2003; Sugiyama, 2005). These high mate value people would
have an easier time attracting their desired partners than their cruel
and cognitively challenged competitors. Under this realistic con-
straint, correlations between stated preferences and choice might be
stronger for desirable individuals and progressively decrease for those
lower in mate value.

Desirable people, however, still must select among the mates
available to them. This limitation may prevent high mate value
people from strongly fulfilling their preferences, even if they can
“leverage” their desirability into attracting partners with more
desirable features. This mate value leveraging could further gen-
erate assortative mating for mate value: The most desirable people
on the mating market have the most power to select desirable
mates, so preference-driven mate selection could cause substantial
correlations between partner mate values, even if preference ful-
fillment is low or modest on any single dimension.

Even causally efficacious mate preferences would thus be sub-
ject to multiple constraints and these constraints could in principle
cause preferences to have effects that are not intuitively obvious.
Evaluating whether real mate choices are driven by stated mate
preferences requires methods that take into account these multiple
potential constraints and allow researchers to link preferences to
their many potential outcomes—critically preference fulfillment,
mate value leveraging, and assortative mating for mate value.

Agent-Based Modeling as a Tool for Studying
Mate Preferences

Agent-based modeling provides one potentially valuable tool for
understanding the role of mate preferences in mating outcomes.
Agent-based models are computer simulations in which simulated
individuals, “agents,” act and interact according to preprogrammed
decision rules (Bonabeau, 2002; Smith & Conrey, 2007). Re-
searchers have the power to manipulate the environments in which
agents interact, qualities of the agents themselves, and the decision
rules agents use to generate their behavior. Agent-based models
thus allow researchers to create simulated environments that re-
create important real-world dynamics and observe what behaviors
emerge from these systems. Such models are increasingly em-
ployed in the study of human cooperation (e.g., Delton, Krasnow,
Cosmides, & Tooby, 2011; Krasnow, Delton, Tooby, & Cosmides,
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2013), but are only rarely are applied to study human mating (see
Hills & Todd, 2008 for an exception).

Here we apply agent-based models to assess whether stated
mate preferences plausibly drive human mate selection. We gen-
erate agents who possess mate preferences and corresponding
traits and who attempt to form romantic couples with one another.
These models capture many of the constraints of real mating
markets: Agents must evaluate their potential mates on several
dimensions; ideal mates may or may not exist within their envi-
ronments; they must compete with same-sex agents to attract
mates; and agents must not only select mates but also secure
mutual attraction in order to form romantic couples.

These models allow us to observe the many potential effects
mate preferences have on mating outcomes when preferences are
subject to realistic constraints: That is, do agents strongly fulfill
their preferences? Do higher mate value agents better fulfill their
mate preferences? Do high mate value agents leverage their desir-
ability into selecting partners with more desirable traits? And do
agents tend to mate assortatively for mate value? Agent-based
models thus allow us to derive and explore predictions about the
effects of mate preferences while taking into account the con-
straints inherent in real mate selection.

Crucially, agent-based models additionally allow us to experi-
mentally manipulate the role of mate preferences in mate selection.
With agent-based modeling, we can generate simulated worlds in
which we know that mate preferences causally guide mate selec-
tion and separate worlds where agents select mates randomly with
respect to their preferences. This manipulation allows us to ob-
serve the effects of preferences when we know with certainty that
they do or do not drive real mate choices. By comparing these
simulated outcomes with data from real mated couples, we can
generate principled inferences about the role of mate preferences
in real human mate choice. If the effects of mate preferences in real
couples are more comparable with those found in models wherein
preferences drive mate selection, this suggests that mate choices
are driven by stated mate preferences. Conversely, if human cou-
ples are more similar to agents from preference-random simula-
tions, this implies that people’s stated mate preferences are not
important to their mate choices.

Present Research

Answering the question of whether stated mate preferences
drive mate selection requires research designs that take into ac-
count the facts that (a) mate choice is the product of many
interacting dynamics and that (b) mate preferences themselves can
have a multiplicity of effects. Here we address these complexities
by deriving predictions about mate preferences from agent-based
models and testing these predictions in samples of real world
couples. Across Studies 1 and 2, we compare the effects of mate
preferences found within preference-driven and preference-
random simulations with the corresponding effects in data from
real mated couples. These comparisons provide tests of the role of
stated mate preferences that take into account the broad array of
dynamics involved in real mate selection. In Study 3 we use a
separate set of agent-based models to assess whether the results of
Studies 1 and 2 are better explained by a causal role of stated
preferences or by post hoc updating of preferences to correspond
to the traits of chosen partners.

Study 1: Newlywed Couples Compared With
Computer Simulations

In Study 1, we compare relationships between stated mate
preferences and mate choice found in simulations to those found in
a sample of newlywed couples. Newlyweds provide an important
sample for studying mate choice because of the relatively high-
stakes nature of the relationship: Compared with relatively tran-
sient speed-dating or hookups, marriage is a high-commitment,
high-cost form of mating that can have cascading consequences for
years or decades. Moreover, dissolution of a marriage is costly,
rendering initial mate selection crucial. If mate preferences drive
actual mate selections, this linkage should be revealed in a new-
lywed sample; mate preferences effects observed in newlywed
data should generally correspond with those derived from simu-
lated preference-driven mating markets, but not random mating
markets.

Method

Participants. Participants were 214 partners composing 107
heterosexual newlywed couples. Participants were recruited by
mail from public marriage records in a large county in the Mid-
western United States. All couples had been married for less than
1 year at the time of participation. The average age for male
participants was 26.68 (SD � 3.71); females were 25.54 years old
on average (SD � 4.05).

Measures.
Personality. We analyzed for each participant ratings on 40

7-point bipolar adjective pairs representing the five factors of
personality. Adjective pairs were chosen as the highest-loading
items from Goldberg’s (1983) factor analysis. For each item, we
analyzed a self-report, partner-report, and the report of two inde-
pendent interviewers. Couples were interviewed together by pairs
of interviewers, one male and one female. Interviewers asked a
standard set of open-ended questions, beginning with how the
couple first met and ending with how long they expected to be
together. Interviews lasted 40–50 min. Immediately following
each interview, each interviewer independently rated each member
of the couple. Interviewer ratings were ipsatized by subtracting the
interviewer’s mean rating from each of their ratings and dividing
by the standard deviation of their ratings. Ipsatized ratings were
then standardized and averaged into composite personality scores
along with self- and partner-ratings. Average interrater correlations
ranged from poor (r � .03) to modest (r � .39) across traits and
averaged (r � .14). However, results did not differ qualitatively
when using self-reports alone or composite ratings (see supple-
mental materials), so we proceeded with composite ratings for all
analyses.

Attractiveness, salary, height, relative age, and mate value.
Independent interviewers rated each participant on a 7-point scale
of overall physical attractiveness. These ratings were ipsatized and
averaged into composite scores of physical attractiveness. Inter-
viewer ratings of physical attractiveness correlated (r � .63) with
one another. A composite resources score was formed by stan-
dardizing and averaging participant self-reports of current salary
and anticipated salary 10 years in the future. These items were
well-correlated with one another (r � .60). Height in inches was
obtained from participant self-report. Relative age was calculated
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as the difference between self-reported age and partner self-
reported age. Finally, each interviewer rated each member of the
couple on “Overall attractiveness as a potential mate (market value
to opposite sex)” using a 7-point scale that ranged from 1 (ex-
tremely low) to 7 (extremely high). For ratings, interviewers only
had access to the couple’s responses to the interviewer questions
and their own observations during the course of the interview.
These ratings were ipsatized and averaged to form composite
scores of overall mate value. Interviewer ratings were well-
correlated (r � .53).

Mate preferences. For personality preferences, participants
rated their desired partner personality on the same 7-point bipolar
adjective scale used for self-, partner-, and interviewer-report.
Preferences were rated before participants were interviewed. Pref-
erence for physical attractiveness was calculated as the average of
the standardized ratings of preference for a “good looking” and
“physically attractive” partner, each on 5-point scales. Ratings on
these two preference variables were correlated (r � .80). For
resources, participants reported how much they desired a partner
who was “wealthy” on a 5-point scale as well as the desirability of
a “good earning capacity.” These ratings were moderately well-
correlated (r � .38); ratings were standardized and averaged into
an overall preference for resources score. Preference for height
was reported as ideal height in feet and inches; this item was
converted into inches for analyses. Ideal age was self-reported on
a 7-point bipolar item, with 1 (younger than you are) and 7 (older
than you are).

Because participants reported their preferences while in ongoing
relationships, we cannot be certain that participants’ reported pref-
erences were the same as prior to mate choice or whether partic-
ipants had updated their preferences post hoc to better correspond
to their partners’ traits. We have no means within this dataset to
assess whether participants’ preferences changed to match their
partners’ traits over time. However, in Study 3 we explore the
ability of this post hoc preference updating process to explain the
results we observe.

Agent-based models using random and preference-driven
mate selection. We conducted two agent-based models: one in
which mate selection was random with respect to mate preferences
and another in which mate selection was driven by mate prefer-
ences. Figure 1 shows the life cycle followed by each of these
models. Models first generated simulated agents based on the real
human data. These agents next computed how attracted they were
to one another and then selected each other as mates based on these
attractions. The model finally analyzed the simulated relationships
and stored the results. This cycle was repeated 10,000 times for
each model. All simulations were completed in R; script is avail-
able in the supplemental materials.

Agent generation. We generated 150 simulated agents for
each cycle of the agent-based model. A population size of 150 was
chosen to match Dunbar’s number of maximum human social
group size (Hill & Dunbar, 2003). However, modeling different
population sizes did not qualitatively change the results (see sup-
plemental materials). We generated agents by randomly sampling
75 males and 75 females from the sample of newlywed couples.
Each agent took on the traits and preferences of one of the sampled
newlyweds, excluding the preference for age difference as this was
specific to relationships. Traits and preferences were standardized
and a constant was added to each trait so that trait and preferences

values were positive and on the same scale. Each agent thus had 43
traits and preferences that preserved whatever real correlational
structures existed between preferences and traits. Results did not
differ qualitatively when agents were generated randomly instead
of drawn from the real human couples (see supplemental materi-
als).

Compute attraction. After generation, agents computed how
attracted they were to one another. Each agent calculated how
attracted they were to all opposite sex agents.

In the preference-driven simulation, agents calculated their at-
traction to potential mates as the summed product of their prefer-
ences and each potential mate’s traits: the agent multiplied each of
their preference values by the potential mate’s corresponding trait
value and summed these products across the 43 traits. This attrac-
tion algorithm was selected to be consistent with models proposed
in prior research (e.g., Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Eastwick & Hunt,
2014; Miller & Todd, 1998). Attraction was fully determined by
agents’ preferences and traits; simulations that included a random
component to attraction did not produce qualitatively different
results (see supplemental materials).

In the random simulation, each agent produced a random attrac-
tion value for each potential mate. These attraction values were
arbitrarily constrained to fall between 500 and 1,500 and were
drawn from a uniform distribution.

The result of the attraction process was two matrices for each
simulation: one containing how attractive each male agent found
each female agent and another containing how attractive each
female agent found each male agent. These two matrices were
multiplied element-wise to produce the mutual attraction matrix:
how mutually attracted each possible couple would be.

Mate selection. After calculating attraction, the agents began
the mate selection process. The model first selected the most
mutually attracted possible couple in the population, paired the
agents, and removed both from the mating market. This process
iterated until all agents had a mate. Pairing based on mutual
attraction provided for several realistic features, chiefly that mate
selection was attraction-dependent but, like human mate choice,
required attraction from both parties. An agent is not merely paired
with the mate to whom they are most attracted or the mate most
attracted to them. Rather, pairing occurs based on the strongest

Figure 1. The life cycle followed by the agent-based models. Each model
first generated agents by drawing from the human samples. The agents next
computed how attracted they were to one another and then selected each
other as mates based on these attractions. The model finally analyzed the
simulated relationships and stored the results.
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combination of attractions among still-available mates under the
assumption that people will tend to pursue and mate guard mates
to whom they are strongly attracted.

We ran an additional set of models in which agents were broken
into random subgroups of n � 30 before selecting mates. The most
mutually attracted agents within each group were paired with one
another. This alternative model had two key features. First each
agent interacted only with a subset of potential mates, rather than
selecting from the entire population of opposite sex agents as in the
reported models. Second, the most mutually attracted agents in the
population were not guaranteed to pair first or even at all because
they were not guaranteed to be within the same random subgroup.
This model thus incorporated both limited mate search and ran-
domness in mate selection beyond attraction. Results did not
qualitatively differ between this grouping model and the reported
models (see supplemental materials).

Data analysis. After all agents selected their mates, the model
began to analyze their relationships. We stored for each couple the
preferences, traits, and overall mate value of each partner. An
agent’s overall mate value was calculated as the average attrac-
tiveness of that agent to all opposite sex agents.

We used the agent-based model data as a theory-guiding tool.
Our assumption was that if the effects of mate preferences found
in the newlywed data matched those found in the preference-
driven simulation, but not the random simulation, this would
provide evidence that stated mate preferences drive actual mate
selection. As such, analyses proceeded by first analyzing relation-
ships between preferences, traits, and mate value in the simulated
data. Because we hoped to observe the diagnostic effects of stated
preferences that emerged under realistic constraints, we made no a
priori predictions about the nature of the simulated data.

Once we established the magnitude of preference effects within
the simulation data, we analyzed the newlywed data for the same
effects and stored the resulting magnitudes. In comparing the
simulation data with the newlywed data, we asked two questions
for each effect: (a) is there a qualitative fit between the newlywed
data and the random or preference-driven simulations? That is, do
preference effects that emerge in the simulation data also emerge
in the same direction in the newlywed data? And (b) are effects in
the newlywed and simulated data comparable quantitatively—are
the effects in the newlywed data significantly more similar to the
preference-driven simulation or to the random simulation?

Results

We first present results bearing on the qualitative fit between the
agent-based models and the newlywed data. That is, do preference
effects in the agent-based models also emerge in the newlywed
sample? If stated mate preferences do drive real human mate
selection, preference effects within the newlywed sample should
show qualitative fit with the preference-driven simulation and not
the random simulation.

Preference fulfillment. We first analyzed the degree of pref-
erence fulfillment—the extent to which people’s stated mate pref-
erences correlate with their partner’s corresponding traits. This
metric is similar to that used in prior studies on the behavioral
effects of stated mate preferences (e.g., Todd et al., 2007). To
calculate preference fulfillment, we calculated the correlation be-
tween each mate preference and the corresponding traits across

couples and then averaged across preferences. Higher preference
fulfillment values indicate that people’s stated preferences more
strongly predict their chosen partner’s corresponding trait values.

Preference fulfillment was zero in the random simulation for
both males (r � .00, 95% CI [�.06, .06]) and females (r � .00,
95% CI [�.06, .06]), indicating that preferences did not predict
partner traits. Preference fulfillment was surprisingly weak in the
preference-driven simulation as well (males: r � .20, 95% CI [.14,
.26]; females: .20, 95% CI [.15, .26]). Mate preferences did sig-
nificantly predict the traits of chosen mates, but this effect was
small in magnitude. Preference fulfillment correlations from the
newlywed data were comparable with those found in the
preference-driven simulation (males: r � .16, 95% CI [.10, .21];
females: r � .21. 95% CI [.16, .27]) and to effect sizes in previous
research exploring the predictive power of stated mate preferences
(e.g., Campbell, Chin, & Stanton, 2016).

Preference fulfillment as a function of mate value. We used
regression analyses to determine whether preference fulfillment
was stronger for people and agents who were higher in mate value.
For each mate preference, we produced a regression model which
used the interaction between a person or agent’s mate value and
their stated mate preference to predict the corresponding trait value
of their chosen mate. We saved the beta weight of the interaction
term from each regression and averaged beta weights across re-
gressions. A beta weight higher than zero thus indicates that,
across traits, higher mate value people were better able to fulfill
their stated mate preferences.

Preference fulfillment did not interact with mate value in the
random simulation for male agents (b � .00, 95% CI [�.00, .00])
or female agents (b � .00, 95% CI [�.00, .00]). Mate value also
did not interact with preference fulfillment in the preference-
driven simulation for agents of either sex (male: b � .00, 95% CI
[�.00, .00]; female: b � .00, 95% CI [�.00, .00]). This interaction
also did not emerge in the newlywed data for males (b � .02, 95%
CI [�.07, .02]), or females (b � .00, 95% CI [�.05, .04]).

Mate value leveraging. We next analyzed the simulation data
for mate value leveraging: the degree to which higher mate value
people acquire partners with more consensually desirable traits.
Because all traits were coded such that the higher end was the
positive pole, we calculated mate value leveraging as the average
correlation between mate value and partner traits. There was no
mate value leveraging in the random simulation for males (r � .00,
95% CI [�.10, .10]), or females (r � .00, 95% CI [�.10, .10]).
There was modest mate value leveraging in the preference driven
simulation (males: r � .27, 95% CI [.18, .35]; females: r � .28,
95% CI [.18, .36]). Mate value leveraging in the newlywed data
was similar to that of the preference-driven simulation for males
(r � .19, 95% CI [.10, .26]), and females (r � .18, 95% CI [.11,
.25]).

Assortative mating for mate value. Finally, given that higher
mate value people and agents tend to select partners with more
desirable traits, we next analyzed the simulation data to determine
whether people and agents mated assortatively for overall mate
value. There was no correlation between partner mate values in
the random simulation (r � .03, 95% CI [�.20, .25]) whereas mate
value was strongly correlated within the preference-driven simu-
lation (r � .62, 95% CI [.42, .77]). The newlywed data showed
correspondence with the preference-driven simulation: mate value
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was strongly correlated between partners (r � .63, 95% CI [.53,
.71]).

Overall model comparison. We next compared the overall
quantitative fit between the effect magnitudes found in each agent-
based model and the effect magnitudes found in the newlywed
sample. Figure 2 plots all effect magnitudes for each data source.
We quantified overall model fit as the sum of the squared devia-
tions between each model effect and the corresponding effect in
the newlywed data. We calculated this sum of squared deviations
within each iteration of each agent-based model. The reported sum
of squared deviation for each model is the average deviation across
model runs; 95% confidence intervals are the values that cut off
the most extreme 5% of all iterations. The p value for comparing
overall model similarity was the proportion of model runs in which
the random simulation was more similar to the newlywed data than
the preference-driven simulation.

The sum of the squared deviations between the random model
and the newlywed data was SS � .52, 95% CI [.28, 84]. The sum
of the squared deviations between the preference-driven model and
the newlywed data was SS � .03, 95% CI [.01, .09]. The newly-
wed data was significantly more similar overall to the preference-
driven simulation than to the random simulation, p � .001.

Discussion

The results of Study 1 suggest that stated mate preferences drive
mate selection. In terms of qualitative fit, for all effects analyzed,
whenever an effect was present in the preference-driven simula-
tion, an effect in the same direction was also present in the
newlywed data. The newlywed data showed no qualitative fit with
the random simulation. The data showed strong quantitative fit

with the preference-driven simulation relative to the random sim-
ulation; the effect magnitudes in the newlywed data were signifi-
cantly more similar to those found in the preference-driven simu-
lation overall.

Despite these results, the newlywed sample does have some
important limitations for studying mate choice. The sample was
drawn from just one county and may therefore be more homoge-
nous in mate preferences and mate qualities than broader samples
would be—limited trait variance is known to limit the observed
effects of stated mate preferences (Li et al., 2013). More impor-
tantly, most of the preferences and qualities assayed here were
personality variables. Variables analyzed in the newlywed sample
such as height, resources, age, and physical attractiveness are
among those traditionally hypothesized to be key to mate selection,
but other variables such as “careful,” “relaxed,” or “fair” are not.
For this reason, in Study 2 we sought to collect data from a more
diverse sample with variables more concentrated on those known
or theorized to be central to human mate choice.

Study 2: Comparing an Internet Sample of
Long-Term Couples to Computer Simulations

Study 2 attempted to replicate the results of Study 1 with a study
design and sample that addressed some of its limitations. In this
study, we compared simulated data with an Internet sample of
long-term couples expected to be more heterogeneous than the
newlywed sample. Preference and trait measures in this study
focused on a smaller set of traits more commonly employed and
theorized about in mate preference research.

Figure 2. Effects in mate selection from the newlywed data, the preference driven simulation, and the random
simulation from Study 1. Effects in the newlywed data were significantly more similar to the preference-driven
simulation overall, p � .001. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. Preference fulfillment � PF;
Preference fulfillment as a function of mate value � MV � PF; Mate value leveraging � MVL; Assortative
mating for mate value � AMMV.
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Method

Participants. Participants were 259 people (140 female) re-
cruited using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. Participants were in-
cluded only if they reported being in an ongoing, heterosexual,
long-term committed romantic relationship. Of these participants,
148 specified that they were married, 88 reported dating exclu-
sively, four reported being engaged, one reported “living to-
gether,” and 22 reported “dating casually.” Relationships were
90.65 months long on average (SD � 105.85). The average age for
female participants was 35.22 (SD � 11.38); males were 34.34-
years-old on average (SD � 10.83).

Measures. Participants completed the mate preference ques-
tionnaire from Buss (1989) with nine added dimensions: dominant,
confident, intelligent, masculine, feminine, muscular, kind, mutu-
ally attracted, and preferred age difference. Participants rated the
importance of these traits in a long-term partner on a 7-point scale
from irrelevant to indispensable and separately rated the extent to
which they agreed they and their partners possessed these traits
using 7-point Likert scales ranging from strongly disagree to
strongly agree. Finally, participants rated their own and their
partner’s long-term mate value, described as their actual or poten-
tial success on the long-term mating market, on a 7-point Likert
scale ranging from extremely low attractiveness to extremely high
attractiveness.

Simulations using random and preference-driven mate
selection. As in Study 1, we conducted a preference-driven
simulation in which mate selections were driven by mate prefer-
ences and a random simulation in which mate selection was
random with respect to mate preferences. Simulations were iden-
tical to those used in Study 1 except that agents were generated by
drawing samples randomly from the long-term couple participants
rather than the newlywed sample. We additionally ran the same
supplementary simulations as for Study 1; the results of these
simulations did not qualitatively differ from the reported results
(see supplemental materials).

Results

We first compared the qualitative fit between the agent-based
models and the long-term couple data.

Preference fulfillment. There was no preference fulfillment
in the random simulation for either males (r � .00, 95% CI [�.08,
.08]) or females (r � .00, 95% CI [�.09, .09]). Preference fulfill-
ment was again low in the preference-driven simulation (males:
r � .32, 95% CI [.25, .38]; females: .34, 95% CI [.26, .43]). The
long-term couples showed preference fulfillment slightly stronger
than found in the preference-driven simulation (males: r � .44,
95% CI [.36, .52]; females: r � .50, [.43, .57]).

Preference fulfillment as a function of mate value. As in
Study 1, preference fulfillment did not interact with mate value in
the random simulation for agents of either sex (male: b � .00, 95%
CI [�.00, .00]; female: b � .00, 95% CI [�.00, .00]). Mate value
again did not interact with preference fulfillment in the preference-
driven simulation for agents of either sex (male: b � .00, 95% CI
[�.00, .00]; female: b � .00, 95% CI [�.00, .00]). This interaction
did not emerge in the long-term couple data for males (b � .04,
95% CI [�.14, .04]), or females (b � .06, 95% CI [�.02, .12]).

Mate value leveraging. There was no mate value leveraging
in the random simulation for males (r � .00, 95% CI [�.12, .12]),

or females (r � .00, 95% CI [�.14, .14]). There was moderate
mate value leveraging in the preference driven simulation (males:
r � .41, 95% CI [.34, .48]; females: r � .46, 95% CI [.38, .54]).
Mate value leveraging in the long-term couple data was present but
weaker than was found in the preference-driven simulation for
males (r � .23, 95% CI [.12, .33]), and females (r � .22, 95% CI
[.12, .31]).

Assortative mating for mate value. Partner mate values were
not correlated in the random simulation (r � .03, 95% CI [�.20,
.25]). Partner mate values were strongly correlated within the
preference-driven simulation (r � .78, 95% CI [.68, .86]). Within
the long-term couples, mate value was moderately correlated be-
tween partners (r � .55, 95% CI [.43, .65]).

Overall model comparison. Figure 3 shows the average ef-
fect magnitudes for the random simulation, preference-driven sim-
ulation, and the long-term couple data. The long-term couple data
was more similar overall to the preference-driven simulation than
the random simulation, p � .001. The sum of the squared devia-
tions between the long-term couple data and the random simula-
tion was SS � .85, 95% CI [.59, 1.16]. The sum of the squared
deviations between the long-term couple data and the preference-
driven simulation was SS � .20, 95% CI [.12, .28].

Discussion

Study 2 closely replicated the results of Study 1. Mating data
from long-term couples showed a perfect qualitative fit with sim-
ulated data where mate choice was driven by mate preferences and
no qualitative fit with random simulation data. Effects that
emerged within the preference-driven simulation also emerged in
the long-term couple data. In terms of quantitative fit, the long-
term couple data was again significantly more similar overall to
the preference-driven simulation than to the random simulation.

These findings do suggest that mate selection is driven by stated
mate preferences, but an important alternative explanation re-
mains. Some evidence suggests that people in long-term, commit-
ted relationships are motivated to bias perceptions of their rela-
tionships in relationship-sustaining ways (Neff & Karney, 2003).
For at least some preferences, this bias appears to manifest in
people slightly adjusting their ideal preferences to better match
their partners (Fletcher, Simpson, & Thomas, 2000). The corre-
spondence observed between data from mated couples and
preference-driven simulations thus could be because mate prefer-
ences drive actual mate selections. However, the preference effects
observed within samples of real human couples could also emerge
because people update their stated preferences post hoc in order to
better match the traits of their chosen mates. Studies 1 and 2 cannot
adjudicate between these two possibilities. We conducted Study 3
in order to attempt to determine the direction of causality under-
lying the correspondence between our samples of mated couples
and the preference-driven simulations: Do people select their
mates based on their stated preferences or alter their preferences
based on their selected mates?

Study 3: Comparing Preference-Driven Mate Selection
and Post Hoc Preference Updating

We conducted Study 3 in order to determine the direction of
causality underlying the correspondence between real mated data
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and simulated mate choice data. Studies 1 and 2 both found that
data from real mated couples showed much stronger correspon-
dence to simulated mating markets wherein mate selection is
preference-driven than to markets that are random with respect to
mate preferences. These results suggest that people select partners
who match their preferences; but nonetheless it is also possible that
people select their partners for other reasons (e.g., availability,
proximity) and determine their stated preferences afterward. This
post hoc updating process could potentially explain the correspon-
dence we observe between preference effects within our real
couple data and simulations.

Each explanation for the correspondence between real mating
data and preference-driven simulations implies a distinct mating
market: one market in which mates are selected independently of
mate preferences, which are then altered to better match chosen
mates and another market in which mate preferences drive mate
selection but are perhaps still malleable to some degree. These
distinct implied mating markets may make distinct predictions
about the effects of stated preferences.

Agent-based models consequently provide a method for deter-
mining the most probable cause of the results of Studies 1 and 2.
In Study 3, we compare a series of simulated mating markets with
a third sample of long-term couples in order to determine whether
post hoc preference updating can explain the preference effects
observed in real human data and preference-driven simulations. In
half of all of Study 3’s simulations, mate selection is random with
respect to mate preferences; in the other half, mate preferences
drive mate selection. In each simulation, agents update their mate
preferences to make them some degree closer to the traits of the
partner they selected. If real mating data corresponds with
preference-driven simulations merely because of post hoc prefer-

ence updating, models that include preference-random mate selec-
tion and post hoc updating should be able to produce the same
effects observed within preference-driven simulations and real
human couples: preference fulfillment, mate value leveraging, and
assortative mating for mate value. If actual mate selection is
preference-driven, preference-random models should fail to repro-
duce real preference effects regardless of the extent of post hoc
updating.

Method

Participants. Participants were 294 individuals (129 female)
in long-term romantic relationships. Participants were recruited
using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. Female participants were 32.88
(SD � 11.38) years old on average; males, 35.04 (SD � 10.83).
All participants were heterosexual. Relationships were 68.99
months long on average (SD � 86.30).

Measures. Participants completed the same measures as in
Study 2.

Models. Models proceeded exactly as in Study 2 with the
addition of the post hoc updating process. After agents selected
one another as mates, they were allowed to update each of their
preferences to be more similar to their selected partner’s corre-
sponding trait value by some whole number percentage. Agents
updated their preferences by adding to each preference value the
difference between (a) their partner’s trait and (b) their own
corresponding preference value, multiplied by the desired percent-
age of preference updating. The degree of post hoc updating varied
across simulations in 1% increments ranging from 0% updating
(preferences were unchanged) to 100% updating (preferences
matched partner traits perfectly). All agents within a simulation

Figure 3. Effects in mate selection from the long-term couple data, the preference driven simulation, and the
random simulation from Study 2. Effects in the long-term couple data were significantly more similar to the
preference-driven simulation overall, p � .001. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. Preference
fulfillment � PF; Preference fulfillment as a function of mate value � MV � PF; Mate value leveraging �
MVL; Assortative mating for mate value � AMMV.
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updated their preferences to the same degree. The result was 202
models: 101 preference-random models that varied in post hoc
updating from 0% to 100% and 101 preference-driven models that
varied in post hoc updating from 0% to 100%. Agent mate values
and all model effects were calculated after the preference updating
process completed. We ran each of these 202 models for 1,000
iterations each.

Results

We first ran the same analyses as in Studies 1 and 2 for the
simulations with 0% preference updating. Figure 4 shows that the
same preference effects emerge within the simulations and long-
term couples as in Studies 1 and 2. Effects were generally stronger
within the preference-driven simulation than in the long-term
couple data. But the long-term couple data again showed perfect
qualitative fit with the preference-driven simulation but not the
random simulation. The long-term couple data was also signifi-
cantly more similar quantitatively to the preference-driven simu-
lation (SS � .32, 95% CI [.17, .45]) than to the random simulation
(SS � .62, 95% CI [.40, .90]), p � .01.

Thus, with 0% post hoc updating, the models of Study 3 repli-
cate the findings of Studies 1 and 2. But can these findings be
explained by post hoc updating? Figure 5 plots the overall quan-
titative fit between the long-term couple sample and the simula-
tions across degrees of preference updating. The model with the
absolute best quantitative fit to the long-term couple data was a
model in which mate selection was random and stated preferences
were updated post hoc to be 30% closer to chosen mates. However,
this model was not a significantly better fit to the long-term couple
data overall than the preference-driven model with 0% preference
updating, p � .37.

The quantitative fit analysis thus cannot adjudicate between
preference-driven mate selection and post hoc updating as expla-
nations for the effects observed in the long-term couple data. What
about the qualitative fit between the long-term couple data and
simulations? Figure 6 plots the relationship between each prefer-
ence effect and degree of post hoc preference updating within the
preference-random and preference-driven simulations. Of the four
effects analyzed, only preference fulfillment was related to the
degree of preference updating. Preference fulfillment increased
with the degree of preference updating in both preference-driven
and preference-random models. Preference fulfillment as a func-
tion of mate value, mate value leveraging, and assortative mating
for mate value had no relationship with post hoc preference up-
dating in either the preference-random or preference-driven sim-
ulations.

Consequently, within the preference-random simulations, no
amount of post hoc preference updating was able to reproduce the
assortative mating for mate value or the mate value leveraging
observed within the long-term couple data. On the other hand, all
three effects found in the long-term couple data—preference ful-
fillment, mate value leveraging, and assortative mating for mate
value—emerged within the preference-driven simulations regard-
less of the degree of post hoc updating.

Discussion

The results of Study 3 suggest that the correspondence between
real mating data and the preference-driven agent-based models is
produced by the guiding effects of stated mate preferences and not
post hoc updating of mate preferences alone. Preference-random
models with post hoc updating had good quantitative fit with the
long-term couple data but poor qualitative fit. Preference updating

Figure 4. Effects in mate selection from the long-term couple data, the preference driven simulation, and the
random simulation from Study 3 with 0% post hoc preference updating. Effects in the long-term couple data
were significantly more similar to the preference-driven simulation overall, p � .001. Error bars represent 95%
confidence intervals. Preference fulfillment � PF; Preference fulfillment as a function of mate value � MV �
PF; Mate value leveraging � MVL; Assortative mating for mate value � AMMV.
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could produce realistic degrees of preference fulfillment but could
not produce the mate value leveraging and assortative mating for
mate value effects observed in Studies 1, 2, and 3. In contrast, only
preference-driven simulations were able to produce good quanti-
tative and qualitative fit with the long-term data: The best-fit
preference-driven simulation produced the same preference fulfill-
ment, mate value leveraging, and assortative mating for mate value
effects observed in the long-term couple data. Therefore, preference-

driven mate selection is overall the more parsimonious model of
mate choice given that it is able to explain the emergence of all
effects observed within the long-term couples data. Preference
updating alone, without preference-driven mate selection, is an
untenable explanation for real mating data.

We must stress that these results speak to the explanatory power
of post hoc preference updating, but do not speak to the degree of
preference updating that actually occurs in human mate selection.

Figure 5. Sum of the squared deviations between simulation effects and long-term couple effects from Study
3 across degrees of post hoc preference updating. The least deviant simulation was one in which mate choice was
preference-random, but mate preferences were updated to be 30% closer to the traits of chosen partners.
However, this simulation did not fit the long-term data significantly better than the preference-driven model with
0% preference updating. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.

Figure 6. Preference effects across degrees of preference updating for the preference-random (A) and
preference-driven (B) simulations from Study 3. Preference updating is able to produce realistic degrees of
preference fulfillment, but cannot reproduce assortative mating for mate value or mate value leveraging. See the
online article for the color version of this figure.
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Some degree of preference updating may occur in real mate
choice. The preference fulfillment observed within our long-term
couple data could be the result of a combination of preference-
driven mate selection and preference updating, as suggested by
previous research (e.g., Fletcher, Simpson, Thomas, & Giles,
1999). Disentangling these effects with agent-based models is
difficult because the precise degree of post hoc updating that is
most plausible depends heavily on the assumptions made by the
model. Samples that contain data on stated preferences from before
and after mate selections, such as in speed-dating contexts, would
be ideal to determine the relative contributions of mate selection
and preference updating to preference fulfillment. What our mod-
els do suggest is that however much preference updating does
occur in real mate choice, it cannot substantially explain the
correspondence between real mating data and the preference-
driven simulations. This is because preference updating can only
adjust the degree of preference fulfillment observed and cannot
account for mate value leveraging and assortative mating for mate
value. The best explanation for the effects observed in data from
real mated couples appears to be that mate selection is driven by
stated mate preferences, perhaps in addition to some degree of post
hoc preference updating.

General Discussion

Do stated mate preferences influence mate selection in hu-
mans? Some studies have challenged this hypothesis on the
basis of low-magnitude correlations between stated preferences
and the qualities of chosen partners. We argue that assessing the
role of mate preferences on mate selection requires taking into
account the realistic dynamics of mating markets where mate
selection is constrained by (a) the fact that individuals must
choose mates based on collections of qualities rather than single
qualities, (b) the availability of fulfilling partners, (c) the pres-
ence of intrasexual competitors, and (d) the requirement of
mutual mate choice. Further, appraising the role of stated pref-
erences in mate choice requires assessing the many potential
effects preferences have on mating outcomes including prefer-
ence fulfillment, mate value leveraging, and assortative mating
for mate value.

Across three studies, we find strong correspondence between the
effects of stated preferences observed in three samples of real
couples and the same effects within simulated mating markets
where mate selection is governed by mate preferences. No such
correspondence exists between data from real couples and mating
markets that are random with respect to mate preferences. Finally,
the correspondence between data from real mated couples and
preference-driven simulations is better explained by a causal role
of mate preferences than by post hoc updating of mate preferences
alone. Overall, the similarity of real-world data to preference-
driven simulations provides evidence that stated mate preferences
influence actual mate selections.

The high level of correspondence between the real-world mating
data and the simulation data is rendered impressive by the fact that
the simulation produced both known and conceptually expected
features of real mate choice. Assortative mating for mate value, for
instance, is a commonly hypothesized feature of mating markets:
people who are consensually more desirable overall should be
better able to acquire more desirable partners, causing overall

desirability to be correlated across partners (e.g., Buss & Barnes,
1986). Our simulation provides the first theoretical evidence that
this assortative mating effect emerges from the guiding effects of
mate preferences among the full set of dynamics and constraints of
realistic mating markets.

That assortative mating for mate value was fairly strong in
simulations and samples of real couples also suggests the im-
portance of mate preferences in actual mate selections. Strong
correlations between partner mate values indicate that high
mate value people experience substantially greater power of
choice than low mate value people— enough power to increase
their odds of securing the most desirable mates available. For
assortative mating in mate value to emerge, two conditions must
hold. First, high mate value people must act on their stated
preferences in selectively seeking partners who fulfill their
preferences. Second, others must act on their preferences in
selectively pursuing high mate value people. These two condi-
tions afford high mate value people the power of choice nec-
essary for them to reliably acquire the most desirable partners in
the mating market. The existence of assortative mating for mate
value is thus key evidence for the impact of stated mate pref-
erences on actual mate selection.

Another key novel finding of our studies was that the same
low-to-moderate preference fulfillment correlations found in the
mate selection literature (e.g., Campbell, Chin, & Stanton, 2016;
Todd et al., 2007) were produced by our preference-driven simu-
lations where mate selection was entirely driven by stated mate
preferences. The emergence of these correlations in data from
real couples and the preference-driven simulations suggests that
low preference fulfillment correlations do not indicate that
stated preferences play little role in mate selection. People are
motivated by their stated preferences, but these preferences
acting in the context of larger mating markets produce several
constraints on mate choice. People must select their mates from
among restricted pools where ideal partners may not exist.
Critically, each potential mate represents a collection of traits,
and so fulfilling one preference often requires relaxing another.
Mating markets are populated not only with potential mates but
also with competitors; the fulfillment of one person’s prefer-
ences can mean the obstruction of another’s. Finally, mating
markets offer no guarantees of reciprocity: A person’s prefer-
ences may drive them toward a potential mate just as much as
that potential mate’s preferences drive them away.

Each of these market dynamics would act to limit the correlation
between individual preferences and the individual traits of chosen
partners when considered singly. Determining the relative contri-
butions of each these processes is a worthwhile goal for future
research. But regardless of their relative contributions, the dynam-
ics of real mating markets would not exist if mate preferences were
unimportant to mate selection and they therefore create an irony:
Correlations between individual preferences and partner traits are
constrained precisely because preferences are important in driving
real mate choices.

Our simulations, combined with three samples of actual couples,
provide novel evidence that suggests that stated mate preferences
are important in driving mate selection behavior. However, despite
the strong correspondence between the preference-driven simula-
tion and actual couples, there were some important differences.
Particularly in Study 3, effects within the preference-driven sim-
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ulation were generally stronger than the corresponding effects
observed within the samples of real human couples. Discovering
the reasons for these differences, in the face of otherwise large
correspondence, is an important issue for future research.

One potential source of difference between the actual mate
choice data and the simulated data was the algorithm used to
determine attraction and mate value. Within the agent-based mod-
els, we used only a simple summed-product model for calculating
attraction and mate value from mate preferences. This could ap-
proximate real-life mate choice algorithms, but other models have
been proposed, including satisficing models (Miller & Todd, 1998)
or more pop-cultural notions of selecting mates based on “types.”
Simulated mating markets employing different attraction algo-
rithms could be used to adjudicate among these models empiri-
cally. Simulated attraction algorithms that produce attraction and
mate choice data most similar to human data are likely to be
closest to the algorithms employed by our mate selection psychol-
ogy.

Our agent-based models also excluded several processes that
influence mate choice in real mating markets. Agents in our
model were able to perfectly assess the mate value of their
potential mates, whereas in the real world traits will vary in
their observability (Vazire, 2010). Mate choice within the mod-
els was also entirely the decision of the agents, free from
realistic outside influence from third parties such as kin (e.g.,
Apostolou, 2013; Perilloux, Fleischman, & Buss, 2011). Our
models also did not include other individual differences such as
status and dominance which may influence mate choice inde-
pendent of attraction. Incorporating these and other realistic
processes into models of mate choice would allow researchers
to weigh their relative contributions to human mate choice and
give psychologists a more complete picture of the nature of
human mating markets.

Our models also did not simulate the actual mate search process.
We were concerned with how stated preferences relate to mate
choices in mating markets with realistic constraints, including
potential mates who represent imperfect fits to preferences, the
presence of competitors, the demands of mutual mate selection,
and necessary tradeoffs between preferences. We were not inter-
ested in the role of preferences in lower-level search processes
involved in mate selection, such as searching environments for
potential mates, interacting with and assessing these mates, and
making decisions in real time. But humans of course do not
instantly pair with the best available potential mate in their envi-
ronment as the agents within our models do. Future models that
incorporate search processes described in previous research (e.g.,
Hills & Todd, 2008; Simão & Todd, 2002) in addition to modeling
preferences, attraction, and mate selection in realistic mating mar-
kets might further clarify the relationships between stated prefer-
ences and real mating outcomes.

Finally, the results of Study 3 do suggest that preference-driven
mate selection is a better explanation of mate selection data than
post hoc preference updating alone. However, there are other
processes that could explain some effects within the real mating
data in addition to or instead of preference-driven selection and
preference updating. For instance, it is possible that some degree
of assortative mating for mate value could be accounted for by
partners becoming more similar in their traits over time (although
evidence is mixed that this process occurs, e.g., Caspi, Herbener,

& Ozer, 1992). Furthermore, our models assumed that all people
update their preferences to match their chosen partners to the same
degree. But it is possible that individuals differ in their tendency to
adjust their preferences. Perhaps, for example, higher mate value
people update their preferences less given that their partners are
more desirable overall. Future research can continue to use agent-
based models and studies of real couples to explore the many mate
selection and relational processes that contribute to observed ef-
fects of mate preferences.

Conclusions

Although mate preferences have been a cornerstone of evolu-
tionary mating research, the precise ways in which stated prefer-
ences relate to actual mate selection has been unclear. Speculations
that mate choice occurs independent of stated mate preferences
have been based largely on empirical findings suggesting low-
magnitude links between stated preferences and the traits of se-
lected mates (e.g., Eastwick & Finkel, 2008; Kurzban & Weeden,
2005; Todd et al., 2007). However, such conclusions fail to ac-
count for the complexities of mate choice, including the fact that
mate selection is based on multiple dimensions, is constrained by
partner availability and the actions of competitors, and requires
reciprocal selection for a successful outcome. These inferences
also do not take into account the multiplicity of effects preferences
have on real mating outcomes, including the leveraging of mate
value and assortative mating. Our simulated mating markets show
that simulated preference-driven mating markets produce mate
preference effects that are comparable with those found in the mate
choices of real couples. Overall, these findings provide evidence
that stated mate preferences are centrally involved in the selection
of long-term mates and provide new understanding, new questions,
and new methods for exploring the nature of human mate prefer-
ences and human mate selection.

References

Alcock, J. (2013). Animal behavior: An evolutionary approach. Sunder-
land, MA: Sinauer Associates.

Apostolou, M. (2013). Sexual selection under parental choice: The evolu-
tion of human mating behavior. London, UK: Psychology Press.

Bonabeau, E. (2002). Agent-based modeling: Methods and techniques for
simulating human systems. Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences of the United States of America, 99, 7280–7287. http://dx.doi
.org/10.1073/pnas.082080899

Buss, D. M. (1989). Sex differences in human mate preferences: Evolu-
tionary hypotheses tested in 37 cultures. Behavioral and Brain Sciences,
12, 1–14. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X00023992

Buss, D. M. (1992). Mate preference mechanisms: Consequences for
partner choice and intrasexual competition. In J. H. Barkow, L. Cos-
mides, & J. Tooby (Eds.), The adapted mind (pp. 249–266). New York,
NY: Oxford University Press.

Buss, D. M. (2003). The evolution of desire: Strategies of human mating.
New York, NY: Basic Books.

Buss, D. M., & Barnes, M. (1986). Preferences in human mate selection.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 50, 559–570. http://dx
.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.50.3.559

Buss, D. M., & Schmitt, D. P. (1993). Sexual strategies theory: An
evolutionary perspective on human mating. Psychological Review, 100,
204–232. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.100.2.204

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

64 CONROY-BEAM AND BUSS



Campbell, L., Chin, K., & Stanton, S. C. (2016). Initial evidence that
individuals form new relationships with partners that more closely match
their ideal preferences. Collabra, 2, 2.

Caspi, A., Herbener, E. S., & Ozer, D. J. (1992). Shared experiences and
the similarity of personalities: A longitudinal study of married couples.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 62, 281–291. http://dx
.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.62.2.281

Delton, A. W., Krasnow, M. M., Cosmides, L., & Tooby, J. (2011).
Evolution of direct reciprocity under uncertainty can explain human
generosity in one-shot encounters. Proceedings of the National Academy
of Sciences of the United States of America, 108, 13335–13340. http://
dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1102131108

Dijkstra, P., & Buunk, B. P. (2001). Sex differences in the jealousy-
evoking nature of a rival’s body build. Evolution and Human Behavior,
22, 335–341. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S1090-5138(01)00070-8

Eastwick, P. W., & Finkel, E. J. (2008). Sex differences in mate prefer-
ences revisited: Do people know what they initially desire in a romantic
partner? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 94, 245–264.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.94.2.245

Eastwick, P. W., & Hunt, L. L. (2014). Relational mate value: Consensus
and uniqueness in romantic evaluations. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 106, 728–751. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0035884

Eastwick, P. W., Luchies, L. B., Finkel, E. J., & Hunt, L. L. (2014). The
predictive validity of ideal partner preferences: A review and meta-
analysis. Psychological Bulletin, 140, 623–665. http://dx.doi.org/10
.1037/a0032432

Fletcher, G. J., Simpson, J. A., & Thomas, G. (2000). Ideals, perceptions,
and evaluations in early relationship development. Journal of Person-
ality and Social Psychology, 79, 933–940. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/
0022-3514.79.6.933

Fletcher, G. J., Simpson, J. A., Thomas, G., & Giles, L. (1999). Ideals in
intimate relationships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
76, 72–89. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.76.1.72

Goldberg, L. R. (1983, June). The magical number five, plus or minus two:
Some considerations on the dimensionality of personality descriptors.
Paper presented at the Gerontology Research Center, National Institute
on Aging/National Institutes of Health, Baltimore.

Grammer, K., & Thornhill, R. (1994). Human (Homo sapiens) facial
attractiveness and sexual selection: The role of symmetry and average-
ness. Journal of Comparative Psychology, 108, 233–242. http://dx.doi
.org/10.1037/0735-7036.108.3.233

Hill, R. A., & Dunbar, R. I. (2003). Social network size in humans. Human
Nature, 14, 53–72. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12110-003-1016-y

Hills, T., & Todd, P. (2008). Population heterogeneity and individual
differences in an assortative agent-based marriage and divorce model
(MADAM) using search with relaxing expectations. Journal of Artificial
Societies and Social Simulation, 11, 5.

Jasienska, G., Ziomkiewicz, A., Ellison, P. T., Lipson, S. F., & Thune, I.
(2004). Large breasts and narrow waists indicate high reproductive
potential in women. Proceedings of the Royal Society, Series B: Bio-
logical Sciences, 271, 1213–1217. http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2004
.2712

Kenrick, D. T., & Keefe, R. C. (1992). Age preferences in mates reflect sex
differences in human reproductive strategies. Behavioral and Brain
Sciences, 15, 75–91. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X00067595

Krasnow, M. M., Delton, A. W., Tooby, J., & Cosmides, L. (2013).
Meeting now suggests we will meet again: Implications for debates on
the evolution of cooperation. Scientific Reports, 3, 1747. http://dx.doi
.org/10.1038/srep01747

Kurzban, R., & Weeden, J. (2005). HurryDate: Mate preferences in action.
Evolution and Human Behavior, 26, 227–244. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/
j.evolhumbehav.2004.08.012

Lewis, D. G., Al-Shawaf, L., & Buss, D. M. (2015). Lumbar curvature: A
novel evolved standard of attractiveness. Evolution and Human Behav-

ior, 36, 345–350. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2015.01
.007

Li, N. P., & Meltzer, A. L. (2015). The validity of sex-differentiated mate
preferences: Reconciling the seemingly conflicting evidence. Evolution-
ary Behavioral Sciences, 9, 89 –106. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/
ebs0000036

Li, N. P., Yong, J. C., Tov, W., Sng, O., Fletcher, G. J., Valentine, K. A.,
. . . Balliet, D. (2013). Mate preferences do predict attraction and choices
in the early stages of mate selection. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 105, 757–776. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0033777

Lippa, R. A. (2007). The preferred traits of mates in a cross-national study
of heterosexual and homosexual men and women: An examination of
biological and cultural influences. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 36,
193–208. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10508-006-9151-2

Lukaszewski, A. W., & Roney, J. R. (2010). Kind toward whom? Mate
preferences for personality traits are target specific. Evolution and Hu-
man Behavior, 31, 29–38. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav
.2009.06.008

Lykken, D. T., & Tellegen, A. (1993). Is human mating adventitious or the
result of lawful choice? A twin study of mate selection. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 65, 56–68. http://dx.doi.org/10
.1037/0022-3514.65.1.56

Miller, G. F., & Todd, P. M. (1998). Mate choice turns cognitive. Trends
in Cognitive Sciences, 2, 190–198. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S1364-
6613(98)01169-3

Neff, L. A., & Karney, B. R. (2003). The dynamic structure of relationship
perceptions: Differential importance as a strategy of relationship main-
tenance. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 29, 1433–1446.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0146167203256376

Pawlowski, B., & Dunbar, R. I. (1999). Impact of market value on human
mate choice decisions. Proceedings of the Royal Society of London,
Series B: Biological Sciences, 266, 281–285. http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/
rspb.1999.0634

Perilloux, C., Fleischman, D. S., & Buss, D. M. (2011). Meet the parents:
Parent-offspring convergence and divergence in mate preferences. Per-
sonality and Individual Differences, 50, 253–258. http://dx.doi.org/10
.1016/j.paid.2010.09.039

Perusse, D. (1993). Cultural and reproductive success in industrial societ-
ies: Testing the relationship at the proximate and ultimate levels. Be-
havioral and Brain Sciences, 16, 267–283. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/
S0140525X00029939

Ryan, M., Akre, K., & Kirkpatrick, M. (2009). Cognitive mate choice.
Cognitive Ecology, 2, 137–155.

Schmitt, D. P., Alcalay, L., Allik, J., Ault, L., Austers, I., Bennett, K. L.,
. . . Zupanèiè, A. (2003). Universal sex differences in the desire for
sexual variety: Tests from 52 nations, 6 continents, and 13 islands.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 85, 85–104. http://dx.doi
.org/10.1037/0022-3514.85.1.85

Simão, J., & Todd, P. M. (2002). Modeling mate choice in monogamous
mating systems with courtship. Adaptive Behavior, 10, 113–136. http://
dx.doi.org/10.1177/1059712302010002003

Singh, D. (1993). Adaptive significance of female physical attractiveness:
Role of waist-to-hip ratio. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
65, 293–307. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.65.2.293

Smith, E. R., & Conrey, F. R. (2007). Agent-based modeling: A new
approach for theory building in social psychology. Personality and
Social Psychology Review, 11, 87–104. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/
1088868306294789

Sugiyama, L. S. (2005). Physical attractiveness in adaptationist perspec-
tive. In D. Buss (Ed.), The handbook of evolutionary psychology (pp.
292–343). New York, NY: Wiley.

Symons, D. (1979). The evolution of human sexuality. New York, NY:
Oxford University Press.

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

65SIMULATION OF HUMAN MATE CHOICE



Thornhill, R., & Alcock, J. (1983). The evolution of insect mating systems.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. http://dx.doi.org/10.4159/
harvard.9780674433960

Todd, P. M., Penke, L., Fasolo, B., & Lenton, A. P. (2007). Different
cognitive processes underlie human mate choices and mate preferences.
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of
America, 104, 15011–15016. http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas
.0705290104

Townsend, J. M., & Levy, G. D. (1990). Effects of potential partners’
physical attractiveness and socioeconomic status on sexuality and part-

ner selection. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 19, 149–164. http://dx.doi
.org/10.1007/BF01542229

Vazire, S. (2010). Who knows what about a person? The self-other knowl-
edge asymmetry (SOKA) model. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 98, 281–300. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0017908

Received October 8, 2015
Revision received March 5, 2016

Accepted March 13, 2016 �

New Policy for the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology

The Journal of Personality and Social Psychology is inviting replication studies submissions.
Although not a central part of its mission, the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology values
replications and encourages submissions that attempt to replicate important findings previously
published in social and personality psychology. Major criteria for publication of replication papers
include the theoretical importance of the finding being replicated, the statistical power of the
replication study or studies, the extent to which the methodology, procedure, and materials match
those of the original study, and the number and power of previous replications of the same finding.
Novelty of theoretical or empirical contribution is not a major criterion, although evidence of
moderators of a finding would be a positive factor.

Preference will be given to submissions by researchers other than the authors of the original finding,
that present direct rather than conceptual replications, and that include attempts to replicate more
than one study of a multi-study original publication. However, papers that do not meet these criteria
will be considered as well.

Submit through the Manuscript Submission Portal at (http://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/psp/) and
please note that the submission is a replication article. Replication manuscripts will be peer-
reviewed and if accepted will be published online only and will be listed in the Table of Contents
in the print journal. As in the past, papers that make a substantial novel conceptual contribution and
also incorporate replications of previous findings continue to be welcome as regular submissions.

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

66 CONROY-BEAM AND BUSS


