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Abstract

According to Sexual Strategies Theory (D.M. Buss and D.P. Schmitt
1993), both men and women possess psychological adaptations for 
short-term mating. However, men may possess three adaptations that
make it seem as though they are generally more ‘oriented’ toward 
short-term mating than women: (1) Men possess greater desire for 
short-term sexual relationships than women; (2) Men prefer larger
numbers of sexual partners over time than women; and (3) Men require
less time before consenting to sex than women. We review a wide body of
psychological theory and evidence that corroborates the presence of these
adaptations in men’s short-term sexual psychology. We also correct some
recurring misinterpretations of Sexual Strategies Theory, such as the
mistaken notion that women are designed solely for long-term mating.
Finally, we document how the observed sex differences in short-term
mating complement some feminist theories and refute competing
evolutionary theories of human sexuality.
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Introduction

Of all the ways that men and women psychologically differ, perhaps the
most striking differences occur in the realm of sexual desire and romantic
relationships. For example, men appear much more interested than women
in short-term mating relationships, expressing more sexual desire than
women do for brief romantic encounters that lack the emotional depth and
temporal commitment associated with long-term, marital relationships
(Buss and Schmitt 1993). In a meta-analysis that included 177 empirical
studies of sex differences in sexual psychology, Oliver and Hyde (1993)
concluded that one of the largest and most consistent differences between
men and women involved short-term mating orientation. Specifically, 
men were much more positive toward short-term, casual sex than women
(d = 0.81). Not only do men report that casual, low-investment sex is more
desirable, permissible, and arousing than women do (Carroll et al. 1985;
Fisher et al. 1988; Hendrick et al. 1985; Wilson 1987), men also report that
they behaviourally seek and engage in short-term mateships more than
women do (Eysenck 1971, 1976; Simpson and Gangestad 1991; Wright
and Reise 1997). This sex difference in short-term mating appears to hold
true across socio-economic levels, cultural systems, and historical periods
(Betzig 1986; Laumman et al. 1994; Symons 1979).

It may seem evident from these and many other studies on short-term
mating (see Barash and Lipton 2001) that men are clearly more ‘oriented’
or interested in short-term mating relationships than women are. However,
there are several reasons for doubting this unquali� ed conclusion. Some
evolutionary and feminist theories of human mating (e.g., Gangestad and
Simpson 2000; Hrdy 1981) have provided compelling rationale for
thinking that women can reproductively bene� t from short-term mating
relationships. Women may benefit from gaining access to high quality 
genes (Gangestad and Thornhill 1997), gaining access to protection and
immediate resources (Lancaster 1989; Smuts 1992), and evaluating men 
as prospective long-term partners (Greiling and Buss 2000; Schmitt and
Buss 2001). In addition, some evidence indicates that women may possess
physiological adaptations to short-term mating (see Baker and Bellis 1995).
Thus, it is possible that women are just as ‘oriented’ to short-term mating
as men are, with differences arising only in the adaptive bene� ts that accrue
to men and women (see Buss and Schmitt 1993).

Other evolutionary theorists agree that large sex differences probably do
not exist in short-term mating, but do so by arguing that neither men nor
women are designed for short-term mating (e.g., Hazan and Zeifman 1999).
In their view, sex differences in short-term mating desires are actually only
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small in magnitude, and any differences that do exist are primarily the result
of statistically misleading research methodologies. Miller and Fishkin (1997)
claim that many of the observed sex differences in mating desires are due to
a few male outliers who distort the picture of male sexual psychology with
extreme self-presentations of short-term mating interest. In their replication
of Buss and Schmitt’s (1993) findings, Miller and Fishkin noted ‘these
variables were highly skewed resulting in severe violations of assumption 
of normality’ (p. 220). Rather than adaptive variation in the desire for 
sexual variety existing between the sexes, Miller and Fishkin hypothesize 
‘few sex differences in mating strategies’ (p. 197). Most men and women 
are thought to be fundamentally alike in their mating desires: ‘In fact, we
would expect that whereas most men and women would be seeking a 
long-term mate, their desire to seek a short-term mate would be minimal’ 
(p. 224). So, contrary to the prevailing view that substantive differences
exist between men and women in short-term mating orientation (see
Schmitt et al. in press), Miller and Fishkin argue that human male and
female mating psychology is essentially identical, and that healthy (i.e.,
securely attached) men and women should express romantic interest only
in long-term mating relationships marked by deep interpersonal trust and
emotional interdependence. 

The conclusion that men are generally more ‘oriented’ toward short-term
mating than women, therefore, can be questioned on two basic fronts. Some
see both women and men as equally short-term oriented, others see both
women and men as solely long-term oriented. In this article, we review
theoretical rationale and empirical evidence supporting the position that,
although short-term mating is a natural component of both men’s and
women’s sexual strategies, men’s short-term strategy is more strongly rooted
in the desire of sexual variety. We document three psychological adaptations
to sexual variety in human males that may generate the commonly observed
conclusion that men are more ‘oriented’ toward short-term mating than
women. We also detail how the robust con� rmation of sex differences in
short-term mating complements some feminist theories and logically
falsi� es certain alternative theories of human mating psychology. We begin
by reviewing some of the classical accounts of sex differences in short-term
mating.

Classical theories of sex differences in short-term mating

Most theories of human sexuality lead to the prediction that men should
desire short-term mates more than women. For example, social learning
theories predict sex differences in short-term mating orientations because
boys and girls tend to learn how to sexually behave and feel from same-sex
adults (Bandura 1977; Mischel 1966). Because previous generations have
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exhibited sex differences in short-term mating, social learning theorists
predict that contemporary males and females should differ in their mating
orientations as well. Although this perspective accounts for the robust nature
of sex differences in short-term mating, this explanation begs the question
of why boys and girls across all cultures are differentially socialized (Low
1989), and why boys and girls seem psychologically designed to learn
primarily from their own gender (Geary 1998).

Social role theories explain sex differences in short-term mating 
desires as produced, in part, by ‘sexual double standards’ (Oliver and
Sedikides 1992; Sprecher et al. 1987). Because men are rewarded with 
power and esteem for sexual promiscuity and women are punished for short-
term sexual relationships, psychologists find sex differences in attitudes
toward casual sex among adults. Some evidence indicates that this may be
changing slightly, such that women are allowed to engage in short-term sex
but only when they are ‘in love’ (Sprecher et al. 1987). Still, men often face
social roles and scripts that foster short-term mating, particularly those 
that instill callous attitudes toward sex (Mosher and Tomkins 1988). 
For example, Gagnon and Simon (1973) hypothesize that men’s greater
interest in short-term mating results from a male focus on self-pleasure
during adolescence. Adolescent men masturbate in emotional isolation
whereas women spend adolescence forming intimate emotional connections
among their friends. As a result of learning these different sexual scripts as
adolescents, men and women emerge as adults with divergent mating
desires.

Feminist theories often use social learning, social roles and sexual 
scripts to account for sex differences in short-term mating, particularly those
that lead to the systematic domination of women by men (Hyde 1996;
Pratto and Hegarty 2000). Perhaps as a result, many feminist theories 
focus on the sexual conflict and aggression that sometimes results from 
sex differences in short-term mating (e.g., Brownmiller 1975; Smuts 1992),
as well as on broader issues of who controls women’s sexuality (Gavey 1992).
Of particular interest is how sex differences in short-term mating are
intimately tied to political, economic, and social equality (Pratto 1996). In
general, feminist approaches to the evolution of sexuality have emphasized
that women do naturally engage in short-term mating (Hrdy 1981; Tavris
1992), and when they have access to political and economic power in a
culture, short-term mating sometimes becomes a more accepted mating
behaviour for women (Smuts 1992). What remains in question, however,
is why men’s short-term mating psychology qualitatively differs from
women’s short-term mating psychology even after women gain access to
resources (Townsend and Levy 1990), and even when women live in
relatively egalitarian cultures (Schmitt et al. 2001).

Overall, most psychological theories of human sexuality acknowledge
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and provide at least some explanation of men’s greater proclivity toward
short-term mating. However, classical psychological theories of sex
differences in sexual desire may gain additional explanatory power, and 
be able to respond to as yet unanswered questions, by taking into account
the ultimate origins of sex differences in sexuality. For example, why have
previous generations of men and women differed in their short-term mating
desires? Why is there a sexual double standard in most societies? Why do
young boys and girls spend their adolescent years engaged in different types
of relationship scripts? Why do men and women in egalitarian cultures
pursue short-term mating in qualitatively different ways? 

Parental investment theory

One increasingly common approach to understanding the ultimate origins
of psychological sex differences is the adaptationist perspective of evolu-
tionary psychology (Buss 1995, 1999; Mealey 2000). According to most
evolutionary accounts, many psychological sex differences originate from
the fact that, among sexually-reproducing species, each sex possesses a
mating psychology that historically led to more successful reproduction
than alternative psychological designs for that sex. For example, according
to Parental Investment Theory (Trivers 1972), the sexes historically have
differed in the amount of parenting time and effort needed to produce
viable offspring. As a result, the sexes differ in their evolved parenting and
mating psychologies. In some species, males have an evolved psychology 
of heavy parental investment that leads to high rates of offspring survival
(e.g., the Mormon cricket). In other species, females possess the heavy-
investing mating psychology (Trivers 1985). 

Trivers (1972) observed that there is a relationship between the psy-
chology of parental investment and sex differences in short-term mating.
Trivers noted that the heavy-investing sex usually possesses restrained sexual
desires. Heavy parental investors are less oriented toward short-term mating
than low-level parental investors. The evolutionary rationale for this sex
difference in short-term sexual desires is twofold. First, because it takes 
more effort to raise a single offspring for the heavy-investing sex, they are
relatively limited in the number of offspring they have the energy to produce
in a lifetime. The less-investing sex, however, incurs fewer energetic
limitations to the total number of offspring they can produce. For them, the
primary constraint to increasing reproductive success is gaining sexual access
to large numbers of willing heavy investors. Because of a long evolutionary
history of basic differences in these limitations to producing viable off-
spring, the less-investing sex of most animal species now possesses a 
sexual psychology, which motivates seeking large numbers of heavy-
investing mating partners. Thus, we � nd that female Mormon crickets, the

Sex differences in short-term mating 215



less-investing sex of that species, possess more of a short-term mating
orientation (Alcock 1993). 

A second reason why the heavy-investing sex is usually less oriented
toward short-term mating has to do with mate choice and its material
consequences. For the heavy-investing sex, a poor mate choice can have dire
reproductive consequences. A heavy investor who chooses poorly could be
abandoned and forced into the costly and potentially lethal task of raising
offspring alone. Because they have more at stake in raising every one of their
offspring, heavy investors such as male Mormon crickets possess a sexual
psychology in which they express more discriminating sexual tastes and are
much more selective about whom they choose as mating partners (Alcock
1993). The less-investing sex, on the other hand, is usually more sexually
promiscuous and receptive to brief sexual encounters. A poor mate choice
has less effect on them because they can change mating partners quickly,
with relatively few investment losses. Low-level investors, therefore, are more
oriented toward short-term mating than heavy parental investors (Trivers
1972).

In mammals, females are the heavy-investing sex because in order to
produce viable offspring they must incur the costs of fertilization, placen-
tation, and gestation. Female mammals also carry the investment load
associated with lactation, which can be several years in many species, years
during which it is harder for her to produce and invest in additional
offspring. Mammalian males, on the other hand, do not shoulder these
investment burdens. The minimum level of parental investment by a male
is a few minutes of his time and the contribution of his sperm. Because 
of a long mammalian evolutionary history of fundamental differences in
limitations to producing offspring and in the consequences of poor mate
choices, modern mammalian males tend to be more oriented toward short-
term mating than mammalian females (Trivers 1985).

Although human males often invest heavily in their offspring (Lovejoy
1981; Zeifman and Hazan 1997), there is still a large sex difference in
obligatory parental investment, the amount that must be waged to produce
a viable offspring. From the perspective of Parental Investment Theory,
therefore, the ultimate origin of why human males are more oriented toward
short-term mating than human females is relatively straightforward. Men
are the lesser investing sex. As a consequence, they have less to lose from a
poor mate choice than women, and more to gain in reproductive output by
engaging in indiscriminate, short-term sex (see also Alexander and Noonan
1979; Bjorklund and Shackelford 1999; Hinde 1984).
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Sexual Strategies Theory

What are the precise causal mechanisms behind human sex differences in
short-term mating orientation? What are the evolved desires of the human
mind that make men sexually different from women in the context of short-
term mating? Buss and Schmitt (1993) addressed these questions by using
a three-step process that has become common among contemporary
evolutionary psychologists (Buss 1999). First, they examined the adaptive
problems that men and women likely faced over human evolutionary history
when pursuing mating relationships. Adaptive problems are obstacles that
ancestral men and women would have had to overcome to reproduce
successfully. One adaptive problem that men, as the less-investing sex, likely
faced was gaining access to large numbers of willing sexual partners. For
women, large numbers of willing mates would likely not have been a
problem, both because there were numerous low-investing males willing 
to mate with them and because mating indiscriminately with multiple
partners would not have increased female fertility (Gangestad and Thornhill
1997). 

Second, Buss and Schmitt (1993) hypothesized that certain psychological
adaptations may have evolved to solve the key problems of human mating.
Over the millions of years of hominid evolution, its seems likely that human
nature has been � lled with numerous evolved desires – taste preferences ,
phobias, sexual desires – that promoted human survival and reproduction
(Bock and Cardew 1997; Pinker 1997; Tooby and Cosmides 1992). In
response to the male adaptive problem of gaining access to large numbers
of willing partners, it seems likely that certain adaptive desires for short-term
sexual relationships evolved in male mating psychology (Buss 1994). 

Third, Buss and Schmitt (1993) conducted several empirical tests for 
the presence of adaptive desires in men’s short-term mating psychology. 
For example, Buss and Schmitt found that men actively sought short-term
mates more than women. They found that men wanted more than twice as
many sexual partners as women in a lifetime. Buss and Schmitt found that,
on average, men would consent to sex with someone they viewed as desirable
after knowing them for only one week. For the average woman, consenting
to sex meant waiting at least six months. 

Buss and Schmitt (1993) integrated nine hypotheses about the evolved
nature of human mating psychology in the form of Sexual Strategies 
Theory (SST). We focus in this article only on their first hypothesis
regarding sex differences in the psychology of short-term mating. According
to Hypothesis 1 of SST, ‘Because of the lower levels of minimum parental
investment incurred by men, short-term mating will represent a larger com-
ponent of men’s sexual strategy than of women’s sexual strategy’ (p. 210).
This hypothesis suggests neither that all men are constantly seeking short-
term mating opportunities, nor that all women are exclusively long-term
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maters. This is often how SST has been characterized in the mating literature
and it is a distorted picture of the theory. 

Instead, SST outlines hypotheses that detail the nature of both long-term
and short-term mating psychology within each sex. When men and women
pursue long-term marital relationships, SST hypothesizes that their mating
psychology would be largely similar. For example, both men and women 
in our ancestral past likely would have increased their reproductive success
when mating with long-term mates by choosing partners who were kind and
understanding (Buss and Schmitt 1993). Thus, SST accurately explains
why both men and women express preferences for long-term mates who are
kind and understanding (Buss 1989; Kenrick et al.1990; Nevid 1984), why
men and women effectively attract one another as long-term mates when
suggesting that they are kind (Schmitt and Buss 1996), and why men and
women find kind marital partners particularly satisfying (Botwin et al.
1997). 

When pursuing short-term relationships, however, SST predicts that
male and female mating psychology will diverge in several important ways.
It is because of these differences in the psychology of short-term mating
that Hypothesis 1 of SST states that men will be more oriented toward
short-term mating than women. Hence, Hypothesis 1 is a sex difference
hypothesis in the context of short-term mating, not a hypothesis about the
absolute level of short-term mating within men. More speci� cally, Hypo-
thesis 1 states that the reason men are more oriented toward short-term
mating than women is because of three evolved psychological adaptations
that men have and that women do not have. Buss and Schmitt (1993)
referred to each of these adaptations as speci� c predictions from Hypothesis
1. Although they provided only limited tests of each prediction, a large body
of evidence exists that corroborates the presence of each adaptation within
men’s short-term mating psychology. We now turn to reviewing the relevant
evidence for each prediction.

Prediction 1: sex differences in desiring short-term mating
relationships

Prediction 1 from Hypothesis 1 of SST is that ‘Men will express greater desire
for, or interest in, short-term mates than will women’ (Buss and Schmitt
1993: 210). This prediction does not imply that all men are invariably and
eternally short-term maters. Instead, this prediction implies that because
men minimally invest less in each of their offspring than women, men will
desire and seek short-term mating opportunities more often than do
women. Prediction 1 ultimately results from the sexually-dimorphic nature
of short-term mating psychology, not from a monomorphic reproductive
strategy among males. 
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Buss and Schmitt (1993) empirically tested Prediction 1 by measuring
the extent to which college-aged men and women were currently seeking
short-term mates. Using a seven-point Likert-type scale ranging from 
1 (currently not at all seeking) to 7 (currently strongly seeking), men
reported that they sought short-term mates signi� cantly more than women
reported seeking short-term mates. As seen in Figure 1, Schmitt et al. (in
press) replicated this finding across four additional samples of under-
graduates from Florida, t (384) = 9.66, p < 0.001, Illinois, t (313) = 1.96, 
p < 0.05, New York, t (117) = 3.29, p < 0.001, and Texas, t (215) = 5.86, 
p < 0.001, and in an older sample from Florida with an average age 
of 40, t (186) = 4.71, p < 0.001. Many other researchers have found 
similar evidence that men, more than women, are interested in short-term
mating.

For example, if men have a greater desire for short-term sexual relation-
ships than women, one would expect that men’s minimum mate preferences
– what they require in potential partners in order to mate with them –
would be more relaxed than women’s minimum mate preferences in the
context of short-term mating. Less stringent requirements would lead to
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Figure 1 Mean level of seeking short-term mates reported by college-age men and
women from Florida (120 men, 268 women), Illinois (103 men, 214 women), New
York (35 men, 91 women), and Texas (81 men, 137 women), and among a more
mature sample from Florida with an average age of 40 (83 men, 109 women)
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more mating opportunities. Kenrick et al. (1990) found precisely these
results in comparing the minimum standards that men and women impose
before engaging in short-term sexual relationships and long-term marital
relationships. They found that, for a one-night stand, women insisted that
a potential partner have at least 62% of the kindness of the average man,
about the same (63%) as women minimally desired in their potential long-
term mates. Men, in contrast, desired 63% of kindness in long-term mates,
but their minimum standard sank to 45% in the context of short-term
mating. By lowering their standard for short-term mates, men increase the
likelihood of short-term mating. Note that it was not the case that men in
general relaxed all minimum mate selection standards, only those for short-
term sexual opportunities. Other researchers have found this male relaxation
occurs across a wide spectrum of personal attributes when in contexts related
to short-term mating (Landolt et al. 1995; Nevid 1984; Regan 1998),
including the approach of closing time in singles bars (Gladue and Delaney
1990). Men’s relaxed short-term mate preferences appear specifically
designed to lead to more short-term mating than women’s more stringent
short-term mate preferences. 

The prediction that men desire short-term relationships more than
women also leads to the expectation that men will engage in more extra-
marital affairs than women. Married people with desires for short-term
mating should be more sexually unfaithful than those who are married 
and do not desire short-term mating relationships. There is abundant
empirical evidence supporting this implication of Buss and Schmitt’s (1993)
Prediction 1. For example, most large studies �nd that men are much more
likely than women to have engaged in extra-marital sex (e.g., Blumstein
and Schwartz 1983; Hunt 1974; Kinsey et al. 1948; Kinsey et al. 1953;
Weiderman 1997). A recent probability sampling of the United States found
that men were twice as likely as women to have had an extra-marital affair
(Laumman et al. 1994). Similar findings have been reported in other
cultures, including a study of over 18,000 men and women in Britain
(Johnson et al. 1992). Thus, according to evidence from people’s behaviour
once in a long-term relationship, it appears that men are more interested
than women in short-term mating.

Another avenue for determining whether men desire short-term mates
more than women is to compare same-sex romantic couples. If it is the 
case that men, but not women, possess evolved psychological adaptations
for desiring short-term mating relationships, it would follow that gay 
male couples will experience more sexual in� delity than lesbian couples.
Empirically, evidence of this sex difference is strong. In their large study of
American couples, Blumstein and Schwartz (1983) found that in the past
year, gay men were four to six times more likely to have had affairs than
lesbians. Blumstein and Schwartz (1983) concluded that ‘virtually all gay
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men have other sexual partners’ (p. 275), whereas ‘For lesbians, sex outside
the relationship is often an isolated event’ (p. 277). Just as heterosexual men
have greater desire and interest in short-term sex partners than heterosexual
women, gay men have greater desire and interest in short-term sex partners
than lesbians (see also Bailey et al. 1994). As displayed at the top of Table
1, evidence of robust sex differences in currently seeking short-term mates,
in relaxed standards in short-term mate preferences, and in rates of in�delity
among heterosexual and homosexual couples all corroborate the original
Buss and Schmitt (1993) contention that men possess greater desire for
short-term mates than women.

Prediction 2: sex differences in preferring many sexual partners

Prediction 2 from Hypothesis 1 of SST is that ‘For any given period of time
(e.g., a month, a year, a decade, or a lifetime), men will desire a larger
number of mates than will women’ (p. 210). This prediction is derived from
the likely scenario that men over evolutionary history would have bene� ted
reproductively by increasing the number of their sexual partners. The
primary constraint to male reproductive success in foraging societies is
gaining sexual access to large numbers of fertile women (Symons 1979). 
In contrast, women in our evolutionary past would not have benefited
simply by increasing the number of people with whom they have sex. For
women, the quality of their partners would have had more of an effect on
their reproductive success than the quantity of their partners (Ellis 1992;
Gangestad and Thornhill 1997). 

To test Prediction 2, Buss and Schmitt (1993) measured the extent to
which college-aged men and women differ in the number of sex partners
they would like to have over various time periods. In every case, men
preferred signi� cantly larger numbers of sex partners than women. As seen
in Figure 2, Schmitt et al. (in press) replicated this finding across five
additional samples. For example, men and women differ in the number 
of partners they desire over the next year in Florida, t (370) = 3.13, p < 0.01,
Illinois, t (305) = 3.78, p < 0.001, New York, t (119) = 4.74, p < 0.001, and
Texas, t (207) = 5.58, p < 0.001, and among the more mature sample from
Florida, t (179) = 2.86, p < 0.01. Moreover, sex differences in the number
of partners desired were signi� cant regardless of whether means, medians,
or distributions were examined.

A variety of other research � ndings support the SST proposal that men
have a specialized psychology that leads them to prefer more sex partners
than women. Men, more than women, report sexual fantasies involving
large numbers of sexual partners (Gil 1990; Gold and Gold 1991; Hardin
and Gold 1988; Leitenberg and Henning 1995), particularly strangers
(Barclay 1973; Ellis and Symons 1990). Men tend to consume far more
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pornography involving short-term sex with large numbers of unfamiliar
partners than do women (Malamuth 1996; Salmon and Symons 2001).
Although prostitution occurs across virtually all known human cultures
(Burley and Symanski 1981), men are always the primary consumers of
sexual prostitution whether the prostitutes are men or women (Burley and
Symanski 1981; Symons 1979). In addition, a primary consideration
among men is that prostitutes serve to satisfy a male need for sexual variety
(Bess and Janus 1976). If women have a psychological preference for large
numbers of sex partners, they too should experience sexual fantasies involv-
ing large numbers of unfamiliar partners, consume pornography focused on
short-term sex, and solicit prostitutes to satisfy their need for sexual variety.
Typically, women do none of these things (Buss 1994). 

Another testimony to sex differences in short-term mating psychology
comes from analysing the psychological differences between gay males and
lesbians. Bailey and his colleagues (1994) found that gay men have more
permissive attitudes toward having large numbers of sex partners than 
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do lesbians. Moreover, behavioural differences exist between gay males 
and lesbians in terms of having sex with large numbers of partners. For
example, gay males report having had more past sexual partners than
lesbians (Blumstein and Schwartz 1983). In studies of gay males in San
Francisco during the 1970s and 1980s (see Greenberg 1995; Ruse 1988),
nearly 50% of gay men reported having over 500 sex partners in their
lifetime. None of the lesbian couples reported as many past partners (Bell
and Weinberg 1978). It seems likely that men, more than women, desire
large numbers of sexual partners. As displayed in the middle of Table 1, 
a wide body of evidence corroborates the original Buss and Schmitt (1993)
� nding that men prefer more sex partners than women.

Prediction 3: sex differences in time required before having sex

Prediction 3 from Hypothesis 1 of SST is that ‘Men will be willing to engage
in intercourse after less time has elapsed in knowing a potential partner
than will women’ (p. 210). This prediction is anchored in the logic that
men over evolutionary history who pursued short-term sexual relationships
would have bene� ted reproductively by preferring to mate relatively quickly
and with low associated costs. Men who took an extended period of time
to evaluate a short-term partner before consenting to sex would likely have
been out-reproduced in our ancestral past by those men who were willing
to mate with more expediency. Women, in contrast, typically would not
have bene� ted from mating quickly. As with other species in which females
invest more than males in their offspring, human females should take longer
than men should before consenting to sex. 

To test this prediction, Buss and Schmitt (1993) measured the extent to
which college-aged men and women would consent to having sex with a
desirable member of the opposite sex after certain periods of time had
elapsed in knowing the potential mating partner. Men were more likely
than women to consent to sex after knowing a potential partner for time
periods ranging from 1 hour to 2 years. As seen in Figure 3, Schmitt et al.
(in press) replicated this � nding across � ve other samples. For example, men
were more likely than women to consent to sex after knowing someone 
for only one month in Florida, t (385) = 10.71, p < 0.001, Illinois, 
t (313) = 6.85, p < 0.001, New York, t (124) = 5.24, p < 0.001, and Texas,
t (216) = 8.72, p < 0.001, and among the more mature sample from Florida,
t (183) = 5.86, p < 0.001. 

A diverse range of research findings lend converging support to the 
notion that men have a specialized psychology that leads them to consent
to sex more quickly than women. For example, men are sexually attracted
to women relatively quickly. Men interpret friendly behaviour by women
as seductive and flirtatious (Abbey 1982), men find first dates more
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attractive than do women (Rubin et al. 1981), and men fall in love more
quickly than do women (Rubin et al. 1981). Recently, Clark, Shaver, 
and Abrahams (1999) found that, once attracted, men were much more
likely to use quick and direct techniques for initiating romantic encounters,
whereas women were more likely to use passive and prolonged techniques
for initiating romantic encounters. Clark et al. (1999) remarked that these
sex differences were not the result of a few outlying men, and noted that
their findings flatly contradicted the suppositions of Miller and Fishkin
(1997). 

One of the most convincing experimental demonstrations of sex differ-
ences in the time needed before consenting to sex comes from Clark and
Hat� eld (1989). In a series of studies, they had male and female confederates
approach someone of the opposite sex on college campuses and comment,
‘I have been noticing you around campus, I � nd you to be very attractive,’
and then ask one of three questions: (1) ‘Would you go out with me
tonight?’ (2) ‘Will you come over to my apartment tonight?’ or (3) ‘Would
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you go to bed with me tonight?’ In experiments conducted in 1978 and
1982, Clark and Hatfield found that men and women responded very
differently to these requests. Men were slightly more interested than women
in dates with strangers (56% v. 50%), men were signi� cantly more interested
than women in coming over to a stranger’s apartment (69% v. 6%), and men
were substantially more interested than women in having sex with a stranger
(75% v. 0%).

Although safety fears could have been a contributing factor to these sex
differences, no female participant reported fear as a reason for refusal, and
further studies showed that safety was not a causal issue for short-term sex
refusal. A follow-up study by Clark (1990), for example, found that having
friends call the participants over the phone, attest to the kindness and
integrity of another good friend of the opposite sex who is coming to town,
and then ask the participant to have sex with that good friend produced
similar sex differences in consenting to short-term sex. From these and other
studies it seems that men more than women are willing to have sex with
someone after knowing that person for a brief period of time.

Support for Prediction 3 also comes from the � nding that men, more
than women, prefer sexually permissive partners for short-term relationships
(Oliver and Sedikides 1992). This � nding supports Prediction 3 because
preferring sexual permissiveness in short-term mates functions to lower the
time needed to obtain sexual access to short-term mates (Buss and Schmitt
1993). If women have a psychological adaptation for minimizing the time
needed before having sex, one would expect them also to prefer short-term
mates who are easily and quickly accessible for sex. Studies using surveys
(Buss and Schmitt 1993; Oliver and Sedikides 1992) as well as experimental
methods (Schmitt et al. 2001) have shown women tend not to exhibit such
a preference. As displayed in Table 1, a large body of evidence corroborates
the original Buss and Schmitt (1993) �nding that men are willing to engage
in intercourse more quickly than women.

It seems almost indisputable that men are more oriented toward short-
term mating than women, but we would argue that this is true only in a
limited way. That is, we suggest men seem more oriented toward short-
term mating because their short-term mating psychology is different from
women’s short-term mating psychology. The multiple sources of empirical
evidence summarized in Table 1, couched in the evolutionary biological
rationale outlined earlier, suggest that the speci� c reason men seem more
oriented toward short-term mating is because they possess three psycho-
logical adaptations to short-term mating that are different from the mating
adaptations of women. Men possess adaptations that motivate: (1) a greater
desire for short-term sexual relationships, (2) a preference for larger numbers
of sexual partners, and (3) the requiring of less time before consenting to sex
than women. Buss and Schmitt (1993) viewed these specialized adaptations,
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in combination, as the ultimate source of observed sex differences in short-
term mating orientation. Nevertheless, several misunderstandings of SST
persist within the literature on human mating that obfuscate this critical
point of SST.

Misunderstandings of Sexual Strategies Theory

SST is an evolutionary psychological theory about the polymorphic 
nature of human mating psychology. Predictions from SST concerning
between-sex differences in sexual psychology have been validated across
different cultures (Bailey et al. 2000; Knodel et al. 1997; Walter 1997) and
with diverse research methods (e.g., Hassebrauck 1998; Malamuth 1996;
Schmitt and Buss 2000; Speed and Gangestad 1997; Sprecher et al. 1994;
Weiderman and Dubois 1998). What has often been overlooked, however,
is that SST also is a theory about the within-sex differences in long-term and
short-term mating psychology. For example, when men pursue short-term
sexual relationships, their mate preferences and sexual desires (Regan 1998),
their tactics of romantic attraction (Schmitt and Buss 1996), their use of
interpersonal deception (Tooke and Camire 1991), their actual mate choice
(Buss 1994), and their feelings of relationship satisfaction and commitment
(Shackelford and Buss 1997) are very different from when they pursue long-
term mating relationships. The temporal context of mating relationships,
therefore, is an essential ingredient in understanding the sexual psychology
of human males (see also Gangestad and Simpson 2000). 

According to SST, the same should be true of women’s mating psy-
chology. For example, when women seek long-term partners, their mate
selection psychology is dominated by desires for relationship commitment,
parenting skills, and long-term resource potential (Buss and Schmitt 1993).
In contrast, when women seek short-term relationships their psychology
may be motivated by gaining access to high quality genes (Gangestad and
Thornhill 1997), gaining access to protection and immediate resources
(Hrdy 1981; Smuts 1992), and evaluating men as prospective long-term
partners (Greiling and Buss 2000). SST should be considered a theory 
about the differences between and within men’s and women’s mating
psychologies. 

The view that both men and women possess a diverse range of repro-
ductive strategies is consistent with several features of modern feminism
(Buss 1996). Indeed, several evolutionary feminists have argued that 
short-term mating may be a critical component of women’s natural mating
psychology (Smuts 1996). Adopting the view that women should not
engage in short-term mating essentially strips women of an important
reproductive tool, one that is especially adaptive in certain reproductive
environments (Lancaster 1989).
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Unfortunately, SST has often been portrayed as a theory concerning 
only differences between monolithic male (i.e., short-term) versus female
(i.e., long-term) mating psychology. One reason why some interpret SST
this way may be that in the context of short-term mating, the sexual
psychology of men and women does differ dramatically. Men’s short-term
mating adaptations involving a desire for short-term relationships, a
preference for large numbers of sexual partners, and needing less time before
consenting to sex lead men to actively pursue and engage in more short-term
mating than do women. Women have short-term mating adaptations too,
but women pursue short-term mateships in a different way and for different
reasons than men (Scheib 1997). These two different short-term mating
psychologies are what ultimately lead to the expectation and � nding that
men expend more of their total mating effort on short-term mating than
do women (Buss 1997; Gangestad and Thornhill 1997). 

Another reason why SST may be mistakenly characterized as positing
only sex differences in mating strategies is because, in contrast to alternative
theories of human mating, SST is one of the few to broadly account for 
sex differences in sexual psychology. For example, many theories have been
put forth that assume humans are only long-term maters (e.g., Lovejoy
1981; Zeifman and Hazan 1997). Other theories have suggested that both
men and women are relatively short-term sexual strategists (Fisher 1992;
Silverstein 1996). In comparison to theories that assume all humans follow
identical mating strategies, the sex difference component of SST stands out.
The fact that sex differences have been observed by so many researchers,
however, also provides a compelling argument for why SST is more likely
to be correct than alternative evolutionary theories of human mating.

Alternative evolutionary theories of human mating

According to one alternative theory, Attachment Fertility Theory (AFT), 
the basic human mating strategy of men and women alike, consists of the
desire to mate with a single sex partner for life (Miller and Fishkin 1997).
Miller and Fishkin (1997) theorize, as have Bowlby (1969), Hazan and
Shaver (1994), and others, that all humans have been designed by evolution
to develop a secure attachment style in childhood. This basic interpersonal
orientation normally manifests itself in adulthood in a healthy desire for a
high-investment, long-term marital union. In this view, human pairbonding
is based on an endorphin-oriented psychophysiological system that under-
lies emotional trust, sexual satisfaction, and the increased survivability of
offspring (for an alternative account of human pairbonding mechanisms,
see Chisholm 1996 or Belsky 1997). Those people who express short-term
mating desires are, from this perspective, pathological deviations from the
‘natural’ human strategy of long-term mating.
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There are several theoretical reasons why a more accurate characterization
of the design of the human mind is probably one in which healthy men and
women possess both short-term and long-term mating psychologies
(Kirkpatrick 1998, 1999). First, the reproductive bene� ts of having both
short-term and long-term sexual strategies within one’s mating repertoire
are substantial (Buss and Schmitt 1993). For example, some evidence
suggests that when one type of mating strategy becomes too prevalent in a
population, the reproductive advantages of engaging in the other sexual
strategy can be large (Gangestad and Simpson 1990; Simpson 1999).
Second, AFT is theoretically grounded in the notion that a two-parent,
high-investment mating system has been the norm throughout human
evolution. However, studies of modern hunter-gatherer cultures suggest
that our ancestral past was not an idyllic scene of heavy investment families
with two parents equally engaged in childcare and emotional nurturance.
Instead, foraging cultures vary dramatically in the extent to which fathers
invest in children, and in most cultures we � nd a diverse array of sexual
strategies (Draper and Harpending 1982, 1988; Lancaster 1989). Moreover,
research on family stress and the timing of menarche suggests that women
may be adaptively channeled to short-term mating in certain environments
(Belsky 1999; Gangestad and Simpson 2000; Surbey 1990).

There also are many empirical reasons for thinking that humans are not
designed solely for long-term mating. Like other primates, humans show
evidence of physiological design for short-term mating. The relative size
and external location of human testes, the shape of the human penis, and
body size sexual dimorphism in humans, all suggest that sexual promiscuity
was at least part of our ancestral mating system (Baker and Bellis 1995).
Recent evidence in reproductive physiology suggests that the quality of
different types of sperm and varying features of ejaculation show evidence
of being designed for men to compete with and destroy other men’s 
sperm in a human female’s reproductive tract (Baker and Bellis 1995). The
pattern and timing of female orgasm is suggestive of short-term adaptations
in women (Gangestad and Thornhill 1997). In addition, humans have 
a psychology of in� delity and jealousy that appears to be � nely attuned 
to the short-term mating behaviour of spouses (Betzig 1989; Buss et al.
1992; Daly et al. 1982; Shackelford 2000). If men and women have been
long-term maters throughout human evolutionary history, why do we have
adaptations designed to function in the context of short-term mating? 
The evidence reviewed here and summarized in Table 2 suggests that the
proposition that humans have been designed by evolution solely for long-
term mating is unlikely to be true, and is much weaker than the alternative
proposition of SST that humans have been designed for pursuing both
short-term and long-term sexual strategies (see also Gangestad and Simpson
2000).

Sex differences in short-term mating 229



Upon re-examination, the critical data reported by Miller and Fishkin
(1997) actually support this conclusion. They demonstrated that men 
who had a short-term mating orientation (de� ned as having an insecure
attachment style) preferred larger numbers of short-term mates. Women
who had a short-term mating orientation did not exhibit these character-
istics. From Miller and Fishkin’s (1997: 222) Figure 8.2, it seems that
women with a short-term mating orientation desired the same number of
partners as women with a long-term mating orientation. If humans who
have an insecure attachment style are unhealthy, pathological short-term
maters, then why do women who are insecure not desire large numbers 
of sexual partners? From the perspective of SST, this � nding makes sense.
Women who engage in short-term mating do not seek out larger numbers
of partners because it is not part of their evolved short-term psychology.
Rather, women who pursue a short-term sexual strategy may be motivated
to seek out high-quality genetic partners, partners that may one day make
good long-term mates, and partners with immediate resources (Gangestad
and Simpson 2000; Greiling and Buss 2000; Scheib 1997).

AFT and related theories also predict that short-term mating in men and
women is associated with poor developmental experiences that cause lasting
harm. According to this view, those who seek brief sexual relationships have
failed to develop the ‘secure’ form of parent–child attachment that normally
progresses into exclusive long-term mating in adulthood. Short-term mating
by either gender, in this view, would have deleterious effects on survival and
reproduction, and is regarded as a manifestation of developmental psycho-
pathology, ‘dysfunctional early attachment relationships [those that are not
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Table 2 Five additional reasons for thinking that short-term mating is a basic human
mating strategy

Evidence of short-term mating Sample references

(1) Theoretically, both sexes can reproductively Greiling and Buss (2000)
bene� t from short-term mating Barash and Lipton (2001)

(2) Short-term reproductive strategies emerge in Draper and Harpending (1988)
adaptive ways across human cultures Schmitt et al. (2001)

(3) Possible physiological adaptations to Baker and Bellis (1995)
short-term mating (e.g., patterns of female orgasm) Gangestad and Thornhill (1997)

(4) Powerful sexual jealousy seems designed to Shackelford (2000)
counter short-term in� delities Buss (2001)

(5) People who pursue short-term mates are not Mikach and Bailey (1999)
psychologically unhealthy or of low mate value Schmitt (2001)



secure] are a common precursor of adult sexual deviance’ (Zeifman and
Hazan 1997: 255). Thus, ‘it seems that a propensity to spend more of 
one’s time seeking short-term relationships rather than long-term ones may
have been a “fallout” of a failure to interface with human’s adapted for social
environment (e.g., responsive paternal and maternal caregivers)’ (Miller
and Fishkin 1997: 228). However, Mikach and Bailey (1999) found that
women who have very large numbers of sex partners did not report having
suffered higher stress during childhood, nor were they lower on general
mate value than women with fewer sex partners. Moreover, Schmitt (2001)
recently documented that short-term mating is not linked to the roots of
psychological dysfunction found in insecure attachment (i.e., low self-
esteem and high levels of anxiety; see Bartholomew and Horowitz 1991).
In contrast, those who reported actively seeking short-term mates had higher
self-esteem, lower neuroticism, and scored lower on key psychopathology
scales theoretically embedded in insecure attachment. Schmitt (2001) noted
the same � ndings have been reported in both Western and non-Western
cultures, including Ethiopia, Lebanon, Japan, and Bangladesh. Schmitt
(2001) concluded that although insecure attachment and short-term mating
are somewhat related, it is clear that they do not share a common core of
developmental disturbance as predicted by AFT.

Another aspect of AFT that is troublesome has to do with the implica-
tions it has for same-sex couples. If it were true that short-term mating 
is essentially an abnormal state relative to our common human nature, 
then Blumstein and Schwartz’s (1983) � nding that ‘virtually all’ gay men
have affairs would suggest that most gay men are insecurely attached 
and pathologically motivated toward short-term mating. We consider such
a position untenable. It seems much more likely that gay men are, in fact,
nearly identical to heterosexual men in their mating psychology (Bailey 
et al. 1994; Weinrich 1987), including the three speci� c adaptations postu-
lated by Hypothesis 1 of SST. The reason gay men are more actively engaged
in short-term mating than lesbians is because their mating partners are other
men, who also have a short-term psychology guided by desires for large
numbers of sexual partners, not because most gay men are interpersonally
and emotionally deviant individuals. 

The fundamental difference between monomorphic theories of human
mating and SST lies in whether we have one evolved mating psychology that
solved all the reproductive problems of our ancestral past, or whether we
have a psychology of human mating that is diverse and contingent on
different developmental experiences (Belsky et al. 1991; Chisholm 1996,
1999; Surbey 1990) and social contexts (Gangestad and Simpson 1990,
2000; Simpson 1999; Simpson et al. 1999). We agree that humans possess
an evolved long-term mating psychology similar to the one posited by AFT.
However, given the voluminous literature on sex differences in short-term
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mating, the detailed rationale provided by evolutionary psychology, and
the speci� c studies reviewed in this article, it is likely that humans have an
evolved short-term mating psychology as well. In men, this short-term
psychology is guided by at least three specialized adaptations that lead to a
greater desire for short-term sexual relationships, to a preference for large
numbers of sexual partners, and to needing relatively little time before
consenting to sex.

Conclusion

Most psychological theories of human sexuality expect men to be more
oriented toward short-term mating than women. According to SST, men
possess three psychological adaptations that make them appear more
oriented toward short-term mating than women. Men possess greater desire
for short-term mating relationships than women. Men prefer larger numbers
of sexual partners over time than women. Men require less time before
consenting to sex than women. We reviewed a considerable body of evidence
corroborating the presence of these adaptations in men’s evolved mating
psychology. This evidence was consistent with many feminist accounts of
the evolution of human sexuality. Although some evolutionary theorists
continue to assert that men and women are naturally long-term maters, 
we reviewed evidence that directly falsifies these alternate explanations. 
By all accounts, SST remains the more viable evolutionary theory of human
mating.
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