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Abstract

Evolutionary perspectives on human mating have generated a substantial corpus of work that reveals important sex differ-
ences in mate choice and preferences. Both men and women engage in multiple mating strategies, from long-term committed
relationships to short-term sexual liaisons. This article summarizes how sex-specific adaptive problems faced by our ancestors
shapedmen’s mate choices, including preferences for cues to fertility, sexual availability, faithfulness, and numerous partners;
and women’s mate choices, including preferences for cues to ambition, dependability, and investment potential. We also
examine how these preferences differ in long-term compared to short-term mating contexts. Understanding the evolved
nature of these differences is crucial not only in expanding understanding of human mating behaviors, but also in under-
standing the sexual conflict that results from sex differences in mate choice.

There are robust sex differences in men’s and women’s prefer-
ences for a romantic partner as a result of differences in mating-
related adaptive problems recurrently faced by men and
women over human evolutionary history. Mate choice also
differs as a function of the type of relationship men and women
are seeking. Using the lens of sexual strategies theory (Buss and
Schmitt, 1993), this article highlights how men’s and women’s
mate choice preferences help them solve sex-specific and
temporal-specific mating-related adaptive problems.

Mating Strategies

Humans use a complex set of mating strategies. One of these
strategies is long-term mating, which typically involves heavy
commitment, pair-bonding, investment by both parents in
offspring, and a reported feeling of being in love (e.g., Buss,
2003; Symons, 1979; Trivers, 1972). At the other end of the
mating spectrum is short-term mating, which typically involves
much less commitment and investment and places a greater
emphasis on sexual behavior than long-term mating (e.g., Buss
and Schmitt, 1993; Buss, 2003). Men and women can both
employ a combination of mating strategies; that is, they can
alternate between long-term and short-termmating or use some
intermediate mating strategy. They may also use a dual mating
strategy of maintaining a long-term relationship while seeking
extra-pair copulations (Buss and Schmitt, 1993; Gangestad and
Simpson, 2000; Schmitt et al., 2001a; Schmitt, 2005).

The frequency at which men and women employ each
strategy differs partly as a function of their minimum obliga-
tory parental investment. At a minimum women must bear the
costs of gestation and lactation, whereas at a minimum men
need only to contribute sperm and a fewmoments of their time
(Trivers, 1972). The greater minimum obligatory parental
investment women bear should cause them to be selective in
their mating habits. The high metabolic costs of gestation and
lactation and the decreased survival odds for children raised
by a single mother (Daly and Wilson, 1988; Geary, 2007;
Hewlett, 1988; Hill and Hurtado, 1996; Hrdy, 2007) further
suggest women benefit by allocating more effort to a long-term

relationship with an investing partner than to many casual
relationships. Additionally, once a woman is pregnant she
cannot become more pregnant by having sex with additional
men, further suggesting the direct reproductive benefits to
women of mating with multiple men are minimal. Alterna-
tively, men’s minimum parental obligation indicates they can
be less selective in their mating habits, at least in short-term or
polygynous mating contexts. Inseminating one woman does
not necessarily prevent a man from inseminating additional
women, suggesting the reproductive benefit to men of mating
with multiple women is large (Trivers, 1972). Stated differ-
ently, for men a major constraint on their reproductive success
historically has been sexual access to fertile women. Men and
women historically have faced different mating-related adap-
tive problems as a result of these and other key differences in
their reproductive biology, including internal female fertiliza-
tion, lactation, and sharper age-graded fertility for women
compared to men. These adaptive problems and how men and
women solve them will be discussed below.

Men’s Mating Strategies and Mate Choice

Short-Term Mating

As a result of men’s minimum parental obligation, one effective
method for men to increase their reproductive success is to
increase the number of their sexual partners (Buss and Schmitt,
1993; Symons, 1979), suggesting they may benefit more from
adopting a short-term mating strategy than a long-term strategy.
For example, a man who already had one child could double his
reproductive success by engaging in an additional short-term
mateship resulting in pregnancy and successful childbirth, all
else equal. Previous research suggests historically it was not the
amount of times a man impregnated one woman that increased
his reproductive success but instead it was the number of women
he impregnated that mattered (see Betzig, 1988 for review).

Therefore one adaptive problem ancestral men would have
to solve in order to increase their reproductive success would be
the problem of partner number (Symons, 1979). One way to
solve this would be to have sexual desire for a large number of
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sexual partners. Over ancestral history those men with this
desire would theoretically have had more sexual partners,
increasing their reproductive success more than men who did
not possess this desire, suggesting men may have evolved
a preference for sexual variety (Symons, 1979). In support of
this, men report wanting to have a greater number of sexual
partners than women across various time periods from the
next month to the rest of their lifetime (Buss and Schmitt,
1993; Schmitt et al., 2001b; 2003; Simpson and Gangestad,
1991). Men also report having sexual fantasies about
a greater number of sexual partners than do women (Ellis and
Symons, 1990). Additionally men can solve the adaptive
problem of acquiring multiple sexual partners by relaxing
their standards – lower standards increase the chances they
will find a partner (Buss and Schmitt, 1993). Kenrick et al.
(1990) asked men to report their minimum acceptable
threshold for a sexual partner, a date, and a marriage partner.
Men reported lower standards for sexual partners than for
dates or marriage partners on qualities, such as intelligence
(Kenrick et al., 1990). Men also report lower standards for
sexual partners or one-night stands than do women (Buss and
Schmitt, 1993; Greitemeyer, 2005; Kenrick et al., 1990, 1993;
Li and Kenrick, 2006; Regan, 1998a,b; Schieb, 2001:
Schützwohl et al., 2009). Along with lowering their standards
for a sexual partner, men can increase the numbers of partners
they have by decreasing the amount of time they wait to
engage in sexual intercourse with a new partner (Buss and
Schmitt, 1993). When asked how long they would have to
know someone before having sex, men were more willing to
have sex after less time elapsed than were women (Buss and
Schmitt, 1993; Schmitt et al., 2001c, 2003). Sexual attraction
to a partner more quickly develops in men than in women
(Clark and Hatfield, 1989; Clark et al., 1999; Hald and Høgh-
Olesen, 2010; Rubin et al., 1981) and men frequently
misperceive women’s friendliness as a signal of sexual interest
(Abbey, 1982; Haselton, 2003; Haselton and Buss, 2000;
Perilloux et al., in press).

Not only did ancestral men have to solve the problem of
partner number, but they also needed to determine which
women were available to mate with and which of those women
were fertile. Those men who spent time trying to mate with
women who were not sexually accessible would produce less
offspring than men who selected mates who were sexually
accessible. Similarly, men trying to mate with women who
were unable to conceive, such as those already pregnant,
lactating, prepubescent, or menopausal would have left fewer
offspring than men who selected fertile partners (Symons,
1979). This suggests men have evolved mate preference
mechanisms that have two primary functions: select women
who are available and displaying cues to fertility (Buss and
Schmitt, 1993; Singh, 1993; see Buss, 2003 for review).
Men value promiscuity and devalue prudishness and sexual
inexperience in potential short-term partners, suggesting
a preference for sexually accessible women (Buss and
Schmitt, 1993; Oliver and Sedikides, 1992; Schmitt et al.,
2001a). Additionally, evidence indicates men prefer women
who are younger than they are and the age gap in preferences
and actual mate selections tends to increase with men’s age
(Buss, 1989; Buunk et al., 2001; Greenlees and McGrew,
1994; Kenrick and Keefe, 1992). Youth in women is an

indication of future reproductive potential, that is the
potential for having a larger number of children in the future
(Buss, 2003; Symons, 1979).

Men’s psychological mechanisms recurrently used estrogen-
dependent physiological cues to successfully estimate the age
and hence reproductive value of prospective partners. Age-
related cues include feminine facial and vocal qualities,
smooth and clear skin, full lips, thick full hair, firm and
symmetrical breasts, and small waists relative to the size of
hips (Feinberg et al., 2006; Fink et al., 2001; Marlowe, 1998;
Singh, 1993, 1995, 2002; Thornhill and Gangestad, 2008;
Thornhill and Grammar, 1999). Women possessing these
traits are perceived to be physically attractive, are highly
desired as potential mates by men, and have high levels of
estrogen and progesterone, which both increase conception
likelihood (Jasienska et al., 2004; Singh, 2002; see Sugiyama,
2005 for review).

To be successful at mating with multiple partners, men also
need to avoid getting entangled in a committed relationship
and having to provide investment (Buss, 2003; Buss and
Schmitt, 1993; Symons, 1979). Mating with a woman who
required a large amount of investment or time from a man
would decrease his opportunities to mate with other women.
One way men can solve this problem is to prefer women who
will not require a relationship or investment. Men perceive
a commitment with a short-term partner as undesirable in
comparison to a commitment with a long-term partner (Buss
and Schmitt, 1993). Another way men can solve the problem
of avoiding commitment is to experience a negative affective
shift after sexual intercourse (Haselton and Buss, 2001). Men
who pursue a short-term mating strategy rate first sexual
encounters as better than later ones, lose interest in partners
after a few days, weeks, or months, and decrease their
perceptions of a partner’s physical attractiveness after having
sexual intercourse with her, and this perception continues to
decrease further with time (Haselton and Buss, 2001).
Ancestrally men who experienced a negative affective shift
after sexual intercourse could more quickly detach from
a potential long-term relationship than men who did not
experience such a shift, providing those men with more time
to acquire multiple mates.

Long-Term Mating

Although these findings suggest ancestrally men could best
increase their reproductive success by employing a short-term
mating strategy, men could also benefit by employing a long-
term mating strategy. Seeking out multiple mates can take
time and energy away from actual mating. Men can save that
time and energy by staying with one long-term partner (Buss,
2003). Men who engage in short-term mating can never be
certain that any offspring produced are theirs because they
cannot be certain they have sole reproductive access to any of
their partners. To solve this problem of paternity uncertainty,
men can maintain a long-term relationship that provides
them exclusive reproductive access to a woman (Alexander
and Noonan, 1979; Buss and Schmitt, 1993; Thornhill and
Gangestad, 2008), particularly if they employ mate guarding
tactics to prevent insemination from other men (Buss, 1988a;
Buss et al., 1992; Buss and Shackelford, 1997; Daly et al.,
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1982; Shackelford et al., 2005a). Additionally, because high-
quality women are highly desired by men, they can be
choosier and demand more time and investment from men
before they engage in sexual intercourse (Buss, 2003; Buss
and Shackelford, 2008; Symons, 1979). By being willing to
enter a long-term relationship, men may be able to obtain
women of higher quality than if they attempt multiple short-
term matings (Buss and Schmitt, 1993; Gangestad and
Simpson, 1990; Symons, 1979; Thornhill and Gangestad,
2008). Although men might produce fewer offspring by not
having multiple partners, they could still increase their
reproductive success by producing high-quality offspring who
would not only be likely to survive but who eventually
would be highly sought after as mates. Additionally,
regardless of offspring quality, the survival rate of offspring is
increased when investment is provided by both parents (Daly
and Wilson, 1988; Geary, 2007; Hewlett, 1988; Hill and
Hurtado, 1996; Hrdy, 2007).

Evidence shows that men do engage in long-term mating.
When asked how much they are currently seeking a long-term
mate, men do not differ from women in their desire to find
a long-term mate (Buss and Schmitt, 1993; but see Schmitt
et al., 2001b for sex difference). Men place a greater emphasis
on faithfulness and chastity in a long-term mate than in
a short-term mate (Buss, 1989; Buss and Barnes, 1986; Buss
and Schmitt, 1993; Buss et al., 2001). Furthermore, men view
promiscuous behavior in potential long-term mates as
undesirable (Buss and Schmitt, 1993). A preference for long-
term mates possessing these traits helped ancestral men solve
the adaptive problem of paternity uncertainty because
faithful and chaste women would be less likely to be
promiscuous (see Buss, 2003 for review).

Ancestrally, attempting to solely pursue short-term mating
would have been a high-risk strategy for men. Given that
highly desirable women can successfully demand large
investment (Buss and Shackelford, 2008), and that women in
general prefer long-term relationships (see below), men who
attempted to only engage in short-term mating risked being
shut out of the mating game entirely (Buss and Schmitt,
1993; Buss, 2003; Schmitt, 2005). It is more likely ancestral
men pursued some combination of serial long-term
relationships with occasional opportunistic short-term mating
or extra-pair copulations, especially those men high enough
in status or with enough resources to cross the polygyny
threshold (Andersson, 1994; Daly and Wilson, 1983;
Gangestad, 1993; Marlowe, 2000; Schmitt, 2005). This has
changed drastically in the modern first-world environment –
the anonymity of modern society makes it easier for men to
deceive women into brief casual sexual liaisons at low costs
to the men (Carroll et al., 1985; Garcia and Reiber, 2008;
Paul and Hayes, 2002; Paul et al., 2000; Reiber and Garcia,
2010; Uecker and Regnerus, 2010). This is because the
modern environment parasitizes men’s evolved mating
mechanisms, which gives the impression adopting a short-
term mating strategy is universally the most beneficial mating
strategy for men (see Jonason et al., 2009 as an example of
this fallacy). However, men are not equally successful at
short-term mating. Men possessing characteristics deemed
highly valuable to women seeking short-term mates (see
below) are considerably more successful than men who do

not possess those characteristics (Jackson and Kirkpatrick,
2007; Landolt et al., 1995; Li and Kenrick, 2006). These
findings indicate that men can rely on a suite of mating
strategies to increase their reproductive success, and that
men’s mate preferences shift as a function of the type of
strategy currently being executed.

Of course, these mating strategies are all enacted within
different cultural contexts that sometimes constrain and
sometimes enable one mating strategy over another (e.g.,
Gangestad et al., 2006). In cultures that cloister, veil, or guard
women, for example, opportunities for short-term mating are
severely restricted. In more sexually permissive cultures and
in large cities that offer greater anonymity, short-term mating
strategies are easier to implement.

Women’s Mating Strategies and Mate Choice

Long-Term Mating

Women have a greater minimum obligatory parental invest-
ment than men, making them more selective in their mating
decisions (Trivers, 1972). In traditional societies, which best
resemble those of our ancestors, women spend much of their
adult life either pregnant or lactating, and therefore are limited
in the number of offspring they can produce (Sugiyama, 2005).
Ancestrally, the most effective way for most women to increase
their reproductive success was to heavily invest in each
offspring produced to insure offspring lived until reproductive
age. Paternal investment would have increased the likelihood
of offspring survival and future success on the mating market
(Geary, 2007; Hewlett, 1988; Hill and Hurtado, 1996; Hrdy,
2007). Therefore, ancestral women who were better at select-
ing and obtaining mates who were willing and able to invest in
their offspring were more likely to leave surviving offspring
than women who did not select, or could not obtain, investing
partners (Buss, 1989, 2003; Buss and Schmitt, 1993; Schmitt,
2005; Symons, 1979).

Women’s mating mechanisms, therefore, must solve the
adaptive problem of determining investment ability in poten-
tial partners. Ancestrally, women could have ascertained this by
a man’s potential for accruing resources, which in the modern
environment equates with monetary resources (Symons, 1979;
Buss, 2003). Ancestral men with the ability to accrue resources
were better able to provide tangible investment, such as shelter
and food, than could men who lacked this ability. Women who
selected men who could accrue resources as partners would
have produced more offspring who survived than women who
chose other men. In modern environments, women consis-
tently rate qualities synonymous with economic resources,
such as good earning capacity, wealth, good financial pros-
pects, and a reliable future career, as more important for
a potential long-term mate to possess than do men (e.g.,
Bereczkei et al., 1997; Buss, 1989; Buss and Barnes, 1986;
Buss and Schmitt, 1993; Buss et al., 2001; Greenlees and
McGrew, 1994; Kenrick et al., 1993, 1990; Pawlowski and
Dunbar, 1999; Sprecher et al., 1994; Waynforth and Dunbar,
1995). Ambition is correlated with the drive and ability to
acquire resources, and women prefer long-term partners who
are ambitious (e.g., Buss, 1989; Buss and Barnes, 1986; Buss
et al., 2001; Kenrick et al., 1993, 1990) and will even prefer
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ambitious yet physically unattractive men to nonambitious yet
physically attractive men (Sritharan et al., 2010; Townsend and
Wasserman, 1998; Wilbur and Campbell, 2010). Another way
women can determine a man’s potential to acquire economic
resources is to evaluate his social status. Men with higher
social status tend to accrue greater resources than do men
with lower social status. Women prefer long-term mates with
high social status (e.g., Buss, 1989; Kenrick et al., 1993, 1990;
Li et al., 2002; Rajecki et al., 1991; Townsend and Levy, 1990
a,b). Additionally, women tend to rate men low in these
qualities as undesirable as a long-term mate (Buss and
Schmitt, 1993).

Just determining a man’s investment ability would not have
been enough for ancestral women to insure offspring surviv-
ability. They also had to solve the adaptive problem of deter-
mining if the man would be willing to invest his resources and
time specifically in her and any potential offspring. It would
not help offspring survival if a man had plentiful resources but
spread them among many women or diverted them to another
woman’s offspring (Buss et al., 1992; Symons, 1979). One
marker of this willingness is a man’s commitment to the rela-
tionship, which can be determined by cues of fidelity and love
(Buss, 2003). In one study, women rated acts of resource
display, such as ‘surprised her with a gift’ and ‘bought a special
present for her’ as indicative of a man being in love. Also rated
highly were acts indicative of fidelity, such as ‘remained faithful
when they were separated for more than a month’ and ‘gave up
going out with other women for her’ (Buss, 1988b). Similarly
men interested in keeping a mate frequently use resource
display and commitment-increase retention tactics (Buss,
1988a; Buss and Shackelford, 1997; Shackelford et al., 2005).
These behaviors indicate a man is willing to commit his
resources and time to one woman and their joint offspring,
increasing the chances offspring will receive necessary
investment to survive.

The odds that offspring would have survived ancestrally
also could have been increased by selecting long-term mates
who provided not just resources, but who also displayed
characteristics indicative of being a good parent and being
willing to help raise offspring. Offspring raised by both
biological parents have an increased likelihood of surviving
than do offspring raised by one parent (Daly and Wilson,
1988; Geary, 2007; Hewlett, 1988; Hill and Hurtado, 1996;
Hrdy, 2007). Cues indicating potential good parenting skills
include dependability and emotional stability, kindness and
sincerity, and similar personalities, interests and backgrounds
(see Buss, 2003 for review). Women consistently rate these
characteristics as important for potential long-term mates to
possess. Kindness, dependability, and emotional stability
often rank at the top of women’s list of required preferences
for a long-term partner (Buss, 1989; Buss and Barnes, 1986;
Buss et al., 2001; Evans and Brase, 2007; Fletcher et al., 2004;
Kenrick et al., 1993, 1990; Li et al., 2002; Regan, 1988a;
Scheib, 2001). Women can assess a man’s ability to be
a good parent by observing his interactions with children.
Interacting with children increases women’s perceptions of
a man’s attractiveness in comparison to perceptions of his
attractiveness when he is alone (Brase, 2006; La Cerra, 1995).
Additionally, women appear to be able to detect men’s
interest in infants simply by viewing images of men’s faces.

Women rate men expressing greater interest in infants as
more attractive potential long-term mates than men who do
not show such interest (Roney et al., 2006). Women whose
psychological mechanisms led them to select men possessing
these traits and with an interest in children would have had
more help raising offspring, increasing offspring survivability,
and ultimately the women’s own reproductive success, than
would women whose psychological mechanisms led them to
select other men as partners. Although long-term mating is
extremely beneficial to women, there are contexts in which
women can also benefit from engaging in short-term mating.

Short-Term Mating

Pregnancy and lactation require large amounts of investment
and resources but parental investment can have diminishing
returns (Cashdan, 1993; Low, 1990). Therefore if women can
obtain their own resources, they do not necessarily stand to
benefit from obtaining more resources from a potential mate.
Ancestrally women may have obtained their own resources
through their family and could therefore afford to trade-off
requiring investment from potential partners for other
noninvestment qualities (Gangestad, 1993). In these cases,
women would actually benefit by shifting toward a more
short-term mating strategy (Gangestad and Simpson, 2000)
because men of high presumptive genetic quality often
choose to focus more effort on short-term mateships rather
than long-term mateships (Apicella and Marlowe, 2007; Buss,
2003; Marlowe, 1999; in birds: Møller and Thornhill, 1998;
Rhodes et al., 2005; Schmitt, 2005; Thornhill and Gangestad,
2008). Ancestrally women could have also obtained resources
by having a long-term committed partner. When this occurred,
women may have chosen to risk the certain investment from
their long-term partner by engaging in extra-pair copulations
with men of high presumptive genetic quality (Buss, 2003;
Gangestad and Simpson, 2000; Greiling and Buss, 2000;
Thornhill and Gangestad, 2008). What this suggests is
women may have evolved adaptations for employing either
a short-term mating strategy or a dual mating strategy, but
these adaptations evolved to solve different mating-related
adaptive problems than did men’s (Buss, 2003; Buss and
Schmitt, 1993; Gangestad and Simpson, 2000; Greiling and
Buss, 2000; Schmitt et al., 2001a; Schmitt, 2005; Thornhill
and Gangestad, 2008).

Unlike for men, there is no direct or linear increase to
a woman’s reproductive success by having sexual intercourse
with multiple partners. Instead, women can increase their
reproductive success, in principle, by having sexual intercourse
with men possessing ‘good genes’ (e.g., Gangestad and
Simpson, 2000; Greiling and Buss, 2000; Simpson and
Gangestad, 1991; Thornhill and Gangestad, 2008; Trivers,
1972). Good genes are currently thought to be those indica-
tive of good health and increased chances of survivability (see
Andersson, 1994 for review). Mating with a man possessing
good genes therefore increases chances for offspring survival.
Additionally, because women who employ a short-termmating
strategy tend to prefer men who advertise their good genes,
mating with a man who possesses good genes should
increase the chances a woman’s male offspring will be able to
find a mate and produce offspring, thereby increasing her
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reproductive success (‘sexy sons’ hypothesis; Buss, 2003; Fisher,
1930; Kokko et al., 2002; Smith, 1984; Thornhill and
Gangestad, 2008).

If women recurrently engaged in short-term mating to
obtain partners with ‘good genes,’ then their psychological
mechanisms should have evolved to solve the adaptive
problem of detecting genetic quality of potential partners
(Thornhill and Gangestad, 2008). Ancestral women who
selected partners with good genetic quality would have been
more likely to produce offspring with increased survival odds
than women who selected partners with decreased genetic
quality.

Women obviously cannot detect underlying genetic quality
in a potential mate, but instead can use statistically correlated
phenotypic markers of good genes. One such set of phenotypic
markers are those indicating masculinity (Frederick and
Haselton, 2007; Penton-Voak et al., 1999; Thornhill and
Gangestad, 1993, 1999). Masculinity is positively correlated
with body symmetry, and a high degree of body symmetry
indicates low amounts of developmental instability. Develop-
mental instability is a measure of ability to overcome exposure
to prenatal pathogens and mutations. Therefore, men with low
levels of developmental instability can be considered to have
higher fitness and better genes than men with greater amounts
of developmental instability (Gangestad and Simpson, 2000;
Gangestad and Thornhill, 1997; Gangestad et al., 1994;
Thornhill and Gangestad, 1999, 2008). Women interested in
short-term mating rate men displaying characteristics perceived
as masculine as more attractive than those appearing more
feminine (Gangestad, 1993; Johnston et al., 2001; Penton-
Voak et al., 2003, 1999) and prefer to short-term mate with
men considered attractive (Buss and Schmitt, 1993; Greiling
and Buss, 2000; Kenrick et al., 1993; Li and Kenrick, 2006;
Rhodes et al., 2005; Simpson and Gangestad, 1992;
Wiederman and Dubois, 1998; Wilbur and Campbell, 2010).
These findings suggest women have evolved psychological
mechanisms functioning to select short-term partners with
high genetic quality.

Women may not engage in short-term mating solely to
obtain good genes for their offspring. Instead, given the great
importance of long-term relationships to women, they may
engage in short-term mating to assess a man as a potential
long-term partner (Buss and Schmitt, 1993; Buss, 2003;
Greiling and Buss, 2000; Shackelford et al., 2004). Choosing
a poor long-term partner would have been extremely costly
to ancestral women, especially in exogamous societies, which
would have left women without physically close familial
support (Buss, 2003; Buss and Schmitt, 1993). Women who
used short-term mating to assess potential partners for long-
term relationships, and were able to correctly determine
which ones would make a good long-term partner, would
have had greater reproductive success than those women who
could not make such determinations (Buss, 2003; Buss and
Schmitt, 1993). Women should, therefore, have evolved
psychological mechanisms to solve the adaptive problem of
partner assessment.

Women can solve the problem of partner assessment by
selecting short-term partners with similar characteristics to
highly preferred long-term partners (Buss and Schmitt, 1993).
When considering potential short-term partners, women

consider a man’s financial resources and generosity important
(Wiederman and Dubois, 1998) – two traits women seeking
long-term partners also consider important (Buss, 1989; Buss
and Barnes, 1986; Buss et al., 2001; Kenrick et al., 1993,
1990; Li et al., 2002; Scheib, 2001). In general, women’s
preferences for potential short-term partners are as stringent
as their preferences for a long-term mate, suggesting they may
use short-term mating as an assessment strategy (Buss and
Schmitt, 1993; Li and Kenrick, 2006; Kenrick et al., 1993,
1990; Regan, 1998a,b; Shackelford et al., 2004; Sprecher and
Regan, 2002; Surbey and Conohan, 2000). The assessment
problem can also be solved by specifically decreasing
preferences for traits in short-term partners that are
detrimental to quality if present in a long-term partner. For
example, women should not want a promiscuous long-term
partner due to the risk of costly investment loss, and if using
short-term mating as an assessment tool, should also express
a decreased interested in promiscuous men as short-term
partners (Buss, 2003; Buss and Schmitt, 1993; Schmitt et al.,
2001b). Women seeking a short-term partner rate
promiscuity as undesirable in their potential mates (Buss and
Schmitt, 1993; Schmitt et al., 2001b; Wiederman and
Dubois, 1998). Additionally if women use short-term mating
as an assessment strategy for a long-term relationship, they
should experience an affective shift after having sexual
intercourse with men who would be good long-term partners
to promote the formation of a long-term pair bond
(Haselton and Buss, 2001). These findings suggest women do
engage in short-term mating to assess men as potential long-
term partners, although men too might use short-term
mating to gauge long-term quality.

Women may also engage in short-term mating to acquire
immediate resources instead of the promise of future
resource investment they seek in long-term partners. Ancestral
women may have needed immediate resources, such as scarce
game meat to help provision offspring, and could have
acquired such highly valued resources by exchanging them
for sex (Buss, 2003). For example, better hunters in the Aché
(a traditional hunter-gatherer society) have more mistresses
and those mistresses report having more illegitimate children
by the more skilled hunters (Hill and Hurtado, 1996; Hill
and Kaplan, 1988). If acquiring resources sooner rather than
later helped women survive or produce more viable
offspring, then women should have evolved psychological
mechanisms for preferring as short-term partners men who
are willing to provide immediate resources (Buss, 2003; Buss
and Schmitt, 1993; Symons, 1979). Buss and Schmitt (1993)
asked women to rate four behaviors related to early resource
provisioning: ‘spends a lot of money on me early on,’ ‘gives
me gifts early on,’ ‘has an extravagant lifestyle,’ and ‘stingy
early on.’ Women valued the first three behaviors for
potential short-term partners more than for long-term
partners, but devalued the last behavior for potential short-
term partners (Buss and Schmitt, 1993). Other research has
corroborated these findings – when seeking a short-term
partner women place a premium on immediate resource
investment (Bereczkei et al., 1997; Fletcher et al., 2004;
Kenrick et al., 1990, 1993; Regan, 1998 a,b; Townsend and
Levy, 1990a,b). The strong demonstrated preference women
seeking short-term partners have for immediate investment
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suggests women do use short-term mating as an opportunity
to obtain immediate material benefits for themselves or any
current offspring.

Although long-term mating is often a more beneficial
strategy to women’s reproductive success than short-term
mating, evidence suggests women do at times engage in
short-term mating. Statistically speaking, every time a man
has sex with a new partner, a woman is also having sex with
a new partner. This suggests the mean number of sex partners
for men and women must be identical, assuming an equal
sex ratio in the mating pool (Buss, 2003; Greiling and Buss,
2000). Similarly, men’s strong desire for sexual variety could
not have evolved if ancestral men never obtained access to
multiple sexual partners (Schmitt et al., 2001b; Schmitt et al.,
2001c; Schmitt et al., 2003; Smith, 1984), suggesting that at
least some ancestral women were willing to engage in brief
sexual encounters with multiple men. In recent studies on
hook-up behavior, between 50 and 75% of college women
report engaging in at least one casual sexual encounter within
the last year, and these numbers closely parallel college men’s
reports of their own casual sex behavior (Garcia and Reiber,
2008; Grello et al., 2006; Paul and Hayes, 2002; Paul et al.,
2000; Reiber and Garcia, 2010; Uecker and Regnerus, 2010).

Additional support for women having an evolved short-
term mating psychology comes from men’s physiology. As
a function of the risk of sperm competition, species’ testes
size is correlated with the species’ specific mating strategies.
Sperm competition occurs when the sperm of two or more
males occupy a female’s reproductive tract simultaneously
(Baker and Bellis, 1993 a,b; Parker, 1970; Smith, 1984). More
monogamous primate species face less risk of sperm
competition and therefore have smaller testes relative to body
size than do polygamous primate species. For example, male
gorillas have sole reproductive access to a harem of female
gorillas and their testes size is less than 0.1% of their total
body weight, whereas male chimpanzees compete for access
to fertile females and their testes are about 0.3% of their
weight. Human male testes size falls in the middle of these
two species, suggesting humans are not entirely
monogamous such as the gorillas, or entirely promiscuous
such as the chimpanzees (see Pound et al., 2006; Shackelford
et al., 2005b, c for review). If human females did not engage
in short-term mating, there would be no selection pressure
on males’ physiology to cope with the threat of sperm
competition, and human testes would be proportionally
similar to the testes of gorillas. However, because human
testes are not proportionally similar to gorilla testes, it is
reasonable to infer that across evolutionary history, human
males did have to solve the adaptive problem of sperm
competition some of the time, providing evidence for
females occasionally employing some form of a short-term
mating strategy. As with men, it is clear women rely on
a suite of strategies and their mate preferences shift
accordingly to match the current strategy being executed.

Conclusion

As a result of differences in minimum obligatory parental
investment, men and women differ in how they can best

increase their reproductive success. When possible, men’s
reproductive success historically was best be increased through
low-cost opportunistic mating or polygynous mating, whereas
women’s reproductive success is best increased through high-
quality long-term investment mating. Although men and
women both employ a variety of mating strategies, their
preferences when pursuing these strategies fundamentally
differ. One consequence of these sex differences is sexual
conflict, jealousy, sexual aggression, sexual harassment, and
rape are often products of differences in men’s and women’s
mate preferences and desires. Understanding the evolved
nature of men’s and women’s mate choice contributes to our
understanding of these darker elements of human mating in
addition to our broader understanding of mating psychology.

See also: Fertility Theory: Embodied-Capital Theory of Life
History Evolution; Marriage Systems, Evolution of;
Sociobiology: Overview.
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