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Abstract: Contemporary mate preferences can provide important clues to human reproductive history. Little is known about which
characteristics people value in potential mates. Five predictions were made about sex differences in human mate preferences based
on evolutionary conceptions of parental investment, sexual selection, human reproductive capacily, and sexual asymmetries
regarding certainty of paternity versus maternity. The predictions centered on how each sex valued earning capacity, ambition—
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countries located on six continents and five islands (total N = 10,047). For 27 countries, demographic data on actual age at marriage
provided a validity check on questionnaire data. Females were found to value cues to resource acquisition in potential mates more
highly than males. Characteristics signaling reproductive capacity were valued more by males than by females. These sex differences
may reflect diffcrent evolutionary selection pressures on human males and femalces; they provide powerful cross-cultural evidence of
current sex differences in reproductive strategies. Discussion focuses on proximate mechanisms underlying mate preferences,
consequences for human intrasexual eompetition, and the limitations of this study.
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1. Introduction

Mate preferences acquire importance in at least three
scientific contexts. First, they can affect the current
direction of sexual selection by influencing wha is differ-
entially excluded from and included in mating (Darwin
1871). Favored mate characteristics that show some
heritability will typically be represented more frequently
in subscquent generations. Individuals lacking favored
characteristics tend to become no one’s ancestors (Thorn-
hill & Thornhill 1983). Second, current mate preferences
may reflect prior selection pressures, thus providing
important clues to a species’ reproductive history. Third,
mate preferences can exert selective pressures on other
components of the mating system. In the context of
intrasexual competition, for example, tactics used to
attract and retain mates should be strongly influenced by
the mate preferences expressed by members of the op-
pousite sex (Buss 1988). Becausc of the powerful reproduc-
tive consequences of preferential mating, it is reasonable
to assume that mate preferences will depart from ran-
domness and evolve through sexual selection (Darwin
1859, 1871; Fisher 1930). This assumption, first advanced
by Darwin, has been documented empirically for a vari-
ety of nonhuman species (e.g., Bateson 1983; Majerus
1986).

In spite of the importance of mate preferences, little is
known about precisely which characteristics in potential
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mates are valued by human males and femalcs (Buss 1985;
Thiessen & Gregg 1980). Particularly lacking are good
cross-cultural data. Cross-cultural studies become crucial
for testing evolution-based hypotheses that posit species-
typical or sex-typical mate preferences. Recent the-
oretical work by Trivers (1972}, Williams (1975), Symons
(1979), and Buss (1987) provides a foundation from which
specific evolutionary hypotheses about mate preferences
can be derived. [See also multiple book review of Sym-
ons’s Evolution of Human Sexuality, BBS 3(2) 1980 and
Hartung's “Matrilineal Inheritance” BBS 8(4) 1985.]

1.1. Predictions from parental invastment and sexual
selection theory

Trivers (1972) posits that sexual selection is driven in part
by different levels of investment by males and females in
their offspring (Bateman 1948). In humans and other
mammals, malc parental investment tends to be less than
female parental investment (Fisher 1930; Trivers 1972;
Williams 1975). Mammalian fertilization occurs inter-
nally within females, as does gestation. A copulation that
requires minimal male investment can produce a 9-
month investment by the female that is substantial in
terms of time, energy, resources, and foreclosed alterna-
tives.

Investment, of course, does not begin with fertiliza-
tion, nor does it end with parturition. Trivers describes
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several forms of male investment. Males may provide
mates with food, find or defend territories, defend the
female against aggressors, and feed and protect the
young. Human males may also provide opportunities for
learning, they may transfer status, power, or resources,
and they may aid their offspring in forming reciprocal
alliances. These forms of male investment, when pro-
vided, tend to decrease the investment disparities be-
tween males and females (Trivers 1972, p. 142).

Trivers's theory proposes that the sex investing more in
offspring (typically the female) will be selected to exert
stronger preferences about mating partners. This greater
choosiness by the more heavily investing sex exists be-
cause greater reproductive costs are associated with in-
discriminate mating and greater benefits are associated
with exerting a choice. The costs of less discriminating
mating will be lower for the sex investing less and the
benefits will be greater. In species where investment in
offspring by males and females is equivalent, the sexes are
expected to be equally discriminating in their choice of
mating partners {Trivers 1985).

What mate characteristics might be predicted on the-
oretical gronnds in the selection preferences of females?
In species with male parental investment, such as Homno
sapiens (Alexander & Noonan 1979), females should seek
to mate with males who have the ability and willingness to
provide resources related to parental investment such as
food, shelter, territory, and protcction. Trivers's predic-
tion should apply only in contexts where resources can be
accrued, monopolized, and defended, where males tend
to control such resources, and where male variance in
resource acquisition is sufficiently high (Emlen & Oring
1977, Trivers 1972). The hypothesis that females will
mate preferentially with males bearing greater gifts,
holding better territories, or displaying higher rank has
been confirmed empirically in many nonhuman species
(Calder 1967; Lack 1940; Trivers 1985; see also Betzig et
al. 1988). ’

These rescurces can provide (a) immediate material
advantage to the female and her offspring, (b) enhanced
reproductive advantage for offspring through acquired
social and economic benefits, and {(¢) genetic reproduc-
tive advantage for the ferale and her offspring if variation
in the qualities that lead to resource acquisition is partly
heritable.

Among humans, resources typically transtate into earn-
ing capacity. This suggests that females will value charac-
teristics in potential mates that are associated with in-
creased carning capacity, such as arbition and industri-
ousness (Barron 1963; Willerman 1979). These premises,
combined with conditions of resource defensibility and
high variance in male resource acquisition, produce a
specific prediction: Females, more than males, should
value attributes in potential mates such as ambition,
industriousness, and earning capacity that signal the
possession or likely acquisition of resources.

1.2. Predictions based on fertility and reproductive
value

For males more than for femalcs, reproduction is limited
by access to reproductively valuable or fertile mates
(Symons 1979; Trivers 1972; Williams 1975). Reproduc-
tive value is defined actuarially in units of expected future
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reproduction — the extent to which persons of a given age
and sex will contribute, on average, to the ancestry of
future generations (Fisher 1930). Fertility is defined as
the probability of present reproduction. In human
females, reproductive value typically peaks in the mid-
teens and declines monotonically thereafter with age.
Fertility typically peaks in the early 20s and shows a
similar decrement with age (Thornhill & Thornhill 1953).
The difference between fertility and reproductive value
may be illustrated by contrasting two females, aged 13
and 23. The younger female would have higher reproduc-
tive value than the older one because, actuarially, her
future reproduction is expected to be higher. In contrast,
the 23-year-old female would be more fertile than the 13-
year-old because the current probability of reproduction
is higher for the 23-year-old.

Both fertility and reproductive value differ across
cultures and are affected by factors such as cultural
norms, contraceptive practices, and differences in age-
specific mortality. In all cultures, however, female fertil-
ity and reproductive value are strongly age-dependent
(Williams 1975). Thus, age provides a powerful cue to
female reproductive capacity — a cuc that can be inferred
through physical and behavioral attributes or with ver-
idical use of counting systems.

Males should prefer attributes in potential mates asso-
ciated with reproductive value or fertility, depending on
whether males in human evolutionary history have tend-
ed to seck long-term or short-term mating partners (Buss
1987; Symons 1979; Williams 1975). Specifically, if males
in our evolutionary past have tended to seek short-term
mating partners, selection should have favored male
preferences for females in their early 20s who show cues
that are positively correlated with fertility. I males in our
evolutionary past have tended to seek long-term mating
partners, selection should have favored preferences for
females in their mid-teens who show cues indicative of
high reproductive value. Evolutionary theorists differ on
which of these hypotheses they judge to be most likely.
Symons (1979) argues that males have been selected to
find most attractive those females of high reproductive
value. Williams (1975), in contrast, predicts a compro-
mise preference between reproductive value and fertility
due to the existence of both long-tcrm mating bonds and
some possibility of divorce and extrapair matings.

Features of physical appearance associated with youth
~ such as smooth skin, good muscle tone, lustrous hair,
and full lips — and behavioral indicators of youth — such as
high energy level and sprightly gait — have been hypoth-
esized to provide the strongest cues to female reproduc-
tive capacity (Symons 1979; Williams 1975). Sexual at-
traction and standards of beauty are hypothesized to have
evolved to correspond to these features. On this account,
males failing to prefer females possessing attributes that
signal high reproductive capacity would, on average,
leave fewer offspring than would males who do prefer to
mate with females displaying these attributes.

Female reproductive success, in contrast to male re-
productive success, is not as closely linked with obtaining
fertile mates. Male fertility, to the degree that it is valued
by females, is less steeply age-graded from puberty on
than is female fertility and therefore cannot be assessed as
accuratcly from physical appearance. Physical appear-
ance, therefore, should be less central to female mate



preferences than to male mate preferences. These prem-
ises lead to specific predictions: Males, more than
females, will value relative youth and physical attrac-
tiveness in potential mates hecanse of their links with
fertility and reproductive value.

Predicting that males will value physical attractiveness
in females because of its association with reproductive
capacity does not negate or deny the existence of cuttural
and other determinants of standards for attractiveness.
Ford and Beach (1951) have documented cultural vari-
ability in standards for female attractiveness along the
dimensions of plump versus slim body build, light versus
dark skin, and emphasis on particular features such as the
eyes, ears, or genitals. Symons (1979) suggested that
regularity of features, proximity to the population aver-
age, and association with status might also have an impor-
tant influence on attractiveness standards (see also Buss
1987).

The predicted sex differences in mate preferences for
youth and physical attractiveness, however, are expected
to transcend cultural variations and other determinants of
beauty standards. The physical and behavioral cues that
signal youth and health and are regarded as attractive
should be linked with reproductive capacity among
human females in all cultures. These sex differences are
predicted to be species-typical among Homo sapiens,
despite cross-cultural variations in absclute age prefer-
ences, the presence or absence of counting systems to
mark age. or culture-specific criteria for female attrae-
tiveness that are not linked with reproductive capacity.

1.3. Prediction based on paternity probability

In mating systems where males invest parentally, selec-
tion should favor males who act to insure that their
investment is directed toward their own offspring and not
the offspring of another male. Sexual jealousy is one
mechanism that has been proposed to increase paternity
probability (Daly ct al. 1982). Male sexual jealousy pre-
sumably functions to guard a matc and to dissuade intra-
sexual competitors, thus lowering the likelihood of alicn
insemination. Daly et al. (1982) and Daly & Wilson (1988)
present compelling evidence that many homicides and
much male violence stem from male sexual jealousy.

Another possible paternity probability mechanism is
valuation of chastity in a potential mate (Dickemann
1981). Males who preferred chaste females in our en-
vironment of evolutionary adaptedness, celeris paribus,
presumably enjoyed greater reproductive success than
males who were indifferent to the sexual contact that a
potential mate had with other males. Prior to the use of
modern contraceptive devices, chastity of a potential
mate would provide a cue to paternity confidence. As-
suming some temporal stability to behavioral proclivities,
chastity would also provide a cue to the future fidelity of a
selected mate. A male failing to express such a preference
would risk wasting the time and effort involved in
courtship and would risk investing in offspring that were
not his (Daly & Wilson 1983; Dickemann 1981).

The association between chastity and probability of
parenthood, however, shows a sexual asymmetry. In our
environment of evolutionary adaptedness, maternity was
never in doubt. A female could be sure that her putative
children were her own, regardless of the prior sexual
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experiences of her mate. This sexual asymmetry yields a
specific prediction: Males will value chastity in a potential
mate more than will females. Evidence limited to a few
cultures exists regarding the importance of a mate’s lack
of prior sexual experience in mate preferences (Borger-
hoff Mulder 1988; Dickemann 1981).

Tt should be noted that this predicted sex difference
would be compromised if prior sexual experience by a
male provided a cue that signaled diversion of resources
away from the female and her offspring (Buss 1988b). To
the degree that prior sexual experience by males provides
this cue, females should also valuc chastity in a potential
mate.

In sum, three clusters of sex differences in mate prefer-
ences were predicted, based on an evolutionary account
of differing male and female reproductive strategies. A
woman's “mate value” (Symons 1987a} should be deter-
mined more by her reproductive capacity. Youth and
physical appearance, as powerlul cues to this capacity,
should be more highly valued by men. Chastity should
also be valued because it functions to increase a male’s
probability of paternity. A man’s “matc valuc” is deter-
mined less by fertility and more by the external resources
he can provide. Characteristics indicative of one’s poten-
tial to provide resources, such as earning capacity, ambi-
tion, and industriousness, should receive more emphasis
in female mate preferences. The following study was
designed to test these hypotheses in 37 cultures diftering
widely in ecology, location, racial and ethnic composi-
tion, religious oricntation, political inclination, and
nature of mating system.

2. Methods

2.1. Samples

Thirty-seven samples were obtained from 33 countries
located on six continents and five islands, with a total N of
10,047 {see Table 1). The samples range in mean age from
16.96 (New Zealand) to 28.71 (West Germany), with an
overall unit-weighted mean of 23.05. Sample sizes vary
from a low of 55 (Iran) to highs of 500 {mainland China),
566 (Taiwan, Republic of China), 630 (Brauil), 1,083
{West Germany), and 1,491 (mainland United States). All
samples but one have Ns exceeding 100. The mean
sample size for the 37 samples is 272. Obviously, greater
confidence can be placed in the results from the large
samples; results from all samples are presented for
completeness.

The samples obtained cannot be viewed as representa-
tive of the populations in each country. In general, rural,
less-educated, and lower levels of sociceconomic status
are underrepresented, although there are many excep-
tions, such as the Soviet Estonian, Gujarati Indian, South
African Zulu, Venezuelan, and Santa Catarina Brazilian
samples. The 37 samples do represent a tremendous
diversity of geographic, cultural, political, ethnic, re-
ligious, racial, and economic groups; combined, they are
the largest ever obtained on mate preferences.

Sampling techniques varied widely across countries. In
Estonia, for example, one subsample consisted of all
couples applying for a marriage license at a certain loca-
tion within a given time span, whereas another Estonian
subsample consisted of 200 high school students. The
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Table 1. Sample sizes end mean ages

Age of

Sample size Age of males females
Sample Total Male Female Mean SD Mean SD
African
Nigeria 172 117 55 23.36 3.39 21.13 1.38
5. Africa (whites) 128 47 81 20.88 2.17 19.44 1.28
S. Africa (Zulu) 100 52 48 25.30 9.40 23.53 6.18
Zambia 119 70 49 25.67 7.42 22.60 4.17
Asian
Chinu 500 265 235 23.37 4.87 22,46 5.29
India 247 103 144 30.46 12.46 24.90 10.92
Indonesia 143 88 55 23.52  3.16 22.76  3.19
Iran 55 28 27 24.14 5.14 22.74  5.70
Israel (Jewish) 473 205 268 25.52  4.26 23.29  3.65
Israel (Palestinian) 109 54 55 23.51 3.79 21.50 3.23
Japan 259 106 153 20.605 1.50 15.37 0.88
Taiwan 566 288 278 21.13 1.85 20.54 1.63
European—Eastern
Bulgaria 269 127 142 22.28 6.16 23.06 7.4
Estonian 5.5 .R. 303 153 150 19.12  3.30 18.32  2.64
Poland 240 122 18 21.98 1.97 21.44 1.51
Yugoslavia 140 66 74 2153 1.55 20,72  1.33
European-Western
Belgium 145 55 90 23.80 6.23 21.38 5.49
France 191 100 91 25.27 7.29 25.83 7.95
Finland 204 55 149 23.87 4.58 24.60 5.29
Germany—Waest 1083 530 553 28.29 10.81 29.14 12.40
Creat Britain 130 16 84 20.87 3.92 21.09 5.38
Greeee 132 67 65 20,72 2.50 18.71 1.46
Ireland 122 55 67 19.60 1.30 19.27 L.31
Italy 101 46 55 27.83 532 25.96 5.39
Netherlands 417 177 240 2274 3.86 21.65 3.31
Norway 134 67 67 2295 410 22.46  4.46
Spain 124 44 50 22.89 258 22.75 3.59
Sweden 172 89 83 29.79 9.88 26.70 8.20
North American
Canada (English) 101 56 45 20.89 2,98 23.05 6.84
Canada (French) 105 34 71 2600 6.32 25.17 8.16
USA (Mainland) 1491 639 852 19.98 3.45 20.37 4.63
USA (Hawaii) 179 66 113 2379 7.23 2276  6.20
Oceanian
Australia 280 78 202 25.06 8.50 23.12 8.38
New Zealand 151 75 76 17.00  0.79 16.92 0381
South American
Brazil 630 275 355 22.84 4.59 21.72 4.47
Colombia 139 61 78 25.80 6.76 24.34  6.03
Venezuela 193 95 98 28.07 7.19 2842  7.19
Summary 10,047 4,601 5,446 23.49  3.01 22.52 2.67

Note: SD = standard deviation.

Venezuelan saumple was obtained by contacting every
fifth housc within cach of a series of neighborhoods that
varicd in socioeconomic class. The South African Zulu
sample was rural, and questions were read aloud to some
subjects. The West German sample was obtained by mail
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through newspaper advertisemnents. The New Zealand
samples were drawn from three public high schools, two
urban and one rural, with subjects differing widely in
socioeconomic level. Many were samples of convenience
{e.g., university students) and cannot be viewed as repre-



sentative. The wide variety of sampling techniques used
tends to increase. the generality of consistent results that
do emerge by minimizing the biasing efects of any
particular sampling procedure.

Problems were encountered, and data collection
proved difficult and time consuming. In Sweden, many
couples do not get married, but instead live together
without the official marriage certificate. The instruments
had to be modified to reflect this cultural difference. In
Nigeria, polygyny is practiced, and so questions had to be
added to reflect the possibility of multiple wives. In South
Africa, data collection was described as “arather frighten-
ing experience” due to the political turmoi} and its violent
ramifications. In several countries, mailing the data was
delayed for many months, pending approval of central
government committees. In one country, after data col-
lection was nearly completed, the study had to be termi-
nated because of a failure to obtain official sanction. Data
from this country were never received.

In most cases, data were collected by native residents
within each country and mailed to the United States for
statistical analysis. The original protocols were re-
quested, and in most cases these were sent. Ina few cases
it proved impossible to send the original protocols. In
these cases, the raw data were transcribed onto coding
sheets and sent to the United States. Research collab-
orators were blind with respect to the central hypotheses.

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Factors in choosing a mate. This instrument con-
sisted of three parts. The first part requested biographical
data, including age, sex, religion, marital status, number
of brothers, and number of sisters. The second section
requested information on the age at which the re-
spondent preferred to marry, the age difference the
respondent preferred to have between self and spouse,
who the respondent preferred to be older (selfl or spouse),
and how many children were desired.

The third section requested subjects to rate each of 18
characteristics (e.g., dependable character, sociability,
chastity, intelligence) on how important or desirable it
would be in choosing a mate. A four-point scale was used,
ranging from “3” (indispensable) to "0 (irrelevant or
unimportant). The 18 characteristics were drawn from a
previously developed instrument used widely within the
United States over the past 50 years (Hill 1945; Hudson &
Henze 1969; McGinnis 1958}. Interspersed among the 18
characteristics were the target variables “good financial
prospect,” “good looks,” “chastity: no previous sexual
intercourse,” and “ambition and industriousness.”

2.2.2. Preferences concerning potential mates. The sec-
ond instrument was developed from the factor analysis
(Buss & Barnes 1986) of an expanded 76-item instrument
{Gough 1973). The highest loading items from this factor
analysis were included (e.g., religious, kind and under-
standing, exciting personality), along with several items
to test the specific hypotheses about sex differences in
mate preferences. Interspersed among the 13 charac-
teristics were the target variables “good earning capacity”
and “physically attractive.”

In contrast to the rating procedure used in the first
instrument, subjects were requested to rank each charac-

Buss: Sex difterences

teristic on its desirability in a mate. The instructional set
was as follows:
Below are listed a set of characteristics. Please rank
them on their desirability in someone you might mar-
ry. Give a “1” to the most desirable characteristic in a
potential mate; a “2” to the second most desirable
characteristic in a potential mate; a “3” to the third
most desirable characteristic, and so on down to “13”
for the 13th most desirable characteristic in a potential
mate.
In sum, two instruments were used, each containing
target variables to test the key predictions. They differed
in context (presence of other items) and scaling procedure
(rating vs. ranking), permitting a partial test of the gener-
ality of the findings across methods.

2.2.3. Translations. Instructions were provided to each
research collaborator for translating the two instruments
into the appropriatc language for their sample. These
included the use of three bilingual speakers who, respec-
tively, (a) translated from English to the native language,
{b) back-translated from the native language to English,
and (¢} resolved discrepancics between the first two
translators. Instructions were provided to make all terms
“sex neutral” in the sense of being equally applicable to
males and females. The phrase “physically attractive,” for
example, could be applied to either sex, whereas “hand-
some” and “beautiful” were considered scx-linked and
were therefore not used.

3. Results

3.1. Earning potentlal and ambition—industriousness

To conserve space, only data from the rated variables are
presented in tabular form. Discrepancies between paral-
lel tests using the rating and ranking instruments are
noted in the text and with asterisks in the tables. Tables
presenting the full paralle] analyses for the ranking instru-
ment arc available from the author on request.

Table 2 shows the means, standard deviations, t-tests
for sex differences, and significance levels for valuation of
the rated variable “good financial prospect” for each of
the 37 samples. Samples vary considerably in how much
this mate characteristic is valued, ranging from quite high
{Indonesia, Nigeria, Zambia) to quite low (South African
Zuhi, Netherlands, Great Britain). In general, South
American, North American, Asian, and African samples
valued earning capacity morc than did Western Euro-
peun samples, although there arc important variations
among samples within each continent.

In 36 of 37 samples, the predicted sex difference
emerged — females valued “good financial prospect” in a
potential mate morc highly than males did. The sale
exception was the sample from Spain, which showed the
predicted direction of the sex difference, but not signifi-
cantly so. The ranked variable “good earning capacity”
similarly did not show a significant sex difference for the
Spanish sample. Whether this lack of significant sex
difference is due to particulars of the Spanish mating
system, features of the broader socioceology, or chance
sample fluctuation must await replication. In sum, with
the exception of the Spanish sample, the predicted sex
difference in preferences for mates with good earning
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Table 2. Good financial prospect

Males Females
Sample Mean SD Mean SD t-test  Sig.
African
Nigeria 1.37  0.82 230 0.76 —7.00 .000
8. Africa (whites) 0.94 078 1.73 0.78 =5.58 .000
S. Africa (Zulu) 0.7¢  0.87 1.14 0.80 —2.61 .006
Zambia 146  0.90 2.33 0.62 —-6.35 .000
Asian
China 1.10 0.98 1.56 0.94 —-3.34 000
India 160 0.96 2,00 0.69 —-3.63 .000
Indonesia 1.42 0.87 2.55  0.57 —-9.46 .000
Iran 1.25 1.04 2.04 085 —3.06 .002
Israel {Jewish) 1.31 L01 1.82 0.87 -5.58 .000
Israel (Palestinian) 1.28 1.05 1.67 0.92 -2.05 .023
Japan 0,92  0.75 2.29  0.58 —-15.97 000
Taiwan .25 081 221 0.70 —15.16 .000
European—Eastern
Bulgaria 1.16 0.94 1.64 091 —-4.29 000
Estonian S.5.R. 1.31 0.86 1.51 0.85 -2.06 .025
Poland 1.0 0.82 1.74  0.80 —6.18 000
Yugoslavia 1.27  0.76 166 0.75 —-3.07 .002
European—Western
Belgium .95  0.87 1.36  0.88 —2.74 004
France 1.22 097 1.68 0.92 —-3.35 .001
Finland 065 0.76 1.18  0.84 —4,10 060
Germany—Waest 1.14 0.88 1.81 0.93 —10.19 .000
Great Britain 0.67 0.63 1.16 0.78 ~3.65 .000
Greece 1.16 0.95 1.92 078 —-4.97 000
Ireland 0.82 0.9 1.67 077 —5.51 .000
Ttaly 087 0.69 133 080 —3.06 .002
Netherlands 0.69 0.81 0.94 0.84 —-3.00 002
Norway 1.10 0.84 142  0.97 —2.03 .023
Spain 1.25 094 1.39  0.89 —0.80 ns
Sweden 1.18  0.90 1.75  0.75 —4.44 .000
North American
Canada {English) 1.02  0.82 1.91 0.76 =5.61 .000
Canada (French) 1.47 0.83 1.94 063 -3.25 .001
USA (Mainland) 108 088 196 082  —20.00 .000
USA (Hawaii) 150 0.81 210 0.72 ~5.10 .000
QOceanian
Australia 0.69 0.73 1.54 0.80 —8.47 060
New Zealand 1.35 0.97 1.63 0.75 -2.03 .022
South American
Brazil 1.24  0.89 181 078 =991 .000
Colombia L.72 090 221 075 -3.47 .001
Venezuela 1.66 (.96 2.26 0,78 ~4.72  .000

Note: Potential mean values can range from 0 (unimportant) to 3 (indispens-

able).

potential was found across widely varying cultures, typ-
ically at a high level of statistical significance.

Table 3 shows analogous results for valuation of “ambi-
tion and industriousness.” Across both sexes, the
Nigerian, Zulu, Chinese, Taiwanese, Estonian, Palesti-
nian, Colombian, and Venezuelan samples placed partic-
ularly high valuc on this mate characteristic. In no sample
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Sig. = significance; ns = not significant.

was ambition—industriousness rated low. Samples from
the Netherlands, Great Britain, West Germany, and
Finland, however, expressed less preference for this
mate characteristic than did other samples.

Thirty-four of the 37 samples (92%) for ambition—
industriousness were in the predicted direction, with
females expressing a higher valuation than males. In 29



Table 3. Ambition an
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d industriousness

Males Females
Sample Mean 5D Mean SD t-test  Sig.
African
Nigeria 2.25 0.68 2.61 0.56 —3.49 .01
S. Africa (whites) 1.73  0.84 2.16 0.70 -3.14 001
8. Africa {Zulu) 2.41 0.81 2,10 0.73 2.02 023
Zambiu 1.97 092 2.14 0.75 —1.06 ns
Asian
China 2.22  0.85 2.63 0.59 —-6.41 000
India 1.79 0.86 2.44 0.76 —-6.31 .000
Indonesia L.97  0.73 2.29 0.62 —-2.70  .004
Iran 2.68 (.55 2.81 048 —0.98 ns
Israel (Jewish) 1.78 0.99 243 071 -7.66 000
Israel (Palestinian) 2.28 0.76 2.58 0.71 -2.15 .017
Japan 1.92 071 2.37 0.62 -5.53 .000
Taiwan 2.24 073 2.81 0.42 -11.31 .000
European—Eastern
Bulgaria L.67 091 2.15 081 —4.63 .000
Estonian §.5.R. 2.31 0.68 2.46 0.64 —2.06 .020
Poland 193 0.84 2,29 0.72 -3.49 .00
Yugoslavia 1.82  0.72 2.24  0.74 -3.44 .001
European—Western
Belgium 1.67 0.82 1.97 0.87 -2.01 .023
France .75 1.02 2.00 0.9 —-1.79 037
Finland 1.44  0.83 1.56 0.73 —1.07 s
Germany—West 1.40  0.81 1.66 0.87 —4.23  .000
Great Britain 1.15 Q.70 1.59 0.90 —2.84 .03
Greece 1.96 094 2.25 0.90 —1.81 .037
Ireland 1.44 (0.88 1.76  0.81 -2.10 019
Italy 1.63 0.85 207 094 —2.46 .008
Netherlands 1.28 097 141 093 —1.35 ns
Norway 1.60 0.80 170 (.87 —0.72 ns
Spain L.73 0.90 1.69 098 0.22  ns
Sweden 1.97  0.78 2.04 0.78 —0.60 ns
North American
Cunada (English) 1.82 0.69 232 071 -3.53 .00lL
Canada (French) 1.79 0.85 208 075 —-1.78 .039
USA (Mainland) 1.84 0.76 2.45 0.61 -16.66 .000
USA (Hawaii) 1.95 0.76 2.24 0.65 -2.66 005
Oceanian
Australia 1.38 0.92 1.82 077 —-3.69 .000
New Zealand 1.57 0.76 1.86  0.53 —2.64 .005
South American
Brazil L7606 0.9 2.21 0.82 -7.25 .000
Colombia 2.36 0.80 2.24  0.90 0.80 ns
Venezuela 2,18 0.89 242 075 —-2.03 .022

Note: Potential meun values can ra
(indispensable).

samples (78%), the sex difference was statistically signifi-
cant beyond the .05 level. Three samples — Colombian,
Spanish, and South African Zulu - show the oppusite sex
difference, significant only in the Zulu sample. According
to the research collaborator who collected the Zulu data,

nge from U (unimportant} to 3

it is considered women’s work to build the house, fetch
water, and perform other arduous physical tasks, whereas
men often travel from their rural homes to urban centers
for work. This local division of labor might account for the
sex difference reversal among the Zulu. In sum, moder-
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Table 4. Age difference preferred between self and spouse

Males Females Actual

- age
Sample Mean 8D Mean SD t-test  Sig. diff.
African
Nigeria -6.45 504 4.90 2.17 21.99 000 —
S. Africa {whites) -2.30 2.19 3.50 2.23 13.38 000 3.13
S. Africa (Zulu) -3.33 2.31 3.76 3.68 10.80 000 2.38
Zambia —-7.38 6.39 4.14 1.99 12.22 000 —
Asian
China —2.05 2.47 3.45 1.73 29.06 .000 —
India —-3.06 2.55 3.29 1.96 19.07  .000 —
Indonesia —-2.72 4.41 4.69 1.87 13.29 000 —
Iran —-4.02 1.62 5.10 1.79 17.98 000 —
Israel (Jewish) —2.88 3.82 395 490 14.13  .000 3.57
Israel (Palestinian) -3.75 1.99 3.71 1.86 6.66 .000 3.57
Japun —-2.37 2.29 3.05 162 20.98 .000 2.92
Taiwan -3.13 2.29 3.78  1.98 36.76 .000 3.50
European—Eastern
Bulgaria -3.13 2.87 418 2.61 21.35 .000 3.54
Estonian 5.5.R. —-2.19 2.58 2,85 1.52 22.69 000 2.49
Poland -2.85 2.94 3.38 3.02 14.66 000 2,10
Yugoslavia —2.47 2.29 3.61 1.98 16.2% .000 3.55
European—Western
Belgium -2.533 5.15 2.46 2.49 549 000 2.37
France —1.94 247 4.00 3.17 12,97 000 2.28
Finland —0.38 3.22 2.83 235 5.57 000 2.30
Germany—West —-2.52 3.87 3.70 3.67 20.18 000 3.19
Great Britain —1.92 3.78 2,26 2.58 6.02 000 2.61
Creece -3.36 3.20 454 255 14.98 000 4,92
Ireland -2.07 1.93 278 191 12.79  .000 2.17
Ttaly -2.96 2.77 3.24 241 10.85 .000 3.68
Netherlands —-1.01 251 2.72  3.01 9.82 000 2.58
Norway —-1.91 4.14 3.12 2.36 7.80 000 2.87
Spain —1.46 2.43 2.60 4,25 592 .00 2.45
Sweden —2.34 4.87 291 2.79 8.08 000 2.97
North American
Canada (English) —1.53 1.43 2,72 201 10.15 .000 2.51
Canada (French) -1.22 169 1.82  1.83 7.43 .000 2.51
USA (Mainland) —-1.65 262 254 1.90 3176 .000 2.71
USA (Hawaii) -1.92 246 3.30  3.25 11.57 .000 —
Qceanian
Australia —-1.77 2.3 2.86 2.72 12.16 .000 2.73
New Zealand -1.59 2.47 2.91 1.85 11.66 000 2.78
South American
Brazil —294 3.35 394 3.23 22.06 000 3.52
Colombia —4.45 3.01 451 2.85 16.88 000 4.53
Venezuela —-2.99 3.05 3.62 3.25 13.63 .000 3.47
Mean —2.66 3.42 2.99

Note: Negative values signify preference for 4 younger mate; positive values signify preference
for an older mate.

8 BEHAVIORAL AND BRAIN SCIENCES (1989) 121



ate support was found for the hypothesized sex ditterence
in this cue to resource acquisition, although this dit-
ference cannot be considered universal.

3.2. Age differences

Table 4 shows the age differences preferred between self
and mate. In each of the 37 samples, males prefer mates
who ure younger, which is consistent with the hypothesis
that males valuc mates with higher reproductive capaci-
ty. These sex differences are the largest ones found in this
study, showing statistical significance beyond the .0001
level in each of the 37 samples. Do the age preferences
males express for females correspond more closely to
peak reproductive value {mid-teens) or to peak fertility
(early 20s)? By subtracting the mean age difference pre-
ferred between males and their mates (2.66 years) from
the agc at which males prefer to marry (27.49 years), it can
be inferred that males in these samples prefer to marry
females who are approximately 24.83 years old. This age
preference is closer to peak female fertility than to peak
reproductive value.

Not specifically predicted, but also consistent across all
countries, females prefer mates who are older than they
are. Indeed, females appear to prefer a larger age dit-
ference (3.42 years older) than do males (2.66 years
younger). Adding the mean age difference preferred by
females to the age at which females prefer to marry (25.39
years) vields a preferred mate age of 28.81 years.

The samples vary strikingly in age difference prefer-
ences. Nigeria and Zambia are the two countries in which
males prefer the largest age difference between self and
mate, 6.45 and 7.38 years younger, respectively. These
are the only two countries in this study that practice
substantial polygyny. In polygynous mating systems,
males are typically older when they acquire wives thun is
the casc in monogamous mating systems {(Hart & Pilling
1960; Murdock 1967).

3.3. Actusl age difference at marriage — a validity
check

Two crucial questions can be posed about the validity of
the methods and the reality of the preferences indicated
hy this study: Are self-reported preferences accurate
indices of actual preferences? Arc mate preferences re-
flected in actual mating decisions? To begin to address
these questions, data were obtained from the most recent
Demographic Yearbook (United Nations 1988) and the
Demographic Fact Book (Republic of China 1987) on
actual age at marriage. Demographic statistics were ob-
tained for 27 of the 33 countries sampled in this study.

Actual age at marriage is not the same variable as
preferred age at marriage or preferred mate age. Actual
age at marriage is undoubtedly dctermined by many
factors, ineluding personal preferences, parental prefer-
ences, preferences exerted by members of the opposite
sex, scx ratio, local availahility of mates, and perhaps
current resource holdings. Nonetheless, personal prefer-
ences, if they arc to bear the conceptual importance
ascribed to them in this study, should be reflected to
some degree in actual mating decisions.

Buss: Sex differences

Actual age al marriage was estimated from the data
presented for each country in the Demographic Yearbovk
and the Demographic Fact Book. Data in the Yearbook
are broken down by age of bride and age of groom within
each of a series of 5-year age brackets (e.g., 15-19; 20-24;
25-29). An estimated mean age of marriage was obtained
by taking the mid-point of each of these age ranges and
weighting this by the actual number of brides or grooms
fulling within the range. This must be regarded as an
estimate or approximation of actual marriage age.

Several validity checks can be conducted by comparing
these data with the preferred age at marriage, the age
difference desired between self and mate, and the pre-
ferred mate age derived from these variables. Perhaps
most central to this article are the comparisons between
the age difference desired between self and mate and the
actual age difference between marriage partners. These
data are shown in Table 4 along with data on preferred age
diffcrences.

Across the 27 countries, the actual age differences
between men und women at marriage range from 2.17
years (lreland) to 4.92 years (Greece), all showing the
wives to be younger on average than their husbands. The
unit-weighted average age dilference between husbands
and wives across countries is 2.99 years. The present
study found that males prefer their marriage partners to
be 2.66 years younger on average, whereas females prefer
mates to be 3.42 years older. Averaging acruss the sexes
yields a mean preferred age difference of 3.04 years,
which corresponds closely to the actual age difference of
2.99 years between spouses. Thus, preferred age dif-
ferences between spouses are indeed reflected in uctual
age differences at marriage.

A second validity check can be made by comparing the
absolute values of actual age at marriage with (a) preferred
age at marriage and (b) preferrcd mate age. Males in this
study indicate an average preferrcd marriage age of 27.5
years, with a preferred spouse age of 24.8 years. Females
express a preference to marry at 25.4, and a spouse
preferred to be 28.8 years old. Both preferred age of
marriage and preferred mate age correspond closely in
absolute value to the actual mean ages of grooms (28.2)
and brides (25.3).

A third and perhaps morc subtle validity check may be
made across countries by correlating the magnitude of
the preferred age difference with the magnitude of the
actual age difference. This cross-country correlation is
+.68 (p<.001, N=28) for males and +.71 {(p<<.001, N
=98) for females. Samples preferring larger age dif-
ferences indeed reside in countries where actual mar-
riages show larger age differences. Samples from coun-
tries preferring smaller age differences inhabit countries
where actual marriages show smaller age differences.

Several conclusions may be drawn from these validity
checks. First, they provide strong validation for the self-
report method used to obtain age preferences, and by
implication, circumstantial validation for the other self-
report measures used in this study. Second, they yield
evidence that stated preferences are reflected in actual
mating decisions. Third, they provide further support for
the evolution-based hypothesis that males both prefer
and choose females displaying cues to high reproductive
capacity.
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Tuble 5. Good looks

Males Females
Sample Mean SD Mean SD t-test  Sig.
African
Nigeria 2,24  0.67 1.82 0.72 3.65 000
S. Africa (whites) 1.58 0.65 1.22  0.65 3.05 002
S. Africa (Zulu) 117 0.80 088 0.68 194 027
Zambia 2.23  0.85 165 (.84 3.72 000
Asian ,
China 2.06 0.62 1.59 0.68 8.17 .000
India 203 073 1.97 0.75 0.59 ns*
Indonesia 1.81 081 1.36 0.62 3.76  .000
Iran 2,07 073 1.69 0.68 .97 .027
Israel (Jewish) 177 093 156 075 252 006
Israel {Palestinian) 238 0.60 1.47 0.581 6.72 .000
Japan 1.300  0.75 1.09  0.74 4.36 .000
Tatwan 176 0.77 1.28 0.66 807 000
European—Eastern
Bulgaria 2.39 0.68 1.95 0.84 4.70 .00
Estonian S.S.R. 2.27  0.69 1.63 0.70 8.160 000
Poland 1.93 0.83 1.77 0.76 1.57 ns*
Yugoslavia 2.20  0.66 1.74 072 3.86 .000
European—Western
Belgium 1.78  0.54 1.28 0.79 3.58 000
France 2.08 0.81 1.76  0.77 2.78 003
Finland 1.56 0.81 0.99 073 479 000
Germany-West 1.92 0.7 1.32  0.72 11.37 .000
Great Britain 1.96 0.60 .36  0.72 476 000
Greece 2.22  0.69 1.94 077 2.14 .018
Ireland 1.87 0.64 1.22  0.69 533 .000
Italy 2,00 0.70 1.64 0.83 2.36 .010
Netherlands 176 0.72 1.21  0.72 7.81 .000
Norway 1.87 0.83 1.32  0.83 3.85 .000
Spain 1.91 0.68 1.24 0.82 4,65 .000
Sweden 1.65 0.77 1.46 0.83 1.55 ns*
North American
Canada (English) 1.96 0.50 164 071 2.55 007
Canada (French) 1.68 0.64 1.41 0.65 2.00 .024
USA (Mainland) 2.11 0.69 1.67 0.69 12,19 .000
USA (Hawaii} 2.06 0.75 1.49 0.81 4.67 000
Oceanian
Australia 1.65 0.74 1.24 073 4.20 .000
New Zealand L99  0.69 .29  0.73 5.98 .00
South American
Brazil 1.89  0.75 1.68 0.86 3.25 .001
Colombia 1.56 0.79 1.22  0.75 2,63 .005
Venezucla 1.76  0.90 1.27 0.98 3.64 .000

Note: * indicates significant in predicted direction on the ranking procedure for variable
“physically attractive.”
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Males Females
Sumple Mean 5D Mean SD t-test  Sig.
African
Nigeria 1.22 L1 051 0.72 497 000
S. Africa {whites) 1.06 1.05 0.84 1.12 1.13 ns
S. Africa (Zulu) 117 1.06 0.31 .62 4,82 .000
Zambia 1.66 1.03 0.95 1.03 3.29 .001
Astan
China 254 (.82 2.61 077 —-103 ns
India 2.44 0.98 217 111 1.95 .027
Indonesia 2.06 1.10 1.98 1.18 0.39 ns
Iran 2.67 0.88 2.23  0.99 1.70 049
Israel (Jewish) 093 112 0.58 0.97 3.46 .001
Israel (Palestinian) 224 1.10 096 1.18 5.81 .000
Japan 1.42 1.09 078 086 517 000
Taiwarn 2.32 085 2.20 0.91 1.71 .040
European—Eastern
Bulgaria 069 080 0.44 0.86 2.31 011
Estonian S.85.R. 1.25 1.04 0.84 098 3.51 .001
Poland 1.23 103 0.99 1.03 1.80 .031
Yugoslavia 0.47 0381 0.08 036 3.60 .001
European—Western
Belgium 067 1.02 0.38 0.72 1.89 .031
France 0.45 0.58 0.4F 0.81 0.30 ns
Finland 0.27 059 0.29 0.67 —0.17 s
Germany—-West 034 073 017 0.32 3.61 .000
Great Britain 0.46 0.75 0.49 093 —0.20 ns
Greece 0.48 085 0.40 0.88 051 m=ns
Ireland 1.49 1.03 1.47 1.08 011 ns
Ttaly 0.65 0.92 0.27 053 2.47 .008
Netherlands 0.28 0.69 0.29 0.69 —0.01 ns
Norway 0.31 0.72 0.30 074 008 ns
Spain 0.66 0.96 0.36 0.73 1.92 .029
Sweden 025 053 0.28 0.67 —0.32 ns
North American
Canada (English) 055 078 033  0.80 141 ns
Canada (French) 0.62 095 033 0.68 1.58 ns
USA (Mainland) 085 0.96 0.52 083 6.88 .000
USA (Hawaii) 091 0.94 058 0.87 2.33 .011
Oceanian
Australia 0.73 0493 045 0.86 2.40 .009
New Zealand 0.88 1.07 0.72 104 091 ns
South American
Brazil 093 108 0.36 0.78 7.32 .000
Colombia 1.27 1L.06 0.30 0.6l 6.33 .000
Venezucla 0.93 LO7 059 0.97 2.35 .010

3.4. Physical attractiveness

Table 5 shows the results for the rated variable “good
looks.” All 37 samples show sex differences in the pre-
dicted direction, with 34 significant beyond the .05 level.
For those three countries (India, Poland, and Sweden} in
which the difference was not significant for “good looks,”
the sex difference was significant in the predicted dirce-
tion for the ranked variable “physically attractive.” Thus,
the hypothesis that males value physical attractiveness in

potential mates more than females do is strongly sup-
ported by these cross-cultural data.

3.5. Chastity: No previous sexual intercourse

Table 6 shows the results for the variable of “chastity: no
previous experience in sexual intercourse.” Cultures in
this study vary tremendously in the value placed on this
mate characteristic. The samples from China, India,
indonesia, Iran, Taiwan, and Israel (Palestinian Arabs
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only) attach high value to chastity in a potential mate. At
the opposite extreme, samples from Sweden, Norway,
Finland, the Netherlands, West Germany, and France
indicate that prior sexual experience is irrelevant or
unimportant in a potential mate. A few subjects even
indicated in writing that chastity was undesirable in a
potential mate. The Irish sample departs from the other
Western European samples in placing moderate empha-
sis on chastity. Also showing moderate valuation of chas-
tity are samples from Africa, Japan, Poland, and the
Soviet republic of Estonia. It is noteworthy that chastity
shows greater cross-cultural variability than any other
rated variable in this study.

in contrast to the strong cross-cultural consistency of
scx differences found with the previous four variables,
only 23 (62%) of the samples show significant sex dif-
ferences in the predicted direction. The remaining 14
samples (38%) show no significant sex differences in
valuation of chastity. These results provide only moder-
ate support for the evolution-based paternity probability
hypothesis. They also yicld equally powerful evidence of
proximate cultural influences on the degree of impor-
tance placed on lack of prior sexual intercourse in a
potential mate.

4. Conclusions

Each of the five evolution-based predictions received
some empirical support from these data. Females valuc
the financial capacity of potential mates more than males
do. Ambition and industriousness, cues to resource ac-
quisition, also tend to be valued more heavily by females
than by males across cultures. Support was strong for the
financial capacity prediction {36 of 37 samples), and mod-
erate for the ambition—industrionsness prediction (29 of
37 samples).

Although these results give powerful support to the
evolution-based hypothesis about female preference for
malcs with high providing capacity, the precise functions
of this preference remain obscure. By way of comparison,
the male arctic tern’s ability to bring food to the female
during courtship is a good predictor of his ability to feed
chicks (Nishet 1973). Does earning potential provide a
similar cue in humans? Or does it provide a cue to
increased status, protection, and perhaps even “good
genes  (Trivers 1972) that pass to the female’s offspring?
Future research is needed to identify these functions and
to examine characteristies that signal not just the capacity
to acquire resources, but the malc’s willingness to devote
those resources to a female and her offspring.

Males value physical attractiveness and relative youth
in potential mates more than do females — sex differences
that show remarkable generality across cultures. Qur
demographic data corrohorate the preference data, show-
ing that females are younger than males at actual age of
marriage. The greater male preference for relative youth
and physical attractiveness supports the evolution-based
hypothesis about male preference for fcmales showing
cues to high reproductive capacity. These findings are
especially noteworthy in that they reverse a general trend
in these data suggesting that females in a majority of
cultures tend to be more exacting in mate preferences
across many characteristics. Although cultural variations
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exist with respect to standards of beauty, these variations
apparently do not override sex differences in the impor-
tance attached to physical attractiveness.

The male age preference for females of just under 25
years implies that fertility has been a stronger ultimate
cause of mate preferences than reproductive value. The
fact that this age preference appears to be several years
beyond peak fertility, however, suggests that other vari-
ables such as similarity (Rushton et al. 1984), com-
patibility {Murstein 1986), and perhaps maturity might
also affect these age preferences. Recent data suggest that
fertility may peak later in females than previously
thought, perhaps in the mid-twenties (Anderson 1986,
Short 1976). If these recent estimates arc confirmed, then
male age preferences may turn out to be closely cali-
brated with female fertility.

Although these data seem to falsify Symons’s (1979)
hypothesis that males prefer females of high reproductive
value rather than of high fertility, a cautionary note must
he added. These findings are based on the inference that
subtracting the preferred age difference hetween self and
mate {rom the age at which one prefers to marry accu-
rately represents the true age preferred in mates. It is
poussible that this inference is unwarranted, and that
when males actually reach the age at which they decide to
marry, they may prefer females who are younger. None-
theless, the validity check on actual age at marriage
corroborates the finding on preferred age differences
between self and mates, as well as the finding that females
tend to marry on average at approximately 25 years of age.
Future research could profitably explore this issue in
greater detail by examining mate age preferences and
actual ages within both short-term and long-term mating
relationships.

Not specifically predicted was the finding that females
prefer somewhat older mates in all 37 cultures. This
finding, in conjunction with the known positive correla-
tion between age and income among males (Jencks 1979;
Willerman 1979}, provides additional circumstantial evi-
dence for the hypothesis that females prefer mates who
show characteristics associated with having a high provid-
ing capacity. Older male age also could provide & cue to
longevity, maturity, prowess, confidence, judgment, or
experience (cf. Ellis, in press; Symons 1979). Further
research is needed to uncover the functions of this cross-
culturally robust female preference for older males.

The fifth evolution-based prediction, that males would
value chastity in potential mates more than would
females, was supported in 23 out of the 37 samples. In the
remaining 14 samples, no significant sex differences
emerged. Samples from Africa, the Middle Fast, South
America, and Eastern Europe generally show the pre-
dicted sex differences in preferences for chastity in a
potential mate. Many of the samples indicating no sex
differences were concentrated in Western Europe, Cana-
da, New Zealand, China, and Indonesia. These results
provide modest support for the evolutionary hypothesis
hased on paternity probability. The wide variation in
preference for chastity suggests that cultural differences,
ccological differences, or mating system differences exert
powerful effects on the value attached to chastity.

A speculation is warranted regarding the cross-cultural
variability of sex differences in chastity valuation, when
contrasted with the more pervasive sex differcnces found



in mate preferences for earning power, relative age, and
physical atiractiveness. Chastity differs from thesc other
variables in that it is less directly observable. Even
physical tests of female virginity are unreliable due to
variations in the morphology of the hymen, rupture due
to nonsexual causes, and deliberate alteration (Dicke-
mann 1981). Sexual selection should favor preference
mechanisms for cues that arc reliably associated with
characteristics that have fitness advantage for the mate
selector. Where cues are not directly obscrvable or can-
not be reliably assessed, as in the case of chastity, it is
difficult to imagine how specific preference mechanisms
could have been fashioned hy sexual selection. Thesc
considerations, of course, do not preclude selection for a
more general mechanism such as sexual jealousy (Daly et
al. 1982) that promotes a heightened concern about
females having sexual contact with other males, either
prior to or after mate choice. These speculations highlight
our profound lack of knowledge about basic psychological
mechanisms involved in human mating decisions (Sym-
ons 1987h).

In sum, three of the five predictions — those involving
mate preferences for earning potential, relative youth,
and physical attractiveness — were strongly confirmed
across cultures. The prediction regarding ambition—in-
dustriousness was confirmed only in 29 samples, and
showed a significant reversal among the Zulu. The chas-
tity prediction received still less cmpirical support, with
only 23 of the 37 samples showing significant sex ditter-
ences.

4.1. Qualifications and limitations

Several important qualifications must attend the in-
terpretation of these findings. First, the samples cannot
be viewed as representative of the populations of each
country; rural and less-educated individuals are under-
represented, although the samples of such individuals in
this study indicate no departure from the primary pre-
dicted sex differences. Second, male and female prefer-
ence distributions overlap considerably, in spite of mean
differences. Third, neither earning potential nor physical
appearance cmerged as the highest rated or ranked char-
acteristic for cither sex, even though these characteristics
showed large sex differences. Both sexes ranked the
characteristics “kind—understanding” and “intelligent”
higher than earning power and attractiveness in all sam-
ples, suggesting that specics-typical mate preferences
may he more potent than sex-linked preferences.
Other limitations surround the instruments, data
sources, and operationalizations of the key constructs.
Self-report contains obvious limitations and should be
supplemented by alternative data sources in future stud-
ies. The close correspondence between the demographic
data showing uctual age at marriage data and the ex-
pressed mate preference data, however, suggests that we
need not he pessimistic about the capacity of individuals
to report preferences that are reflected in their actual
mating decisions. Another limitation is that the single
items used here may underestimate thc magnitudes of
the present sex differences, as they tend to be less reliable
than composite clusters of items (Nunally 1978). And the
set of characteristics representing each construct could be
expanded to assess other mate characteristics such as the
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willingness of a male to invest resources, the willingness
of a female to devote reproductive capacity to a given
male, und behavioral cues associated with both procliv-
ities.

A potential limitation involves the particular cultures
selected for study. These samples are biased toward
urbanized, cash-economy cultures. Less urbanized, non-
cash cultures obviously must be studied to circumvent
this bias. The tremendous cultural variability with re-
spect to chastity, however, belics the notion that these 37
samples might somehow be culturally homogeneous and
gives grealer credibility to the empirical sex differences
that transcend this cultural diversity.

Arranged marriages in some cultures pose another
potential problem. If parents and other kin arrange mar-
riages, how could mate preferences evolve or be ex-
pressed? We lack knowledge about the prevalence of
arranged marriages in our environment of evolutionary
adaptedness. Nonetheless, two factors mitigate this po-
tential problem. First, if parents do arrange the marriages
of their children, there is no rcason to assume that they
would not express preferences reflecting the reproduc-
tive considerations on which the central hypotheses here
have been based. Research on parents’ preferences for
the mates of their sons and daughters is necded to confirm
or falsify this speculation. Second, even in socicties with
arranged marriages, sons and daughters do exert choice.
Offspring influence their parents’ choices, carry on clan-
destine affairs, defy their parents’ wishes, make threats of
various sorts, and sometimes simply elope with a pre-
ferred mate (O’Kelly & Carncy 1986). Personal prefer-
ences appear to be expressed even under socially con-
strained conditions.

Finally, these results yield little information about the
proximate (social, psychological, physiological, ontoge-
netic) mechanisms directly responsible for their exis-
tence. Possible candidates include genetic differences
between the sexes, sensory preferences analogous to food
preferences, socialization differences during develop-
ment, and structural effects at a societal level such as
those that limit female access to economic resources (Buss
& Barnes 1986). Although the evolutionary hypotheses
presented here are largely supported by the results,
research on proximate mechanisms is needed to develop
4 more complete explanatory account of observed sex
differences in mate preferences.

4.2. Implications

"This is the first study to examine human mate preferences
across cultures on a broad scale (cf. Kurian 1979}. It
exceeds prior studics in geographie, cultural, political,
economic, ethnic, religious, and racial diversity. How-
ever, many questions remain unanswered. Currently
unknown are the cultural and ecological causes of variation
from country to country in (1) the magnitudes of obtained
sex differences, and (2) the absolute levels of valuing
reproductively relevant mate characteristics. The interna-
tionally consistent sex differences in mate preferences
found here, however, yield insight into human reproduc-
tive history, provide hypotheses about current sexual
selection, and are among the most robust psychological sex
differences of any kind ever documented across cultures
{cf. Maccoby & Jacklin 1974; Willerman 1979).
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What do these results reveal about human reproduc-
tive history? They support the hypothesis that males and
females have faced diflerent constraints on reproductive
success in our evolutionary past. Females appear to have
been limited in reproductive success by access to re-
sources for sell and offspring. Males appcar to have been
limited by access to fertile females. These different selec-
tion pressures have presumably produced different male
and female reproductive strategies. The greater female
preference for mates displaying cues to high resource
potential and the greater male preference for mates
displaying cues to high reproductive capacity appear to
represent adaptations to sex-differentiated reproductive
constraints in our evolutionary past.

What do these results reveal about current sexual
selection? No definitive answer can be provided, as we
lack data on reproductive diflerences associated with the
expression of mate preferences. The findings, however,
have strong implications for human intrasexual competi-
tion — a key component of Darwin’s theory of sexual
selection. Mate preferences should influence intrasexual
competition such that males compete with each other to
display the resources that females desire in mates;
females should compete with each other to display the
reproductively linked cues that males desire in mates
(Buss 1988a). Furthermore, mate preferences should
affect opposite sex intrasexual maneuvers, such as tacties
used to guard or retain mates (Buss 1988b; Flinn 1988),
tactics used for mate poaching, and perhaps tactics used
to derogate intrasexual competitors (Buss & Dedden,
submitted). These now established sex differences in
mate preferences across 37 cultures provide a foundation
for testing hypotheses about human intrasexual competi-
tion on an international scale.

Most generally, these results suggest that selective
preferences in mating are not the sole province of females
(Anderson 1986; Berenstain & Wade 1983; Robinson
1982; Smuts 1987), as is implied by some evolutionary
accounts that stress female choosiness. Human males and
females hoth express preferences, and it is clear that
there are powerlu] selective advantages for doing so.
These results also implicate cultural systems in determin-
ing sex differences or the absence of sex differences. The
cross-cultural variability in chastity valuation serves as a
strong reminder that even mechanisms closely linked
with reproduction are not “genetically determined” in
the sense of being inevitable or intractable. Finally, these
results support the broad hypothesis that human males
and females differ in reproductive strategies, and the
specific hypothesis that mate preferences represent
important components of these strategies.
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cultures that were not previously documented; (2) it
confirms several important predictions from sexual selec-
tion theory; and (3) it illustrates the heuristic value of
cvolutionary theory in the study of human behavior.

The target article also adds to a small but steadily
growing field of evolutionary psychology (e.g., Cosmides
& Tooby 1987; Shepard 1987; Staddon 1988; Symons
1989). Its central aim is discovering basic psychological
mechanisms — forged by natural selection operating over
thousands of generations — that exist because they suc-
cessfully solved adaptive problems that huinans had to
confront to survive and reproduce. Selecting a matc is
just one such problem, and the present results provide
only a partial understanding of human mating mecha-
nisms. The target article does document both species-
typical and sex-typical solutions to this problem, how-
ever, and in so doing takes us one step closer to under-
standing the evolutionary psychology of hiuman mating.
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