
Citation:  Bech-Sørensen,  Jens  and  Pollet,  Thomas  (2016)  Sex  Differences  in  Mate 
Preferences: a Replication Study, 20 Years Later. Evolutionary Psychological Science, 2 (3). 
pp. 171-176. ISSN 2198-9885 

Published by: Springer

URL: https://doi.org/10.1007/s40806-016-0048-6 <https://doi.org/10.1007/s40806-016-0048-
6>

This  version  was  downloaded  from  Northumbria  Research  Link: 
http://nrl.northumbria.ac.uk/31935/

Northumbria University has developed Northumbria Research Link (NRL) to enable users to 
access the University’s research output. Copyright © and moral rights for items on NRL are 
retained by the individual author(s) and/or other copyright owners.  Single copies of full items 
can be reproduced,  displayed or  performed,  and given to third parties in  any format  or 
medium for personal research or study, educational, or not-for-profit purposes without prior 
permission or charge, provided the authors, title and full bibliographic details are given, as 
well  as a hyperlink and/or URL to the original metadata page.  The content must  not  be 
changed in any way. Full  items must not be sold commercially in any format or medium 
without  formal  permission  of  the  copyright  holder.   The  full  policy  is  available  online: 
http://nrl.northumbria.ac.uk/policies.html

This document may differ from the final, published version of the research and has been 
made available online in accordance with publisher policies. To read and/or cite from the 
published version of the research, please visit the publisher’s website (a subscription may be 
required.)

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by Northumbria Research Link

https://core.ac.uk/display/96783571?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://nrl.northumbria.ac.uk/policies.html


RESEARCH ARTICLE

Sex Differences in Mate Preferences: a Replication Study,
20 Years Later

Jens Bech-Sørensen1
& Thomas V. Pollet1

Published online: 18 March 2016
# The Author(s) 2016. This article is published with open access at Springerlink.com

Abstract Evolutionary psychologists have argued for evolved
sex differences in human mate preferences (e.g., (Buss and
Barnes Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 50,559–
570, 1986; Buss American Scientist 73,47–51, 1985,
Behavioral and Brain Sciences 12, 1–49, 1989, 1994).
Specifically, they have suggested that men and women place
different values on physical appearance, fertility, and economic
stability when they choose a long-term partner (e.g., Miller
2000; Buss and Schmitt Psychological Review 100, 204–232,
1993; Fisman et al. 2006; Sprecher et al. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology 66, 1074–1080, 1994). In this short
report, we replicated a seminal study that investigated prefer-
ences for potential marriage partners (Sprecher et al. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology 66, 1074–1080, 1994) to
assess if sex differences in mate preferences may have con-
verged over time due to social change via a crowd-sourced
sample (n=522). The replication was largely successful and,
thus, suggests stable sex differences in long-term mate prefer-
ences in line with an evolutionary framework. However, we also
found evidence for narrowed sex differences for preferences with
regard to ethnicity and education. Interestingly, while the original
study found no sex difference in the preference for marrying the
previously married, the current study showed that women were
slightly more inclined than men to prefer a previously married
partner. Therefore, these findings also suggest that social change

and societal norms could make long-term mate preferences flex-
ible and influence how they develop over time.

Keywords Sex differences . Marriage . Evolutionary
psychology . Sociocultural change . Replication

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, evolutionary psychologists,
most notably David Buss (e.g., Buss and Barnes 1986; Buss
1985, 1989, 1994), intensively studied sex differences in mate
preferences. This laid the foundation of a large research field
focusing on mate preferences and attractiveness, which up
until today is considered a crucial part of evolutionary psy-
chology (Webster et al. 2009; Webster 2007). Evolutionary
psychologists have argued that when looking for a long-term
partner, men will value physical attractiveness, and cues to
fertility (e.g., Buss 1989; Miller 2000). Women, on the other
hand, should value social stability and economic security
above traits relating to fertility and physical appearance for
long-term relationships, in comparison to men (e.g., Buss
and Schmitt 1993; Fisman et al. 2006; Sprecher et al. 1994).
The purpose of our paper is not to review the extant literature
on mate preferences and sexual selection (see e.g., Buss 1994;
Ellis 1992; Low 2000; Miller 1998, 2000; Shackelford et al.
2005; Stewart-Williams and Thomas 2013 for reviews), but
rather to revisit a seminal study. Next to initial studies by
evolutionary psychologists based largely on student samples
(e.g., Buss and Barnes 1986: study 2.), a study by Sprecher
et al. (Sprecher et al. 1994) published in Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology formed an important con-
tribution to the development of research on sex differences in
mate preferences.1

1 Given the evolutionary framework we adopt in this paper, we will
consistently refer to sex differences in these preferences rather than gen-
der differences.
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In this brief report, we present a replication of Sprecher
et al.’s (1994) study on human long-termmate preferences from
a large sample. This study is an important contribution as it
relied on a large, nationally representative sample (National
Survey of Families and Households). Sprecher and colleagues
assessed long-term preferences on 12 traits and found signifi-
cant sex differences for all of the traits they examined with the
exception of previous marriage and different religion. The goal
of the present study is to examine if these findings are replicable
with a different sample, two decades later.

Previous research suggests that the sex differences in mate
preferences might be becoming smaller as a consequence of
increased gender equality (e.g., Kasser and Sharma 1999;
Moore and Cassidy 2007; Zentner and Mitura 2012). For ex-
ample, Buss et al. (2001) found that men and women’s pref-
erences converged from 1939 to 1996 towards similar prefer-
ences for physical attractiveness, financial prospects, and mu-
tual attraction. Given these findings, we expect further con-
vergence in reported sex differences for long-term partners
today compared to 20 years ago.

The Present Study

We attempt to replicate the core findings of a study, which found
support for sex differences in long-term mate preferences
(Sprecher et al. 1994).Our study investigateswillingness tomarry
depending on physical appearance, age, earning potential, previ-
ous marriage, religion, already having children, and ethnicity.

Using the same measures as Sprecher et al. (1994), we ex-
pect to find sex differences in long-term mate preferences, pri-
marily for physical appearance, age, and earning potential, but
that these differences are smaller than 20 years ago. We also
expect a narrowing of the observed sex difference in other
preferences related to ethnicity, other religion, previous mar-
riage, and already having children. Finally, we also investigate
if sex differences exist in perceived importance of marriage in
long-term relationships, something that was not assessed in the
original study. The reason for including this measure is that the
importance of marriage might have changed substantially over
the past decades (e.g., Cherlin 2004), and this could account to
some degree for why sex differences have narrowed.

Method

Participants

Participants were recruited and participated online through a
crowdsourcing site (CrowdFlower.com) in 2014. Out of the
initial recruited sample (n=857), several entries were exclud-
ed due to use of duplicate Internet Protocol addresses (47),
uncompleted responses (7), participants below 18 years old

(3), participants above 35 years old (46), currently or previ-
ously married (97), not being U.S. citizens (32), and not self-
identifying as heterosexual (103). These exclusion criteria
corresponded largely to those by Sprecher et al. (1994) and
led to a final sample of n=522. The sample thus consisted of
previously (and currently) unmarried heterosexual (259
males;Mage=27.33, SD=4.78) U.S. citizens that were single
(73.9 %) or in a relationship. About half (49.2 %) had attended
college. All U.S. states were represented with the majority
residing in New York (n=51), Florida (n=46), California
(n=44), Texas (n=34), and Pennsylvania (n=32). The ma-
jority indicated that they were Caucasian (71.1 %).

Materials and Procedure

Procedure

Participants signed an online informed consent form before
answering some sociodemographic questions. They then indi-
cated willingness to marry someone with certain characteris-
tics on 12 questions before they were debriefed and provided a
code for participation payment ($0.50) at the end of the study.
This study received ethical approval from the ethics commit-
tee at the university where it was conducted.

Demographic Questions

Participants answered sociodemographic questions including
sex, age, U.S. citizenship, U.S. state residency, relationship
status, religious affiliation, ethnicity, education level, and sex-
ual orientation (categorical).

Mate Preferences Questionnaire

Long-term mate preferences (Sprecher et al. 1994) were mea-
sured on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very willing). The
questions included willing to marry someone “older by 5 or
more years,” “younger by 5 ormore years,” “had beenmarried
before,” “who already had children,” “was not likely to hold a
steady job,” “was of a different religion,” “was of a different
race,” “would earn much less than you,” “would earn much
more than you,” “was not “good-looking,” “had more educa-
tion than you,” and “had less education than you.” One addi-
tional question not measured by Sprecher et al. (1994) also
assessed perceived importance of marriage in a long-term re-
lationship on a scale from 1 (not at all important) to 7 (ex-
tremely important) (M=5.25, SD=1.53). On average, partic-
ipants valued marriage as important (one sample t test:
t(521)=18.66, p=0.001). All analyses were run in SPSS 20,
and we adopted the same analytical strategy as Sprecher et al.
(1994): a series of analyses of variance (ANOVAs). For “im-
portance of marriage,” we also performed an ANOVA.
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Results

Sex Differences in Mate Preferences

Table 1 shows the full results and comparison to Sprecher
et al.’s (1994) original study (Fig. 1). Analysis of variance
with independent variable sex and the 12 traits for mate pref-
erences as independent variables revealed statistically signifi-
cant sex differences for the majority of traits. Women reported
being more willing than men to marry someone older by five
ormore years (F=43.95, p=0.001, d=0.58), who already had
children (F (1, 520)=19.64, p=0.001, d=0.40), who would
earn much more than themselves (F = 22.20, p = 0.001,
d=0.40), who was not “good-looking” (F (1,520) = 24.59,
p= 0.001, d= 0.43), who had been married before (F (1,
520)=5.85, p<0.05, d=0.22), and who had more education
(F (1,520)=11.79, p=0.001, d=0.30). Men reported being
more willing than women to marry someone younger by five
or more years (F=51.56, p=0.001, d=0.65), not likely to
hold a steady job (F (1,520) = 42.43, p= 0.001, d= 0.57),
and who would earn much less (F=7.46, p=0.01, d=0.24).
No statistically significant sex differences were observed in
preferences for a different religion, different race, and some-
one with less education (all p values >0.22). These results thus
largely correspond to the results of Sprecher et al. (1994)
except for “having been married before,” “was of a different
race,” and “had less education than you.” An analysis of var-
iance also revealed a sex difference (men; M = 5.02,
SD=1.58, women;M=5.47, SD=1.44) for perceived impor-
tance of marriage for a long-term relationship (F (1,
520)= 11.27, p=0.01, d=0.29), with women valuing mar-
riage more than men did. This variable, the perception of
importance, also moderated the sex difference on the willing-
ness to marry someone older by five or more years (B=−0.24,
p=0.01, ηp

2=0.01). For women, importance of marriage was
positively related to a greater willingness to marry a man who
was older by five years or more (F (1,260)=12.23, p=0.001,
η2=0.045), whereas for men, importance of marriage was not
significantly related to a greater willingness to marry someone
who was five years or older (F (1,257) = 0.24, p= 0.62).
Importance of marriage did not significantly moderate any
of the other reported sex differences (all of the p values
>0.09).

Discussion

Our results largely replicated the findings by Sprecher et al.
(1994) showing that in 9 out of 12 tests, the direction of the
effect was the same. On average, women were more likely
than men to indicate a preference for marrying someone older.
Women also emphasized physical attractiveness less than men
did, but valued a high earning potential more so than men did. T
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Men on the other hand were more willing to marry someone
younger, unlikely to hold a steady job, and with low earning
potential than women did. However, there were some notable
contrasts with the original study. For example, the overall
magnitude of the sex differences seems smaller in our data
than in Sprecher et al.’s (in 9 out of 12 tests, the absolute effect
size was stronger in the original study). Sex differences in
willingness to marry someone of different race or with less
education had narrowed as predicted. However, unlike the
1994 study and against our second hypothesis, we observed
a significant sex difference for willingness to marry the previ-
ously married, with women indicating a higher willingness to
marry someone who had been married before. No other mate
preferences displayed a narrowing between the sexes. Finally,
our additional question also indicated that in our sample,
women found marriage more important in long-term relation-
ships than men did. This variable also moderated the willing-
ness to marry someone older by five or more years, reducing
the observed gender difference in willingness to marry some-
one older by five or more years. Our data suggest that when
women indicated that marriage was important to them, they
tended to be more willing to marry somebody who was older
by 5 years or more. In contrast, for men, the importance of
marriage was not significantly related to the willingness to
marry someone who was 5 or more years older than them-
selves. We did not further explore individual differences and
preferences, but for further research, it would be interesting to
examine the degree to which attitudes towards marriage influ-
ence preferences.

By and large, our results are thus consistent with the pro-
posed evolved mate preferences as argued for by evolutionary
psychologists (e.g., Buss and Schmitt 1993; Buss 1994; Ellis
1992; Miller 2000). At the same time, shifting sociocultural
changes (e.g., norms) are also important to our findings. For

example, our data show no significant sex difference in the
reported willingness to marry someone of a different ethnicity,
contrary to the original findings by Sprecher and colleagues
(Sprecher et al. 1994). This could be explained by broader
social changes in stereotypes, such as interethnic marriages
becoming more common in recent years (Qian 2005).
Similarly, the absence of a significant sex difference in pref-
erences for marrying someone with less education could po-
tentially be explained by increased education levels across the
whole U.S. population and that women are increasingly pur-
suing higher education (Taylor et al. 2011), thus making it
more acceptable and unimportant whether one marries “above
or below” a certain education level. At the same time, the
finding that women were more willing than men to marry
someone with more education suggests that especially highly
educated women might find it difficult to find a partner on the
marriage market (e.g., Kashyap et al. 2015). Further, longitu-
dinal analyses are if necessary to investigate the effect of a
“marriage squeeze” for education would influence women’s
mate preferences and outcomes on the marriage market. As
our data are cross-sectional and deal with preferences, we can
only speculate the degree to which preferences for educational
attainment will affect actual choice on the marriage market.

Finally, the finding that womenwere more willing to marry
someone previously married is in line with research suggest-
ing that marriage has become less important for young adults’
transition into adulthood (Kefalas et al. 2011) and that,
through deinstitutionalization of marriage (Cherlin 2004),
marriage has become less formal and less tied to one’s social
reputation and success. Moreover, due to a rise in divorce
rates, there is now an increased availability of the previously
married on the marriage market (Goldscheider et al. 2009).
This implies that being previously married might carry much
less weight today as a potential cue to mate value, compared to
what it did in the past. Being previously married could poten-
tially function as a cue to “good mate value,” in much the
same way as the purported wedding ring effect (e.g.,
Waynforth 2007). That being said, the meaning of marriage,
and the potential stigma associated with divorce, likely differs
between now and 20 years ago and it is possible that individ-
uals are simply more indifferent to (previous) marriage.

Limitations

Unlike the original study, designed to be nationally represen-
tative, we relied on an online opportunity sample via
CrowdFlower. It has been argued that such online studies
capture to a large degree similar results as those in a psychol-
ogy laboratory (Buhrmester et al. 2011; Stewart et al. 2015).
Nonetheless, our sample is not representative of the U.S. popu-
lation, and we should therefore be careful with generalizing our
findings; for example, as money is a key incentive for online
workers, we might have selected individuals who strongly differ

Fig. 1 Comparison of results. The effect sizes from Sprecher’s original
study (1994) (open circles) and our replication (dark circles) with 95 %
CI. The numbers correspond to the twelve traits studied from Table 1. A
positive Cohen’s D score indicates that women value this trait more than
men do, while a negative Cohen’s D score indicates that men value this
trait more than women do
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from the general U.S. population. More broadly, we should also
stress that the data we presented here are from a very particular
sample and it is unclear whether any results would generalize to
other Western societies or more broadly can be taken as being
indicative of universal mate preferences (Henrich et al. 2010).
However, we believe these data are apt for attempting to replicate
the original Sprecher et al. (1994) study, with the additional ca-
veat that questions about marriage might be very differently
approached now than 20 years ago.

Implications and Future Research

Our findings are in line with the argument that evolved mate
preferences exist, while also highlighting that these prefer-
ences are likely malleable to socioeconomic temporal trends
(e.g., Boxer et al. 2013; Buss et al. 2001; Sweeney and
Cancian 2004; Sweeney 2002). Future research could investi-
gate this phenomenon in other cultures, countries, and other
ages. Ideally, in order to study long-term changes in mate
preferences, we would rely on longitudinal, nationally repre-
sentative samples. Nonetheless, cross-sectional studies and
replications of psychological research (e.g., Amir and
Sharon 1990; Ferguson and Heene 2012; Francis 2012;
Makel et al. 2012) can be a useful and necessary first step in
examining the robustness of documented sex differences in
mate preferences and choice as argued for by evolutionary
psychologists, well as examining whether the argued for sex
differences have narrowed or not.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted
use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link
to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.
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