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Abstract

Men and women have distinct preferences for certain traits in their romantic partners, which
can be elegantly explained by evolutionary theories of sexual selection. Specifically, men and
women highly value the mate characteristics of warmth, attractiveness, and resources in a
relationship partner, which all enhance their reproductive fitness. By manipulating different
combinations of these attributes, the current research aimed to examine thresholds of
acceptance and desirability in different temporal relationship contexts. It also explored the
effect of a previously unexplored cue to health, a physical disability, on mating preferences.
In Study One, 568 participants were shown a photograph of a stimulus person, either with or
without a physical disability, paired with manipulated descriptions of economic status and
warmth. They were asked to indicate their willingness to engage in both a short-term and
long-term relationship with the individual in the vignette, as well as complete questionnaires
on sociosexuality and social desirability. The results showed the importance of warmth in the
long-term for both men and women, the value of economic status for women in the long-term,
the significance of health on short-term relationships, and predicted individual variations
according to sociosexual orientation. However, when the effects of social desirability were
taken into consideration, health was not found to have an effect on the reported desirability of
short-term relationships. Study Two used a slightly different methodology to replicate the
findings from Study One with a different sample of 566 participants, and explored the impact
of heritability on both short-term and long-term relationship preferences. The results from
Study Two generally replicated the results from Study One, with the exception of health. The
impact of a physical disability, whether inherited or not, was not found to be significant in
Study Two, nor did social desirability. By exploring the evolutionary logic behind disability-
based prejudice in relationships, the current studies aimed to contribute to the existing
knowledge on mate preferences and deepen our understanding about the contemporary

negative attitudes towards relationships with individuals with disabilities.
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Chapter 1

General literature review

Introduction to evolutionary psychology

What makes one person more attractive as a partner over another? Do we all have a
checklist of criteria when considering a potential partner? Why are some people more
successful at initiating relationships than others? These complex and difficult questions have
been discussed, queried and debated in social situations, relationship counselling, and more
recently, in experimental research looking into the processes underlying human relationships
and romantic choices. The importance of such choices is paramount, potentially influencing
our physical and psychological environments, as well as reproductive consequences (Buss,

1989; Snyder & Ickes, 1985).

Evolutionary psychology provides a framework for understanding this social
selectivity in humans (Ellis & Symons, 1990). According to evolutionary psychology, the
way we feel and behave today can be understood by considering the kinds of preferences,
feelings, and behaviours that increased the survival and reproduction of our ancestors (Buss,
1995). Evolutionary psychology asks questions about human courting, mate selection, and
sexual behaviour, such as why people seek physically attractive mates, or the origins of the
sex differences found in ideal mate standards. The answers for evolutionary psychologists lie
in the adaptive advantages for our ancestors in developing such mate preferences (Tooby &

Cosmides, 1990).

The overall purpose of this thesis was to use evolutionary theory as a base from which
to explore the sex similarities and differences in human mate preferences and the impact of
having a physical disability on such choices. The goal of this first introductory chapter is to

provide a coherent explanatory account of the background to evolutionary psychology,



theories of sexual strategies employed when making partner choices, and the different within
and between sex differences in mate preferences. In Chapter 2, the health of a potential
partner, an important aspect of sexual selection and mating preferences, will be explored. The
focus of this chapter is on health, fitness, good genes, and physical disabilities in
relationships, and will provide the rationale for the studies described in Chapters 3 and 4 of
the thesis. Finally, in Chapter 5, the limitations and implications of this research combining

evolutionary theory and mate preferences with disability and sexuality will be discussed.

Darwin and sexual selection

Darwin (1871) argued that evolution is driven not just by natural selection for
survival, but by an equally vital process that he called sexual selection through mate choice.
According to theories of sexual selection, certain characteristics, such as cues to good fertility
and health, became more prevalent over our evolutionary history as they helped our ancestors
to address adaptive problems and enhance their reproductive (as opposed to survival)
advantage (Andersson, 1994; Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Darwin, 1871; Symons, 1979).
Reproductive success not only involves producing healthy offspring, but also ensuring that at
least some, if not all, of these offspring survives to reproductive maturity so they can pass on
genes to forthcoming generations. Selection for survival (natural selection) and selection for
attracting sexual partners (sexual selection) are distinct processes that tend to produce quite
different kinds of biological traits. For instance, there are many elaborate ornaments found in
humans and animals that seem useless for survival. One well-known example is the male
peacock’s spectacular tail, which although potentially excessively costly, is a form of sexual
communication, and increases a peacock’s lifetime reproductive success. According to
Darwin (1871), natural beauty and sexual ornamentation are biological traits that are
inexplicable in terms of survival value but arose through competition to attract sexual partners

during courtship to advertise heritable genetic quality (Miller, 2001).
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The literature supporting Darwin’s mate choice hypothesis is extensive, with a wealth
of experimental and theoretical studies supporting sexual selection as a major influence in the
evolution of our bodies, brains, signals, social interactions and species (e.g., Buss, 2003; Buss
& Barnes, 1986; Cunningham, Roberts, Barbee, Druen, & Wu, 1995; Gangestad & Simpson,
2000; Kenrick, Groth, Trost, & Sadalla, 1993). According to Darwin (1871), sexual selection
occurs via two component processes to increase reproductive success: (a) intrasexual
competition, and (b) intersexual attraction. In intrasexual selection, individuals of one sex
compete for mating opportunities with individuals of the opposite sex, whereas in intersexual
selection, individuals of one sex exert choice and prefer mating partners who have certain
desirable attributes or appealing signals (Andersson, 1994; Jensen-Campbell, Graziano, &
West, 1995). Darwin described intersexual selection as “female choice” because he believed
that females of many species, including humans, are more discriminating than males when
choosing mating partners, and sexual access is a female-controlled resource (Baumeister &
Vohs, 2004; Small, 1992). Thus, characteristics that lead either to successful competition or to
success at being preferentially chosen by the opposite sex will evolve because of reproductive
advantages (Buss & Schmitt, 1993). The interesting question is why this difference in mate

choice exists between the sexes.

Trivers’ parental investment theory

Although Darwin (1871) recognised that males usually engage in intrasexual
competition and that females usually exercise mate choice, Trivers (1972) provided the
explanation for this sex difference. Trivers’ parental investment theory (1972) elaborated
Darwin’s theory of sexual selection by arguing that a central driving force behind intersexual
selection derives from the different minimum investment made in offspring by males and
females. Specifically, the sex with the greater obligatory parental investment is more selective

about the quality of their mates as they have more to lose in a poor mating decision, whereas
11



the lower investing sex engages in same-sex competition for mating access with the opposite
sex to increase their reproductive success (Burley, 1977). Parental investment refers to the
investment each parent makes in an offspring that increases the offspring’s viability (i.e., their
likelihood of survival and reproduction), at the cost of the parent’s capacity and ability to

invest elsewhere.

In the vast majority of species, including humans, both males and females contribute
to the care of their offspring; however, they often contribute different resources. A female
generally has the greater obligatory parental investment as she directly invests her own
physical resources in offspring through internal gestation and subsequent nursing
commitment, a very costly expenditure and investment in time and energy. On the other hand,
a male’s investment can be very low, and the minimal parental investment can consist of a
single act of sexual intercourse (Symons, 1979; Trivers, 1972). Males, in biological terms,
have a low level of necessary parental investment in order to pass on their genes. A father can
contribute to his offspring’s survival with indirect tangible resources, such as food, protection,
and shelter. Hence, females pay higher biological costs than males for making sexual
‘mistakes’ and consequently, have adopted a more selective and ‘quality’ based reproductive
strategy in which they limit sexual contact to those males most likely to give an advantage to
their offspring (Hirsch & Paul, 1996). In contrast, the ‘quantity’ based strategy of producing
as many offspring as possible with little investment and time, is more appropriate to males as
the lower investing sex (Trivers, 1972). As discussed in detail below, Trivers’ ground-
breaking work has served as the foundation for current theoretical and empirical research on

sex differences in human mating.
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Sex differences and mate preferences

After decades of research, evidence for women’s and men’s quality and quantity-
based sexual strategies has been provided by extensive analyses of their ideal mate
preferences. To successfully implement a quality-based strategy, it is important to secure
resources and protection for offspring by finding partners who are both willing and able to
provide material resources and relationship commitment. For instance, research shows that
women universally tend to be more concerned with commitment, social status, earning
capacity and good financial prospects, ambition, and industriousness in a potential partner
than men; considering signs of willingness and ability to commit resources over the long-term
to be highly important (e.g., Buss, 1989; Kenrick & Keefe, 1992; Li, Bailey, Kenrick, &
Linsenmeier, 2002; Sprecher, Sullivan, & Hatfield, 1994; Townsend & Levy, 1990a,b).
Further, evidence indicates that women have significantly higher mating standards than men,
given their higher cost-to-benefit ratio in mating (e.g., Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Kenrick et al.,

1993; Kenrick, Sadalla, Groth, & Trost, 1990; Li et al., 2002; Regan, 1998a).

On the other hand, for a successful quantity strategy, it is necessary to ensure the
potential partner is healthy and fertile. The physical condition and reproductive health of an
individual is typically indicated by the characteristics of facial and physical attractiveness,
smooth and clear skin, full lips, lustrous hair, the absence of sores or lesions, and secondary
sexual characteristics including breasts and buttocks, and body and facial feature symmetry
(Cant, 1981; Perusse, 1994; Sugiyama, 2005; Symons, 1979; Thornhill & Grammer, 1999).
Additionally, a low waist-to-hip ratio (WHR) and low body mass index (BMI), both of which
have found to be correlated with fertility and reproductive health, are also greatly desired
(Braun & Bryan, 2006; Singh, 1993, 2002). Across various ages and cultures, men
consistently rate women’s figures with a low WHR as the most feminine, healthy, attractive,

and desirable (Furnham, Moutafi, & Baguma, 2002; Singh & Luis, 1995; Singh & Young,
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1995). Studies also show that women with low WHRs are also more reproductively viable
(Jasienska, Ziomkiewicz, Ellison, Lipson, & Thune, 2004; Zaadstra et al., 1993) and are

healthier (Bjorntorp, 1988; Folsom et al., 1993; see Singh, 2006).

The robust sex differences in mate characteristic preferences have been found in
numerous studies and across cultures. One of the best known studies of mate preferences was
published by Buss (1989), who surveyed 10,047 participants from across 37 different
cultures, and examined the extent to which men and women preferred each of 32 qualities in a
potential long-term partner. Buss documented consistent sex differences in the importance of
physical attractiveness and youth to men, and socioeconomic status and wealth to women.
However, it should also be noted that men and women share some preferences for particular
mate qualities, over and above these gender-specific characteristics. In particular, Buss and
his colleagues (Buss & Angleitner, 1989; Buss & Barnes, 1986; Buss et al., 1990), along with
other researchers (Fletcher, Simpson, Thomas, & Giles, 1999; Goodwin, 1990; Hatfield &
Sprecher, 1995; Li et al., 2002) have consistently found universally, both men and women
desire mates who are intelligent, kind, warm, considerate, understanding, emotionally stable,
and dependable. Buss (1989) argued that these factors may be adaptive for human mating as
they are important to the maintenance of long-term pair bonds. Specifically, when we entrust
our psychological and physical welfare to a potential partner, it is important they do not pose
any threat or danger to our safety and that they can be relied upon to act in a caring and
consistent manner. It is also reasonable to believe that warm and considerate partners are
more likely to remain faithful in a relationship and be committed to stay in a long-term
monogamous partnership (Neff & Karney, 2009). Furthermore, compassionate and kind
partners should be more likely to allocate resources to their offspring, to provide physical care
to both partner and offspring, and to create cooperative and caring communities that are

imperative to the survival of offspring (Goetz, Keltner, & Simon-Thomas, 2010).
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These sex similarities and differences in mate preferences have amassed considerable
support and have been evaluated in a number of empirical tests using different methods and
various sample populations (e.g., Feingold, 1990; Regan, 1998a; Sprecher et al., 1994). Some
studies have involved participants evaluating photographs and/or descriptions of potential
partners, while others have analysed the content of personal advertisements (e.g., Harrison &
Saeed, 1977; Koestner & Wheeler, 1988). Recent research investigating online dating found
that for men, the physical attractiveness of a woman’s picture generated more interest (than
for women), whereas for women, a man’s income predicted more interest in the form of

emails received (than for men) (Hitsch, Hortacsu, & Ariely, 2006).

There is now evidence showing that preferences expressed in experimental and survey
studies examining evolutionary predictions about gender differences are supported in studies
of actual marriage patterns (Baize & Schroeder, 1995; Buss, 2003; Choo & Siow, 2006; Udry
& Eckland, 1984). Therefore, it has been robustly demonstrated that men and women possess
a complex range of different evolved, domain-specific psychological adaptations that guide
their mate preferences and romantic-partner choices to help solve their adaptive problems and
maximise their genetic fitness. Evolutionary psychologists have successfully applied the
principles of sexual selection and parental investment theory to the domain of human mating,
making significant contributions towards understanding this and related phenomenon by
shedding light on the mating preferences of men and women. These mating preferences are
influenced not only by internal factors, such as one’s own mate value, but also by external

factors, such as the local environment and temporal context.

The temporal context of short-term versus long-term mateships

As previously discussed, the between-sex differences in sexual psychology and mate

preferences have been consistently validated using diverse research methods and across
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different cultures. However, these mate choices are complicated by the fact that preferences
depend on whether one is looking for a short-term sexual partner or a long-term romantic
partner. Humans have a complex array of mating strategies, including long-term relationships,
short-term mating, extra-marital affairs or extra-pair copulations, and serial mating (Buss,

2003; Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Gangestad & Simpson, 2000; Greiling & Buss, 2000).

Short-term mating refers to sexual activity or a brief romantic encounter when the
probability of the relationship continuing indefinitely is relatively low, and often lacks the
emotional depth and commitment associated with long-term relationships. In contrast, long-
term mating refers to an increased probability that the relationship will be long-lasting and
require a deeper commitment and investment, such as marriage (Li et al., 2002). Numerous
studies have found greater within-sex variation than between-sex variation in short-term and
long-term mating psychology as indicated by differences in mate preferences (Bleske & Buss,
2000; Gangestad & Buss, 1993; Gangestad & Simpson, 2000). Therefore, it is important to
distinguish between short-term and long-term relationships when examining mate choices as

these preferences are context sensitive.

Due to their differential biologies of reproduction and various obstacles to
reproductive success, the weighing up of costs and benefits for men and women depends on
the level of involvement and investment in the relationship, from the short-term and
extremely casual, such as a single date, to the long-term and highly committed, such as
marriage. For instance, when considering a non-committed transitory mating opportunity,
men could potentially make little or no investment in any resulting offspring and hence
enhance their genetic interests with no resource investment (Trivers, 1972). Therefore, men
should be relatively less discriminating than women in the short-term. Conversely, when
selecting a partner for a long-term relationship, a man potentially makes an investment

approaching that of a woman’s and would be expected to show a similarly high level of
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selectivity in mate selection (Kenrick et al., 1993). On the other hand, given their higher
levels of parental investment, women are expected to set higher minimum standards than men
regardless of the length of relationship being considered. In other words, a casual sexual
liaison should generally maximise any differences in mate preferences expressed by men and
women, while a long-term monogamous relationship should show less sex differences in mate

selectivity (Regan, 1998b).

Evolutionary psychologists argue that having multiple behavioural strategies that are
adaptive in certain environments provides important advantages for both sexes. It is posited
that people who utilised a particular strategy which led to the successful resolution of a
problem and hence an increase in genetic fitness, out-reproduced those who did not.
Consequently, the prevalence of that preference or strategy in the population increased. This
contextual variation has led to the development of pluralistic theories such as Buss and
Schmitt’s sexual strategies theory (1993) and Gangestad and Simpson’s theory of strategic
pluralism (2000), both which have built upon Darwin’s (1871) theory of sexual selection and

Trivers’ (1972) theory of parental investment.

Sexual strategies theory. Sexual strategies theory represents the integration of nine
hypotheses about the evolved nature of both short-term and long-term mating psychology
within each sex (Buss & Schmitt, 1993). According to this theory, both men and women
possess an evolved temporal collection of mating strategies to solve the adaptive problems
with which they are confronted and which are selectively activated by particular features of
the personal, social, and ecological context, such as operational sex ratio, mate value, quality
of available alternatives, parental and kin influences, and many others (Buss, 2003; Buss &
Schmitt, 1993; Greiling & Buss, 2000). A core component of sexual strategies theory is that
mating strategies are highly sensitive to the temporal context of short-term versus long-term

mateships (Buss & Schmitt, 1993). Although both sexes possess short-term and long-term
17



mating strategies, their mating psychologies contain many sex-linked design features that

accompany each strategy.

This theory derives largely from Trivers’ parental investment theory (Trivers, 1972)
and proposes that men, relative to women, are more driven to pursue short-term mating
opportunities due to the adaptive benefits of increased reproductive success in short-term
mating, whereas women, relative to men, are more motivated to pursue long-term mating
opportunities. Indeed, Oliver and Hyde’s (1993) meta-analysis of 177 empirical studies of sex
differences in sexual psychology concluded that one of the most consistent and largest
differences between men and women involved short-term mating orientation. Specifically,
men are much more positive toward short-term, casual sex than women, and this sex
difference appears to remain strong across socioeconomic levels, cultural systems, and
historical periods (Barash & Lipton, 2001; Buss & Schmitt, 1993). In order to increase the
number of potential short-term mates, men must have more flexible criteria and relax their
standards with respect to their partner preferences (Buunk, Dijkstra, Fetchenhauer, &
Kenrick, 2002; Regan, 1998a). On the other hand, women do not significantly lower their
standards for short-term mates. However, this is not to say that women do not engage in short-
term mating. Sexual strategies theory elaborates on Trivers’ notion of mixed mating strategies
by stating that women do sometimes pursue short-term mating strategies if the reproductive

benefits of doing so outweigh the costs (Buss & Schmitt, 1993).

There are many benefits women may obtain through short-term liaisons, consideration
of which has resulted in several hypotheses being suggested, including mate evaluation
hypotheses (evaluating short-term mates as long-term partners) (Greiling & Buss, 2000;
Schmitt & Buss, 2001), resource hypotheses (obtaining immediate resources) (Hrdy, 1981;
Smuts, 1992), mate switching hypotheses (using short-term mating in order to leave an

undesirable relationship and switching to a new partner or “trading up”) (Schmitt & Buss,
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2001; Schmitt & Shackelford, 2003; Smith, 1984), mate skill acquisition hypotheses
(clarifying mate preferences), mate manipulation hypotheses (deterring a partner’s future
infidelity), and genetic hypotheses (producing more genetically diverse and healthy offspring
by mating with a partner of high genetic quality) (Fedorka & Mousseau, 2002; Smith, 1984).
Thus, according to sexual strategies theory, women do engage in and benefit from short-term
relationships by selectively mating with men who possess superior levels of status, resources,

or genetic quality.

According to this theory, the mating psychologies of males and females are different
in the pursuit of short-term relationships, but are largely similar in the context of long-term
partnerships. That is, both men and women express preferences for warmth, kindness, and
understanding in their long-term partners; however, after this initial common desire for
warmth and kindness in a long-term partner, the sexes tend to differ in the next key quality
desired for long-term matings. Specifically, men place a higher importance on indicators of
fertility and health, as indexed by age and features of physical appearance, whereas women

place a greater value on resources, such as economic status and earning potential.

According to Buss and Schmitt (1993), “because the important class of cues that are
linked with fertility and reproductive value are physical... men will place great importance on
physical attractiveness in both short-term and long-term contexts” (p. 213). On the other hand,
for women, sexual strategies theory argues that physical appearance and attractiveness is less
important in women’s partner preferences because “the reproductive success of women... is
not as closely linked with obtaining reproductively valuable mates. A man’s reproductive
capacity... is less steeply age graded” (Buss & Schmitt, 1993, p. 209). There is considerable
data consistent with these hypotheses (e.g., Feingold, 1992; Landolt, Lalumiere, & Quinsey,
1995; Sprecher et al., 1994; Stroebe, Insko, Thompson & Layton, 1971). In a meta-analysis of

the impact of physical attractiveness on romantic attraction, Feingold (1990) found that
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attractiveness had a stronger effect on men’s partner preferences than on women’s, while

earning potential had a large effect on women’s preferences.

Research conducted by Townsend and his colleagues (Townsend & Levy, 1990a,b;
Townsend & Roberts, 1993) found that for women, economic status was the primary
determinant of a man’s acceptability as a potential partner, and that high status compensated
for low attractiveness. Townsend and Levy (1990a) manipulated status cues by asking
participants to rate models who were dressed in costumes representing three levels of
socioeconomic status. They found that costume variation alone significantly raised females’
ratings of male models’ attractiveness and acceptability for dating, sex, and marriage. These
conclusions are consistent with evolutionary theories of mating, which, as described above,
argue that women focus on a man’s resource potential and status when considering a long-
term relationship. They are also in line with sexual strategies theory, which argues that

women use short-term matings to assess or attain potential long-term relationships.

If women utilise a short-term mating strategy to assess a potential long-term
relationship, then it is expected that women would value the same traits in a short-term
partner that they value in a long-term partner, including warmth, kindness, status, and
resources. However, several studies have shown that this is not the case, but rather that
women actually place a particular importance on attractiveness when considering a short-term
partner (e.g., Greiling & Buss, 2000; Regan, 1998a,b; Regan, Levin, Sprecher, Christopher, &
Cate, 2000). For example, Kenrick and colleagues (Kenrick et al., 1990) found that both men
and women require similar and high levels of attractiveness in someone they would date or
have sex with. Therefore, sexual strategies theory does not provide a complete understanding

of women’s preferences for attractiveness in a short-term partner.

In short, sexual strategies theory describes the long-term preferences for men and

women, and the differences between and within their mating psychologies. It focuses on the
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temporal context of mating relationships and emphasises the importance of this in
understanding the sexual psychology of humans. However, it lacks a complete explanation for
women’s short-term preferences for physical attractiveness. A more thorough account of this
may be provided in a more recent theory, strategic pluralism theory, which highlights the

importance of physical cues as good genes indicators in short-term sexual decisions.

Strategic pluralism theory. Similar to sexual strategies theory, strategic pluralism
theory builds upon parental investment theory and is an evolutionary model developed by
Gangestad and Simpson to account for the within-sex variation in mating behaviour of both
males and females in different environmental contexts and situations (Gangestad & Simpson,
2000). According to this theory, during their evolutionary history, both men and women
utilised long-term mating strategies and invested in their offspring; however, both sexes also
used ecologically contingent, conditional short-term and extra-pair mating tactics (Gangestad
& Simpson, 2000). Strategic pluralism theory argues there are two broad classes of benefits
we look for in a potential mate: (a) being a “good provider”, which reflects the degree to
which a mate is willing and able to invest time and resources into a relationship and
subsequent offspring, and (b) having “good genes”, which involves a mate showing evidence
of genetic viability and fitness-enhancing characteristics that might be passed onto offspring

(Cronin, 1991; Gangestad & Thornhill, 1997).

Although these basic mate-choice dimensions are focused on different qualities of a
mate, they both aim to enhance reproductive success through increased offspring viability and
mating ability. Specifically, the good provider model of sexual selection emphasises
genetically non-heritable qualities, while on the other hand, the good genes model focuses on
the heritable and genetic qualities that may increase reproductive success. Past research
suggests that in males, these fitness-indicators include height, upper-body musculature,

morphological symmetry, beard growth, jaw size, brow ridge size, and facial attractiveness;
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while in females, they include breasts, buttocks, waist, skin condition, and facial
attractiveness (Barber, 1995; Fink, Grammer, & Thornhill, 2001; Scheib, Gangestad, &

Thornhill, 1999; Shackelford & Larsen, 1999; Thornhill & Grammer, 1998).

Research shows that men and women find these indicators of good genes attractive
and desirable. For example, several studies have shown that men whom women consider
physically attractive tend to exhibit bilateral symmetry (e.g., Moller & Thornhill, 1998;
Scheib et al., 1999). These symmetrical men are also considered more desirable as affair
partners, and report having more sexual partners than men who are asymmetrical (Gangestad
& Thornhill, 1997; Thornhill & Gangestad, 1994). It is believed that symmetry signals
underlying pathogen-resistant genes and is indicative of general health (Meller & Thornhill,
1998; Thornhill & Gangestad, 1993). There are also other markers that serve as cues to good
genes, such as muscularity and masculinity, which are both testosterone-dependent and
correlated with symmetry (to be further explored in the next chapter). Therefore, a woman’s
preference for symmetry and physical attractiveness in a partner reflects preferences for good
genes and heritable fitness, and by mating with these physically attractive men, a woman is

able to pass on such genes to her offspring (Waynforth, 1998).

In contrast, for men, bodily symmetry 