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Abstract

It hasbeenproposedhatselectiorhasshapedhe humanmind to be predictablybiasedn domainswvherethe costsof false-positiveand
false-negativerrorshavebeenasymmetricathroughouthumanevolutionaryhistory Using this logic, the currentstudy predictsthat men
andwomensystematicallyoverestimatéhe degreeto which membersf the oppositesexfind their same-sexnatingcompetitiondesirable.
Ten photographof opposite-sexargetswere shownto a sampleof men (n=123) andwomen(n=159), and they were askedquestions
pertainingto eachtarget@desirabilityas a mate. The samephotographsthis time with sexof targetand participantbeingthe same were
shownto asecondyroupof men(n=105)andwomen(n=103),andtheywereaskedo estimatehedesirabilityof the depictedndividualsto
membersof the opposite sex. Consistentwith the mate competition overestimationbias hypothesis,men and women consistently
overestimatethe degreeto which memberof the oppositesexfind membersf their samesexattractiveand desirableas potentialmates.
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1. Introduction

Humansocid life containsmuchuncertaing. Emotions,
desies,andintertionsare oftenkeptprivateor intentionally
conceatd, making it necesary for individuds to rely on
imperfectestimags of othesQOnternal stateswhen making
decisons abouthow to interact in socid situations(Buss,
2000. Errorsin estmatesof others@tentionsand desies
arethusa recurrentfeatureof humansocid life andlikely
havebeenthatway throughouthumanevolutiorary history
There are two waysto err when inferring othersGnternal
states: (@) inferring a psychobgical statethatis not presen
or (b) failing to infer a psychobgical stae that is preseih
Accoarding to signd detectiortheory (Wiley, 1994 anderror
managmenttheory (EMT; Haseltm & Buss, 2000, the
optimal design for systens fashioned to reason under
uncertinty is to err in the direction that has beenleast
costly overevdutionarytime (seealsoCosmides& Tooby;
1996; Nesse & Williams, 1998; Tomarken, Mineka, &
Codk, 1989. Accordindly, humandecison-making adapta
tions havebeenhypottesizel to makepredictabé errorsin
domans where decisons must be made without perfect
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information. One suchsphereof uncerainty is the doman
of matecompition.

When competng for maes, an individual® optimal
maing straegy critically dependsnot only on the mate
valueof exising potental maesbut alsoon the matevalue
of one@®samesexmaing compition (Hill & Reeve 2004;
Kenrick, Li, & Butner 2003. Thus, it is likely thatseletion
has shapeda rich arrayof cogniive adaptéions designedo
approximae the desirabiity of menbersof one€own sexto
current or potenfal maes. Although the best possble
sysem for estimating one® same-sexnaing compdition
would be to be ableto perfectlyinfer the desiability of all
rivals to all menbersof the opposte sex,sucha sysemis
implausibledueto the unstdle natue of mak prefeences.
Individual differencesand temporal shifts in make prefer-
encesNooupledwith the fact thatindividuals often conceal
thetotdity of theirprefeencedor straegicpurpogsNmake
it likely that assessmentsegardng the formidablity of
intrasexuativalswill almostalwayscontainsomedegreeof
error. There are two types of errors that can occur when
assessinghe desirabiliy of one®same-sexnaing compe
tition: (a) assumingntrasexubrivals are more desirableto
the opposte sex than they actualy are or (b) assuming
intrasexuativals arelessdesirableto the oppositesexthan
they actuallyare.
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Erring on the side of assuning rivals aremoredesirable
than they actually are increases the probability that
individuds will (a) continueto maintan or improve their
current desirability to currert or potential mates, (b) be
sufficiently proacive in attaning a mategiven their same-
sexcompetition,(c) be sufficientlyvigilantin retainingtheir
currentmate,and(d) preventinflatedexpecéationsaboutthe
quality of makesthat canbe attracted which could leadto
wastedime andeffortin compeitions thatwould ultimately
belost. However overesimating rivalsQlesirabiity canalso
be costly Overestinating one® maing compdition can
come at the cost of perfoming more mae attractionor
retentiontacics thanaretruly necesary (e.g.,Buss,1988a,
2000; Buss & Shackelford, 1997) and lowered self-
confidence,which could potentally lead to setting for
lower quality or fewer matesthan may havebee attracted
in light of lessfavorale evaludions of rivals.

There is a somewhat different cost/benefit tradeoff
associatedvith assuning rivals arelessdesirablehanthey
actuallyare.Undeestimaing the desiability of intrasexub
rivals preventswastedeffort spentperfoming unnecesary
mate-retention and mate-attraction tactics. Additionaly,
underestimdon mayincreasethelikelihood thatindividuals
are self-confident in their mating pursuits, potentially
leadingto greaer or more desiable maing opportnities.
Men espedcilly might beneft from increased selfconfi-
dence,as women prefer confident and socially dominant
men as both long- and short-term mates (Buss, 1989;
Buunk,Dijkstra, Fetchehauer & Kenrick,2002). However
underestimigng the formidablity of the matingcompeition
is alsoassoctedwith a numbe of costs.Undeestimaing
rivals and,in turn, how much effort needsto be appliedto
accomplif mateattractiorandmate-re¢ntionstrategéscan
leadto (a) failure to attracta mat, (b) failure to retaina
mate, (c) wasted maing effort in compeitions that will
ultimately be lost and, for men, (d) compromsedpatenity
(seeBuss, 1994; Symons, 1979; Trivers, 1972. Further-
more, sinceindividuds tendto be biasa in a selfserving
way to protectselfesteemand maintain a positive view of
themseles (see Dunning, Heath, & Suls, 2004, for a
review), undereimating the desirabiity of one® rivals
canbe anespeailly costly errot

Here, it is hypothesized that when assessing the
desirabiliy of maing rivals, theles®r costly erroris erring
on the side of overesimation. In maingNas in any social
competitionN those who underestimate their opponents
ultimately increasethe risk of defeat becausethey are
underpreparefbr the compéition. Conversely individuals
who overestimated their intrasexual rivals, anticipating
fierce maing competition, would have been sufficiently
motivatedto continuestriving to maintain or augmaet their
own mate value and perform necesary mate retertion
tactics,which increasethe likelihood of succesful mating
outcomesThe generalpredction derived from the hypoth
esisis that men®and women®estimags of how desirable
their samesex compdition is to membes of the opposite

sexwill be higherthanthe actualdesirabiliy ratingsgiven
by menandwomento membersof the opposite sex. More
specificaly, | predit that (a) desirability ratings given to
malestimuli by male participants will exceedratingsgiven
to the samestimui by femde participants, (b) desirabiity
ratingsgiven to femde stimui by femde participants will
exceedratings given to the samestimuli by male partic-
ipants,and (c) the sex-inked patternof resuts bearng on
Preditionsa andb will not hold truefor charactesticsthat
not beardirectly on the target®desirabiity asa mate.

2. Methods
2.1. Stimubis materials

Ten stimulusphotogaphsof eachsexwere usedfor this
experiment Male stimuli were college-agé men between
the agesof 18 and22 (mean=19.40).Femaé stimuli were
college-aged women between the ages of 18 and 21
(mean=18.90). Eachstimulus was picturedsitting aloneat
atable in a universiy courtyard, andall photogaphswere
takenwithin a 2-h periodto ensurehatlighting andweather
conditiors were consistentacrossphotogaphs.

2.2. Participants

The recrutment procedue specified that participants
mustbe heterosexuab participate.Paticipantswereasked
aboutther sexualoriertation at the beginningof the study
so that datacollectedfrom homogxual respomientscould
beremovedfrom final dataanalys$s. Onehundredfifty-nine
heterosexualindergraduatavomen and 123 hetepsexual
undergraduatenen servedas participants rating opposte-
sex individuals (mean age: womer~18.94; mern=19.24).
Onehundredfive hetebsexualundergraduatenenand 103
heterosexualindergraduatevomen servedas participants
rating same-sex individuals (mean age: men=19.36;
women =19.08. Paticipation partially fulfilled a course
requiremat for all participants.

2.3. Materials and procedue

On a 10-pageonline experimentpartidpantsjudgedthe
desirabiity of 10 same-or opposie-sextargetson the basis
of photogaphs. The instructonal set read: bYou will be
askedquestons that pertainto your initial impressionsof
eachdepictedindividual. The ratingsthat you give to each
stimuluswill be usedto detemine whetherthe stimuli are
suitablefor afuturereseach project.QParticipams ratedeach
targeton five charactristicspertaning to desiability asa
romantic partne (Items abe).For judgments pertainingto
membersf the opposte sex, theseitemswere as follows:
(a) bHow attractve do you find this persor?Q (b) bHow
desirableis this person to you as a prospetive sexual
partner® (c) bHow desirableis this personto you as a
prospetive long-termromantic partner(i.e., a commited
romantic partner)® (d) bHow sexualy desiable do you
find this persoi® and(e) bin general how desiabledo you
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find this person® The participantsrating membersof therr

samesexwere given the samequestons, but the questions
were framedsuchthat they askedabouttheir percepbns
aboutthe desiresof the oppositesex(e.g.,for the quesion

bHow attractive do you find this persor?Q the samesex
verson readbHow attractivedo you think that menbersof

the oppositesexfind this persorrQ.

The participants also rated each stimulus on three
characgristicsnot directly relaed to desirabiity asa mae
(Items fEn). These items were as follows. (f) bHow
extraverted do you think that this personis (g) bHow
desiableis this personto you asa prospectie friendQand
(h) bHow politically involved do you think thatthis person
is?Q These items were included not only to distract the
partcipantsfrom the true meaningof the study but alsoto
exploe whether the overesimation bias, if it exiss, is
specfic to matingor is a generalpsychobgical featue that
operaes acrosssocid domairs. As with the desiability
quesions, participants rating menbers of their samesex
were given the same quesions, but the questons were
framed suchthat they were askedabouttheir percepbns
aboutthe desiesof the opposte sex.All ratingsweremade
on 10-point rating scales(e.g., for the quesion bHow
attractive do you find this persorfQthe ratingsrangedfrom
1 (not at all attractive) to 10 (very attractive), with 5
corresponding to (moderately attractive). The items
appearedn the sameorderfor all participants.

3. Results

Ratings were averagedacrossthe 10 stimuli for eachof
theeightitemsratedby participants. Next, a within-subjects
desirability composite was created by computing the
arithmetic meanof the ratingsprovided for the five items
pertaning to desiability asa mae. All itemswere highly
intercorrelaéd (percepions of same-sefargets@esirabiity:
2=.94 and «=.89 for men and women, respectively;
perceptions of opposite-sex target desirability: «=.93

and «=.91 for men and women, respetively). The three
non-matirg-specifc items were analyzd indepadently as
ratings given to theseitemswerenot highly intercorrelated
(percepions of samesextargets:«=.16 ando=.18for men
and women, respectively; perceptions of opposite-sex
targets:z=.46 and « =.56 for menandwomen,respetive-
ly). A mixed-modg 2 (menvs. women) 2 (male vs.
femde stimuli) ANOVA wasconducedto assestheoverall
patternof men®and women® percepibns of targets,and
p=.01 for eachitem wastestedto mitigate the potential for
Type | errors.A main effect of target®©sexwas found for
target€desirabilty asa mae [ F(1, 487)=752.51,pb.001],
extravertedess[ F(1, 487)=52.35, pb.001], and friendli-
ness[F(1, 487)=10.09, p=.002]. Compaed with male
targets, females were judged to be significantly more
desirable as mates (female targets: mean=5.75,
S.D.=0.86; male targets: mean=4.24, S.D.=0.80) and
extraverted(female tamgets: mean=6.58, SD.=0.84 male
targetsmearr6.04,S.D.=0.76). Male targetswerejudged
to be significantly friendier than femdes (male targets:
mean=6.82, S.D.=0.86; female targets. mean=6.57,
S.D.=0.80). The analysis also reveadled a significant
interaction betweenthe sexof the raterand the sex of the
target on judgments of the target® desirability [F(1,
487)=535.53,pb.001]. Therewas no significant interac-
tions found for any of the non-mating-specific items,
although friendliness approached significance [F(1,
487)=4.79,p=.03].

Two Bonferroni-carectedplannal contrasts(x =.005 for
eachpair of contrastscompaed men®andwomen®ratings
of eachtarget.As predctedby the desiability overesma-
tion biashypothesismen&estimaions of the male stimui®@
desirability to the opposite sex (mean4.97, S.D.=0.52)
were significantly greaer than the desiability as assesed
by women raters [mean=3.75, S.D.=0.54; F(1,
263)=329.24,pb.001]. Similaty, women®estimationsof
female stimuli® desirability to the opposite sex
(mean=6.40, S.D.=0.45) were significantly greaer than

Tablel
Resultshy sexof stimuli
Male stimuli

Femaleraters Male raters Effect size
Item n Mean S.D. n Mean S.D. F (p) (partial n?)
Desirability 159 3.75 0.54 106 4.97 0.52 329.24(b.001) 0.56
Extraverted 159 6.01 0.76 106 6.10 0.77 0.92(NS) 0.00
Friendly 159 6.88 0.81 106 6.72 0.92 2.15(NS) 0.01
Politically involved 159 5.09 0.78 106 5.23 0.63 2.39(NS) 0.01
Femalestimuli

Male raters Femaleraters Effect size
Item n Mean S.D. n Mean S.D. F (p) (partial7?)
Desirability 123 5.19 0.72 103 6.40 0.45 217.95(b.001) 0.49
Extraverted 123 6.52 0.81 103 6.64 0.87 1.16 (NS) 0.01
Friendly 123 6.65 0.72 103 6.47 0.89 2.71(NS) 0.01
Politically involved 123 5.20 0.65 103 5.12 0.84 0.78(NS) 0.00
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the desirallity as assessedy male raters[mean=5.19,
S.D=0.72; F(1, 224)=217.95, pb.001]. No significant
difference were foundin men®andwomen&judgmens of
the non-mating-speific items(seeTable1).

4. Discusson

Using the evoluionary logic of signd detectiontheoy
and EMT, it was hypothesized that men and women
overestimatehe desirabiity of same-sexivals to members
of the opposie sex. The following predctions that were
derivedfrom this hypottesiswere both confirmed:(a) men
would judge othermento be moredesirableo womenthan
women actually found them and (b) women would judge
otherwomento be moredesiableto menthanmenactually
found them. The results lend initial support for the
hypothesisthat seletion has shapedmen®and women§
matecompdition assessmemechaisns to err on the side
of overestimtion whenevaluding the desigability of mating
rivals. The curren studyaddsto a growingbody of reseach
on adaptation designedto facilitate succesful intrasexub
competition.The overestimatn biasmay play animportant
role in motivaing a numbe of well-documentedmate-
attractionand mae-retentionbehavors suchas sexualand
romantic jealousy (Buss, Larsen,Westen,& Semnelroth,
1992; Daly, Wilson, & Weghors, 1982, mate guarding
(Buss, 19883, derogationof compditors (Buss & Dedcen,
1990, strategt selfpromoton (Buss& Schmitt, 1996), and
mate-attra@én tacics (Buss,1988H.

There were no significant difference found between
opposite-ex ratingsand samesex estimationsof the non-
mating-speific items(ltemsfbh).Theremakable degreeof
convergenceon theseitems was surpising, althaugh it
should be noted that there was more variability in these
items (i.e., the standrd deviationis larger) than for the
mating-speific items. This suggets that there is not as
much corvergencebetweenthe sexeson theseratingsas
may first appeay althoughthereis more than one might
expect given that these ratings were based solely on
photographs. Others have also demonstrated interrater
agreemenbn an array of attributesnot normally though
to be conveyedby facid appearace (e.g., Alley, 1988;
Berry, 1993; Cuminghan, Barbee,& Pike, 1990), making
this likely to be a reliable effect. Although no specific
predictims were made abou the exact patern of these
results,findings are consistentvith the hypothesisthat the
overestimatin biasis specificto assesmentsof charaotr-
isticsrelatedto mae compdition.

An unanticipaed resultof this studywasthat both men
andwomenratedfemade stimui as beingsignificanty more
desirable than male stimuli. It is possible that this
discrepancyis an artifact of using college-agd stimuli.
The featuresassocited with attractvenessin women are
associatednore with youthfulnes, whereasmen® attrac-
tivenessemphaizes more maturefeatues that peak at a
later age (see Mathes, Brennan,Haugen,& Rice, 1985;

Symons 1979. Pastreseach assesing averagedttractive-
nessratingsusinga largersampleof stimulusphotographs
(35 femde and 30 malefaces)also demorstratedthat men
and women rate femde facessignificantly more attractive
thantheyratemalefacesof asimilarage(Fisher 2004). The
discrepancybetweenthe rated attractivenes of make and
female stimui found in this experment may accuragly
reflectmen®andwomen®perception®f the attractiveess
of college-agednenversuscollege-age women.

It is importart to note that although the overesimation
bias has been hypothesizedprimarily to motivae maing
effort, this article does not empiricdly demorstrate the
conseqgencesof the overestimatn bias on informafon
processing mechanisms related to such effort. Future
researchis neededto explore the role, if thereis any
playedby the overesimationbiasin the activaton of such
attentimal and motivaional mechanisrs. An addiional
limitation of the current studyrelatesto the questons used
to approxmate desirabiity in this experiment. The curren
study demorstratedan overesimation effecton five items
relatedto mating desiability. However a critical test for
the hypothesis will be detemining whether individuals
also overesimate the opposte sex on other importar
charactesticsrelatedto matk value (e.g.,status resouces)
and whether overestimation is sex differentiated in
domans where men@ and women® mate preferences
differ. Emerging researchbearng on theseissies looks
promisig. Recently, Burriss and Little (2006) demonstrat-
ed that men tend to overesimate rivalsOdominanceNa
charactestic importart to a man® mate valueNat times
whenthe thred of theserivals is the greaéest (i.e., around
the time of their maesOovulatior). These results are
consistentwith the overesimation bias hypottesis, sug-
gestingthat the bias may occuracrossdomainsrelevant to
matecompetitionandat timeswhenmatecompetitioncues
are most salient. Further researchis neededto explore
whether individuals overestimate the formidability of
compditors on further make-choicerelated characgristics
in addition to exploing sex differencesand ovulatory
shifts in overedimation, if they exist.

A noteof cautionrelatego potental interactiondetween
self-sering biasesn self-percepions(Dunning etal., 2004
andtheoveresimationbias.Individuals tendto be biasedn
self-sering wayswhenmaking selfassesmentsn avarigy
of domains. It is thus possible that the demonstrated
overesimationeffectreflectsthefactthatindividuds inflate
estimationf theirrivalsin away thatis complemaetaryto
their own selfsening biases.In this case,overesimating
rivals would simply work to counteact selfservingbiases
suchthatindividualsaccuratly estimag their own relaive
mate value. Although this is a plausible alternative
hypothesis,to be suppoted, it first hasto be demorstraed
that (a) selfservingbiasesexistwhenindividualsratetheir
desirabiity as a mate and charactestics relaed to desir-
ability and(b) individuds overesimatethenselvesand their
same-sex peers proportionately. A future study may
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disertangletheseissuesby compaing the degreeto which
individuals overesimate their rivals with the degreeto
which they overestimate their own desirability to the
opposte sex.

Additional researchis neededio more fully undersand
how the demonstraad effect plays out in actual mae
compdition and how contextual information may affect
the overestimatin bias. For instance, according to the
overesimation bias hypotresis,seletion hasshapednen®
and women® competition assessment mechanisms to
overesimate their same-sexmating compeition such that
it motivatesindividuds to performbehavors that facilitate
successful mate competition (whether acquiring more
resources, enhancing attractiveness, mate guarding, or
derogating one@® competitors). Individuals should thus
overesimate their mating competitionmost readly when
actualy engagedn a matesearchor when estimatingthe
desiability of rivals to ther own mates.Furthermoe, for
matked individuds, the stabilty of their currert mating
relaionship and the presege or absenceof mate value
discrepancés betweenoneselfand one®partrer may affect
the degreeto which they overesimate the desiability of
ther rivals. Individuals who are involved in stable,long-
termrelationips with maesof equalor lower mak value
may overestimate their mating competition less than
individualswho suspetthattheir currert mae may defect
or bereadly poachedy acompditor. Databearng on these
andotherissuesnay providea deepemundersandingof the
contexual cuesthatinfluencethe overesimation bias.

Futurereseach might alsoexplore how the overesima-
tion biasaffectsself-percptionsof matevalue.Forinstance,
reseachershavedemonstratethatmenandwomentendto
modulate estimates of thdar own desirability basel on
compaisons with other menand women,respetively, via
contrast effects (e.g., Gutieres, Kenrick, & Partch, 1999;
Kenrick & Gutierres1980; Keniick, Montello, Gutieres,&
Trost 1993;Kenrick, Neulerg, Zierk, & Krones,1994. A
compkmentaryline of researchmight explore how these
contrast effects interact with the overesimation bias in
develping self-percetions of desiability and, ultimately
how thesedual effectsaffectmatingbehavor. Researclon
these and other issues may lead to a more thorough
undersandig of theinterplaybetweermen®andwomen
percepibnsof ther same-sepeersjntrasexuhcompdition,
andsucces in the matingmarket.
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