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Synonyms

offspring, resulting in a preference for good ﬁnancial prospects (e.g., Buss and Schmitt 1993). From
a sociocultural view, pervasive gender inequalities make women more likely to adopt domestic
rather than provider roles. To compensate for the
limited resources associated with domestic work,
women seek out mates with good economic prospects (e.g., Zentner and Eagly 2015).

Family roles, Gender equality, Income, Pay equity

Definition
Material assets (e.g., income, property) owned by
women.

Introduction
This entry provides a brief overview of research
about associations between women’s economic
resources and their long-term partner preferences.
These associations are of special interest in light
of women’s tendency to attribute more importance to ﬁnancial resources in a partner than men
do (Buss 2011). Whether this pattern is a result of
evolved adaptations, sociocultural factors, or
some combination of the two continues to be a
subject of controversy. Evolutionary psychological theory stipulates that female reproductive success depends on resources necessary to raise
offspring. Hence, women should prefer partners
with an ability to invest direct resources in

Hypotheses
Drawing from these premises, the two theories
make different predictions about the role of
women’s own ﬁnancial resources in their longterm partner preferences. According to evolutionary psychologists, women’s preference for ﬁnancially secure men is an evolved adaptation and
should therefore be impervious to their own ﬁnancial resources (Buss 2011). From the standpoint of
sociocultural theory, women’s dependence on
men for resources should diminish as their own
ﬁnancial autonomy increases, thus lessening their
emphasis on a mate’s ﬁnancial prospects. Evaluating the empirical merits of diverging assumptions in research on mate preferences requires
consideration of evidence from multiple domains,
in which mate preferences of women and men
vary in major ways: (a) across cultures,
(b) across historical periods within the same culture, and (c) across individuals (Zentner and Eagly
2015). In what follows, I will review and integrate
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some key ﬁndings from each of the respective
research literatures.

Cross-Cultural Research
Cross-cultural studies can examine whether
national differences in Gross Domestic Product
relate to the importance women attribute to their
future partners’ ﬁnancial prospects. More important than absolute levels of wealth, however, is
women’s access to resources relative to men’s.
This ratio is captured by gender equality indices.
Gender equality tends to be associated with a
decrease in the importance women place on partner earnings relative to men and in absolute terms
(see Zentner and Eagly 2015, for a summary). The
size of the association varies depending on the
measures of gender inequality used and the classes of control variables included. In general, associations tend to be stronger when comprehensive
measures of gender inequality are used, such as
the relatively recent Gender Gap Index (Zentner
and Mitura 2012), and weaker when narrow measures of gender equality are used, such as the
Gender Empowerment Measure (Conroy-Beam
et al. 2015).

Historical Trend Analysis
Trends over time provide a second source of
information about associations between women’s
own ﬁnancial resources and the importance they
attribute to earning prospects in a partner. In most
nations, the pay gap between women and men has
gradually diminished over the last decades. This is
largely attributable to women’s increasing participation in market work. As a result, women have
become ﬁnancially more autonomous. From an
evolutionary psychology viewpoint, progress
towards pay equity should have little effect on
women’s partner preferences. From a sociocultural view, one would expect this development to
reduce the importance that women attribute to a
partner’s earning prospects.
The available data on mating preference across
time are limited because they rely on US
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replications of a particular survey of preferences
initially administered in 1939, with follow-ups
conducted at regular intervals up to 2008. Comparisons across follow-ups are difﬁcult before
1985, when ratings of mate preferences were
added to rankings (Boxer et al. 2015). Between
1985 and 2008, women’s annual income as a
percentage of men’s increased from 65.2 % to
77.1 % (The gender wage gap 2012; Institute for
Women’s Policy Research, 2013). Women’s
importance ratings for ﬁnancial prospects did not
change during this period. However, women’s
importance ratings for favorable social status,
intelligence, or ambition (all features indicating
resource acquisition potential according to evolutionary psychology theory) did show a declining
trend over the same period (Boxer et al. 2015).

Individual Differences Research
A third research approach capitalizes on the large
variation in mate preferences between women of a
given culture. The question addressed by studies
using this strategy is whether differences in
women’s economic resources are systematically
related to differences in the emphasis that these
same women attribute to ﬁnancial prospects in a
partner. Although some earlier studies reported a
positive correlation between women’s ﬁnancial
resources and their preference for wealth in a
partner (see Buss 2011, for a summary) more
recent studies did not (e.g., Anderson and
Klofstad 2012; Fales et al. 2016). A large-scale
study that, in contrast to earlier studies, used a
nationally representative sample of 4,790 US citizens is particularly informative. Participants were
asked about their annual income (categorized
from under $25,000 to $150,000 or more), as
well as the importance they attributed to a partner
“making at least as much money as they do”
(Fales et al. 2016). The relationship between
own income and income desired in a partner was
ß = .07 for women and ß = .03 for men. The
interaction between sex and income was not signiﬁcant, indicating that the association did not
differ by sex. In a larger but nonrepresentative
sample of visitors to the NBC News website
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examined by the same authors, the relationships
were similar (ß = .07 for women and ß = .01 for
men). Similarly immaterial were the associations
in another large-scale study (ß = .04), and they
did not differ between the sexes (Anderson and
Klofstad 2012).

Explanations and Interpretations
The absence of a link between women’s ﬁnancial
status and the importance they place on partner
earnings in correlational studies has been
interpreted as evidence contradicting sociocultural models and supporting evolutionary reasoning by some scholars (Buss 2011). However, such
a conclusion is not warranted for there are several
alternative explanations. Methodological issues
could have led to the weak or contradictory ﬁndings, such as differences in the use and understanding of terms such as “resources,”
“earnings,” or “income.” It is also possible that
different subgroups of women exhibit contrasting
tendencies or that conﬂicting psychological factors are at work, both of which would result in
neutralization of effects.
For instance, allocation of time to housework
versus market activities (paid employment)
remains highly uneven across the sexes, including
in societies with comparatively high levels of
gender equality. This phenomenon has been
attributed to the persistence of gender roles, notably the male breadwinner norm (Zentner and
Eagly 2015). This norm may constrain the mate
preferences of ﬁnancially independent women.
Though in principle predisposed to value men
for their homemaker qualities, some of them
may be hesitant to express and act on this preference to avoid undermining their male partner’s
sense of masculinity. As a consequence, they
may seek out men with even greater earning
capacity or remain unmarried. In support of this
possibility, a Danish study found that husbands
whose wives outearned them were more likely
than other husbands to use erectile dysfunction
medication (Pierce et al. 2013).
In turn, other women might be less sensitive to
prevailing gender norms. For instance, one study
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reported a negative relationship between feminist
attitudes and the importance placed on good earning potential in a partner (Koyama et al. 2004; see
also Eastwick et al. 2006 for a similar result).
Thus, women who are not constrained by traditional gender roles do not seem to place particular
importance on their partner’s earnings. Somewhat
concordant with this proposition is evidence that
decreased preferences for earning potential in a
partner are related to women’s control over
resources rather than resources per se (Moore
et al. 2006).
Another type of evidence pointing to opposing
trends neutralizing each other is people’s general
tendency to seek out partners who are similar to
themselves across a large variety of attributes
(including background, lifestyles, values, and personality traits). This “similarity-attracts” effect
has been attributed to factors such as propinquity
and the self-validating effects of familiarity
(Günaydin et al. 2013). The pervasive,
nonspeciﬁc similarity preference may override
any intention of ﬁnancially independent women
to seek out men for with homemaker qualities
rather than for their earnings prospects.
To evaluate the empirical merits of this explanation, one must dissociate any speciﬁc similarity
preference related to ﬁnancial resources from an
unspeciﬁc similarity preference. Student
populations are suited to this end because the
limited variation in lifestyle, values, and background characteristic of student populations will
constrain generic “similarity-attracts” effects. In
experiments using such student populations,
women’s mate preferences for ﬁnancial prospects
have been shown to change as a function of their
anticipated role and income. In one experiment,
female students who were led to envision a future
as a stay-at-home parent preferred a partner with
provider qualities, whereas women led to envision
a future as an employed parent preferred a partner
with domestic skills.
In a related experiment, the wealth of a partner
was more valued by participants when they were
asked to envision themselves living in a long and
difﬁcult economic crisis as opposed to a period of
prosperity and well-being. The induced experience of scarcity made a wealthy partner look
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more desirable, regardless of the participant’s sex.
These studies suggest that women’s speciﬁc preferences for earnings in a partner are geared
towards maximizing the type of support that they
would be denied in virtue of their anticipated
future role (see Zentner and Eagly 2015, for a
review of these studies).

Conclusion
Taken together, the studies reviewed for this entry
suggest that economic opportunities and constraints do affect women’s mate preferences.
Women’s ﬁnancial resources have been found to
be negatively associated with the importance that
they attribute to men’s resources in certain types
of studies, notably cross-cultural and experimental studies. The evidence from studies across time
is less conclusive. Studies based on analyses of
individual differences do not show a negative
correlation. The negative association could be
absent, or it may exist but be occluded by a
nonspeciﬁc attraction for similarity, social norms
related to family roles, or a combination of both.
Findings are also difﬁcult to interpret for another
reason. Most studies have used relatively crude
measures of income as indicators of women’s
personal resources. In so doing, important distinctions between classes of resources have been
overlooked (assets, property, income, wealth, or
debt).

Conclusion
The evolutionary hypothesis of women’s preferences for material resources in a mate is neither
clearly contradicted nor is it supported by evidence about the role of women’s personal
resources in their mate preferences.

Cross-References
▶ Cultural Differences in Mate Preference
▶ Economic/Financial Investment
▶ Female Choice and Male Status
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▶ Mate Preferences
▶ Parental Investment and Sexual Selection
(Trivers Foundational Theory)
▶ Resources
▶ Sex Differences in Human Mate Preferences
(Buss, 1989)
▶ Social Status and Economic Resources
▶ Status and Redistribution of Resources
▶ Women’s Mate Preferences
▶ Women’s Long-term Strategies
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