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Buss Model Answers 

 

Aims and Context 

Some evolutionary psychologists are interested in gender differences in mate selection i.e. how males and 

females differ in what they look for in a potential partner. The theory of evolution was originally put 

forward by Charles Darwin (author of On the Origin of Species which focused on natural selection and 

evolution), and mate preference was thought to be due to evolution as they determine which members of 

a species are able to reproduce and pass on their genes to future generations – “survival of the fittest”.  

 

There are three evolutionary theories of why males and females differ in their mate preferences. These 

include Trivers’ theory that parental investment is a factor which drives mate selection in humans, as it 

doesn’t take long for a man to get a woman pregnant but for a woman it requires 9 months of carrying 

their baby, and a lot of energy it used up in this process. It is therefore possible that women choose 

hardworking men who are likely to stay with them and look after them while pregnant and after the child 

is born.  

 

Another theory suggests fertility and reproductive value are factors influencing mate preferences. These 

factors are more likely to affect male choices than female, as this is the only way of continuing their genes. 

Fertility is the probability that a woman can reproduce now, which peaks in the 20s, and reproductive 

value is the chances of future reproduction which peaks in the early teenage years. It suggests men prefer 

younger, physically attractive women, as they are more fertile and have more reproductive value than 

older women so there are better chances of them having their child. 

 

One last theory is men value chastity (faithfulness and not having any previous sexual partners) more than 

women as there is certainty that the father of the baby is the man the woman is in a relationship with, 

which is parental probability.  

 

Previous research into mate preferences were inadequate because there was a lot of evidence gathered 

for non-human species, so little was known about human preferences and results couldn’t be generalised. 

There was a lack of cross-cultural data, and it is very important this is gathered because if results are the 

same for all cultures we can be sure preferences are due to evolution and it is not a learned behaviour.  

 

The aim therefore of Buss’s study was to investigate three predictions about sex differences in mate 

preferences based on the evolutionary theory in a variety of different cultures. The predictions were that 

women prefer ambitious and hardworking men with high earning potential, men prefer young, physically 

attractive women and also chaste women as it increases parental probability (likelihood he is the father of 

any offspring they have).  
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Procedures 

Buss used 37 samples which consisted of 10047 participants (4601 men and 5446 women) from 33 

countries located on six continents obtained via self-selective and opportunity sampling. Iran had the 

smallest sample (55 participants) while the USA had the largest (1670 participants).  

 

Two questionnaires were used for the research method, and the first questionnaire asked for biographical 

information including the participant’s age, how many children they would like, age they would like to 

marry and the ideal difference in age between themselves and a potential partner. Participants were then 

asked to rate 18 characteristics of their ideal partner using a four-point Likert scale ranging from  

0-unimportant to 3-indispensable. The key variables were included: “good looks” “good financial prospect” 

and “chastity”. 

 

Questionnaire two asked about preferences concerning potential mates and participants were required to 

rank 13 characteristics based on how desirable they would be. The key variables were again included: 

“physical attractiveness” “good earning capacity” and “chastity”. If a characteristic was given a 1 it was the 

most highly valued, and if given 13 it was the lowest valued.  
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Findings and Conclusions 

Buss looked at the findings from both questionnaires to see if they had supported the evolutionary theory 

of mate selection.  

 

For the female participants it was found that in 36 out of 37 samples females valued ‘good financial 

prospects’ significantly more than males, and in Spain the difference between the genders was found but 

was too marginal to be significant. In 29 of 37 samples women valued ‘ambition and industriousness’ 

significantly more than men, but in three cultures (Spain, Columbia and South Africa) men thought this 

characteristic was more important in women than women did in men. 

 

For the male participants it was found that in 34 out of 37 samples men valued physical attractiveness 

more than women, but only in 23 samples was chastity (no previous sexual intercourse) more important 

for men – not a strong cross-cultural finding. Some male participants said chastity was undesirable, and no 

females placed more importance on this trait than men.  

 

Age was also found to cause gender differences, as it was found that men prefer their mates to be younger 

than themselves (by a mean of 2.66 years). Women however prefer their men older than they are (by a 

mean of 3.42 years). The ideal mate age for men was calculated as being 24.83 years, and for a mate for 

women it was 28.81 years. 

 

From these results Buss concluded that overall the findings provided evidence for all predictions made 

from the evolutionary theory tested in the study on mate selection. Women have a tendency to value 

ambition and good financial prospects more than men, and men choose mates based on age, physical 

attractiveness and chastity (but to a lesser extent than the other characteristics). It can be concluded that 

parental investment (time and energy spent as a parent), reproductive value (probability of future 

reproduction) and parental probability (certainty the male is the father of the child) play a key part in mate 

selection. 
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Evaluation of the Methodology 

In his research to investigate sex differences in human mate selection, Buss used two questionnaires. 

There are many advantages and disadvantages to using this research method. An advantage of using 

questionnaires in Buss’ case is two were used, making them more reliable and valid. This is a strength, 

because it makes sure many details are gathered and shows how highly they rate/rank certain 

characteristics into quantitative, easily analysed data. You can also check answers given from both 

questionnaires against each other to check for consistency (similar to split-half reliability). A disadvantage 

of this research method however is self-report measures were taken, so participants may have only given 

answers considered to be socially acceptable, a weakness because findings may not be true to what is 

actually occurring as participants may be too embarrassed to say what traits they value more than others. 

 

Buss’ methodology can also be evaluated in terms of ethics. A strength is participants were all made well 

aware of the aims of the study and gave informed consent, so there was no deception; a strength because 

no ethical guidelines were broken and participants would not be angry afterwards if they found out their 

answers were being used for research purposes. Another strength is personal information such as names 

were not used in the study, so confidentiality was not breached, a strength as it saves pts from becoming 

distressed and embarrassed. 

 

A strength of the validity of Buss’ study is control measures were undertaken to improve the validity of the 

study. Firstly, the questionnaires used terms that could be applied to both sexes e.g. physical 

attractiveness rather than beautiful/handsome, and translations were used so they could be understood 

by people all over the world. It ensures the questionnaires are a true measure as men wouldn’t answer a 

question rating ‘handsomeness’ for example, so it allows the questionnaires to be used by both women 

and men. Validity checks were done using demographic data from 27 out of the 33 countries, and it was 

found wives tend to be younger than their husbands and the average age of brides was 25.3 and grooms 

28.2, linking to Buss’ study of mate preferences. This is a strength because real-life data confirms that men 

do marry older than women so findings are true to life. 

 

Buss’ sample was over 10000 participants from 33 countries, a strength because results can be generalised 

to a variety of cultures producing reliable cross-cultural conclusions. The opportunity and self-selected 

sampling was fairly quick and easy so more time could be spent focusing on other areas of research rather 

than gathering participants. A weakness of the sample however was some countries may have been 

underrepresented as not many participants were asked in certain countries, e.g. Iran. 
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Alternative Evidence 

 

Buss used two questionnaires to investigate sex differences in human mate selection. He found that 

women do tend to value ambition, industriousness and financial prospects more than men and males 

choose mates based on physical attractiveness and chastity, to a lesser extent. Other studies have been 

done within this area of research. 

 

One such study is Davis, who investigated 328 personal advertisements (lonely hearts) from a Canadian 

newspaper. This study found that women preferred employment, financial, and intellectual status, as well 

as commitment while men preferred physical characteristics. This supported Buss because it showed we 

have an evolutionary basis for human mate selection. A weakness of this study was that the sample size 

was much smaller than Buss’ study, a weakness because findings are harder to generalise as there isn’t 

many participants involved, making it unrepresentative. It also only investigated one culture, whereas Buss 

investigated 37 cultures. This is a strength of Buss’ study because findings can be applied worldwide and 

cross-cultural conclusions can be made, whereas with Davis you cannot do this. 

 

Another study was by Bereczkei et al who examined 1000 personal advertisements from two newspapers 

in Hungary. They looked at 500 men and 500 women to investigate mate preferences. This found that men 

preferred younger mates, whereas women preferred older ones. Women were more likely to seek financial 

capacity, whereas men are more likely to seek physical attractiveness. Women wanted men to commit to a 

family and twice as many women wanted a long-term relationship than men. This study supported Buss’ 

study because again both studies’ findings can be supportive of the evolutionary theory of mate selection. 

A weakness of this study was that the sample size was much smaller than Buss’ study, a weakness because 

it was unrepresentative. It also only investigated one culture, whereas Buss investigated 37, meaning 

conclusions can only be applied to Hungary and no other country, a weakness because results are hard to 

generalise. 

 

A final study is Chu et al where a volunteer sample of 186 women were presented with attractive, average 

and unattractive male faces. They were paired with lonely-hearts advertisements implying high, medium or 

low socio-economic status. Females were asked to rate the males in terms of attractiveness as a long-term 

partner. 

 

This study found the highest ratings were consistently given to attractive males of medium status rather 

than high status. It was suggested that females see physically attractive, high status males as being less 

likely to want to settle down and have children with them. In some cases, males with good resources can 

be seen as counter-productive in terms of attractiveness as a long-term partner. This refuted Buss’ study 

because it seemed that high economic status dissuaded women from wanting to have a relationship as 

they were thought to be less likely to settle down. A weakness of this study was the sample was much 

smaller than Buss’ sample. Also, all women were university students which means the sample may not be 

representative of the general population. This is a weakness because people outside university have 

different lifestyles and preferences/opinions due to various factors, e.g. occupation. Another weakness of 

this study is it asked women to rate photographs, lacking ecological validity as in reality personality plays a 

role in choosing a partner, and a photo doesn’t convey this. People generally do not choose a partner 

based on a photo.  


