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Abstract Recently, much attention has been focused on un-
derstanding casual sex, or hooking up, among college stu-
dents. The current study uses an adaptationist approach to
investigate sex differences in casual sex behavior, emotional
reactions, and the influence of father absence. If males and
females possess different emotional mechanisms designed to
evaluate the consequences of sexual behavior, we would ex-
pect sex differences in emotional reactions following that be-
havior. A sub-theory of life history strategy, psychosocial ac-
celeration theory, predicts that stressful childhood environ-
ments will result in accelerated puberty and increased adult
promiscuity. This study examines the impact of one childhood
stressor, father absence, on casual sex, along with the previ-
ously mentioned sex differences in college students. Results
indicate that (1) while there was no significant difference in
the number of overall sex partners in the last 12 months, males
had significantly more casual sex than did females, (2) fe-
males had significantly more negative emotional reactions to
casual sex than did males, and (3) males and females who
grew up in stressful childhood environments (indexed by fa-
ther absence) were more likely to engage in casual sexual
behavior. These results are discussed in light of sexual strate-
gies theory.
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Introduction

Recent research has focused on the importance, frequency,
and circumstances surrounding casual sex, or hooking up,
among college students (Garcia et al. 2012; Roberson et al.
2015). Although many college students engage in longer-term
sexual or romantic relationships, up to 80 % of college stu-
dents report engaging in some casual sexual encounters
(Garcia and Reiber 2008; Gute and Eshbaugh 2008). For
many young adults, hooking up has replaced dating as a
way of establishing and maintaining sexual relationships.
Jonason et al. (2009) have suggested that hooking up or “boo-
ty calls” are a compromise between male and female ideal
mating strategies in which males obtain greater sexual access
and women obtain ongoing opportunities to evaluate potential
long-term mates.

As a result of the frequency of hooking-up in the college
years, many researchers have examined the positive and neg-
ative aspects of casual sex within this population. Although
sex with romantic or long-term partners is often seen as pro-
viding health benefits (Levin 2007), casual sex is often per-
ceived as providing fewer benefits and perhaps even costs in
terms of mental health (Paul 2006; Townsend and Wasserman
2011). Indeed, Flack et al. (2007) have reported that 78 % of
unwanted sexual experiences (including vaginal, oral, and
anal intercourse) were experienced during hooking up, typi-
cally with alcohol serving to impair judgment. In addition,
women were more likely (23 %) to experience unwanted sex
than men (7 %).

A number of studies (Paul and Hayes 2002; Townsend and
Wasserman 2011; Vrangalova 2015) have reported both pos-
itive and negative emotional reactions to casual sex as well as
outcomes related to physical and mental well-being.
Townsend and Wasserman (2011) reported that attitudes of
sexual permissiveness were positively associated with number
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of sex partners for both sexes; however, even women who
deliberately engaged in casual sex experienced more worry
and vulnerability. For women, number of sex partners was
related to increased worry/vulnerability. For men, this
correlation was inverse. Paul and Hayes (2002) also reported
more negative effects for women, noting that lack of contact
and knowledge of a sexual partner was positively associated
with anger and regret. In contrast, some studies report positive
associations for both sexes between casual sexual relations
and confidence, self-esteem, and sexual satisfaction
(Campbell 2008; Owen and Fincham 2011). Vrangalova
(2015) proposed that these mixed results suggest that there
may be moderators that influence these dynamics, such as
the different motivations that could lead to hooking-up.

While studies such as Olmstead et al. (2013) have exam-
ined predictors of hooking up in men, the focus has been on
the influence of factors such as personality, alcohol use, per-
missive attitudes, and previous hooking up experience. The
current study uses an adaptationist or sexual strategies per-
spective to examine sex differences in associations among
casual sexual behavior, subsequent emotional reactions, and
father absence in childhood.

Sexual Strategies and Emotions

Many problems faced by ancestral men and women were sim-
ilar (finding shelter, avoiding parasitic infection, etc.).
However, when it came to reproduction, men and women
faced significantly different risks, costs and benefits, and op-
portunities. From a parental investment perspective, females
are obligated to provide not only a greater initial investment in
terms of eggs but also internal fertilization, gestation, and
post-birth lactation, which compared to a male’s minimal re-
quired investment of sperm means that females have greater
minimal obligatory parental investment in their offspring than
do males (Trivers 1972). As a result, men and women evolved
different strategies to solve their different reproductive prob-
lems (Buss and Schmitt 1993; Salmon and Symons 2001;
Symons 1979). Female mechanisms developed to assess a
male’s ability and willingness to invest in her and her off-
spring, the quality of his investment, and the detection of false
advertising. In other words, will he provide more than the
minimum investment required by insemination? In compari-
son, human male mechanisms include the capacity to dissoci-
ate sexual pleasure from investment and a desire for a variety
of sex partners who exhibit signs of fertility (Buss and Schmitt
1993; Symons 1979). These mating strategies are not neces-
sarily conscious; rather our emotions, our desires, and what
we find attractive are what directs and motivates our mating
behavior (Buss and Schmitt 1993). Emotions thus play a key
role, both in terms of motivating our behavior but also in
drawing attention to relevant cues and contexts, and allowing

us to ruminate on poor choices or missed opportunities (Buss
1989; Roese et al. 2006; Symons 1979).

Sexual strategies theory posits that men and women pos-
sess different emotional mechanisms that are designed to mo-
tivate sexual behavior and evaluate its consequences. Thus,
wewould expect sex differences in bothmotivations and emo-
tional reactions to casual sexual relations. Although some
studies report substantial intersexual overlap in expressed mo-
tivations and reactions to casual sexual relations, some signif-
icant sex differences persist (Garcia et al. 2012; Kenrick et al.
1993; Townsend and Wasserman 2011). For example Garcia
and Reiber (2008) found that compared to men, women
hooked up more frequently with partners they knew and
women were more likely to hope for traditional romantic
relationships. Owen and Fincham (2011) also found that
women were more likely to hope that hookups would lead to
commitment. In the same vein, Townsend (1995) reported that
even in initial hookups, women experienced more romantic
thoughts than men. For women, this reported incidence of
romantic thoughts did not decline with an increase in number
of partners, whereas for men romantic thoughts were inversely
associated with number of sex partners. In addition, research
on counterfactual thinking indicates that men tend to regret
actions not taken (missed sexual opportunities), whereas
women regret actions taken: single sexual encounters, number
of casual partners, sex with strangers or with partners who
falsely promised commitment (Gute and Eshbaugh 2008;
Galperin et al. 2013; Roese et al. 2006).

One result of such differences in motivation and emotional
reactions is that under certain conditions, casual sex may be
related to positive well-being, whereas in other circumstances,
it correlates inversely with well-being. For example, in short-
term mating, the following female goals can be associated
with positive outcomes and reactions: Assess partners’ invest-
ment potential; test own attractiveness (mate value); gain op-
portunity to acquire higher investment; and acquire superior
genes (Buss 1994; Buss and Schmitt 1993). In contrast, wom-
en who use short-term mating to establish relationships are
often disappointed (Paul and Hayes 2002; Townsend 1995;
Vrangalova 2015). In comparison, men’s emotions motivate
them to engage in low-cost sex with a variety of women when
the opportunities present themselves and to be less concerned
about long-term intentions (Salmon and Symons 2001).

Life History Theory and Father Absence

Life history theory attempts to explain individual differences
in resource allocation strategies (Brumbach et al. 2009). For
example, different early environments may trigger alternative
sexual strategies because individuals develop different expec-
tations about the nature of other people, relationships (such as
the durability of pair bonds), and the environment (e.g. harsh
or benign, availability of parental resources). Early
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developmental factors can thus strongly influence which par-
ticular life history is followed (two typical strategies are
discussed below). A variety of life history factors have been
suggested as predictors of sexual behavior including pathogen
exposure (Hill et al. 2015), deviant peer environment (Dishion
et al. 2012), and inconsistent and/or unregulated parenting
(Kogan et al. 2015). One additional factor that has received
particular attention is father absence.

Draper and Harpending (1982) suggested that whether bi-
ological fathers were present or absent influences the repro-
ductive strategies of their offspring. In particular, girls with
absent fathers will be more likely to begin sexual activity
earlier and have more sexual partners. They also suggested
that there would be cognitive effects in boys, such as increased
verbal and decreased math ability. Although few studies have
examined effects in boys, the research on development in girls
has provided some support (Ellis et al. 2003; Quinlan 2003).
Belsky et al. (1991) developed a model of early environmental
effects of father absence that explains two alternative paths
with life history theory. The type 1 path is one of a fast life
history in which marital discord, high stress, scarce resources,
and insensitive parenting lead to insecure attachment, early
maturation, early sexual activity, and an emphasis on short-
term mating and low parental investment. This is a high quan-
tity, low parental investment strategy. The type 2 path is a slow
life history one in which there are adequate resources, positive
marital relations and sensitive parenting leading to secure at-
tachment, delayed maturation, delayed and restricted sexual
activity, and high parental investment. This is a low quantity,
high parental investment strategy. The type 1 path, while
often seen as undesirable, would be an optimal repro-
ductive strategy under environmental conditions associ-
ated with shortened life expectancy and generally sub-
optimal conditions (Nettle et al. 2011).

Psychosocial acceleration theory is the most recent articu-
lation of this model of early environmental effects on life
history strategy (Ellis et al. 2012; James et al. 2012). It sug-
gests that stressful childhood environments can result in ac-
celerated puberty and increased adult promiscuity for females.
In fact, most relevant studies suggest that for girls, earlier
puberty, earlier sexual activity, and early pregnancy are all
associated with father absence (Boothroyd et al. 2013; Ellis
et al. 1999; Kanazawa 2001; Maestripieri et al. 2004). Other
researchers report that lack of investment or involvement from
fathers can also cause these effects in boys (Bogaert 2005;
Sheppard and Sear 2011). However, far fewer studies focus
on effects in boys. Bogaert (2005) examined the relationship
between father absence and age at puberty in a US national
probability sample. For both men and women, father absence
at age 14 predicted an earlier age of puberty (indexed by
menarche or voice change). Sheppard and Sear’s (2011) study
of British men reported that father absence before age 7 was
associated with early reproduction (but also later puberty and

marriage) after adjusting for other childhood adversity. These
results suggest that father absence affects the sexual behavior
of both males and females and that these effects are sensitive
to the timing of the absence.

Current Study

In addition to attempting to replicate previous findings on
casual sexual behavior and its effects, we also focus on the
influence on sexual behavior of father absence in both sexes
(as the majority of the literature has been focused on the im-
pact on girls). This study began with the general hypothesis
that sexually dimorphic strategies underlie the casual sexual
behavior (hookups) of college students. The predictions were
as follows:

Prediction 1: Males and females will differ in their num-
ber of casual sex partner and one-night stands.
Prediction 2: Females are more likely than males to wor-
ry about their partners’ intentions and to feel vulnerable
following casual sexual encounters.
Prediction 3: Males and females who grew up in stressful
childhood environments (indexed by father absence) are
more likely to engage in casual sexual encounters.

Method

Participants

Participants included 344 undergraduate students (91 males,
247 females) from psychology courses at two private univer-
sities, one in the northeastern and the other in the southwestern
USA. All participants were between 17 and 40 years of age
(M=19.94, SD=2.26) and completed the survey online for
course credit. Approximately 42 % of the participants self-
reported their ethnicity as being Latino, 35 % Caucasian,
9 % African-American, 7 % Asian, 5 % South Asian, and
2 % Middle Eastern.

Measures

Demographics

Participants were asked to self-report their age, sex, and eth-
nicity. In addition, participants were asked to indicate who
(and at what age) they lived with each of the following people
growing up: biological mother and/or father, adoptive mother
and/or father, stepmother and/or stepfather, and/or extended
family (e.g., grandparents, aunt/uncle). It is important to note
that, for this study, the variable of father absence was opera-
tionalized as a continuous variable. This allows us to
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investigate the possible effect of father absence on sexual be-
havior beyond the focus on only the early environment (i.e.,
the first 5 years of life) that characterizes much of the other
research on this topic. From a theoretical perspective, it is not
clear why the typical cutoff is 5 years of age. In other words,
why not 6 or 7 or any pre-pubertal age if the variable of
interest is age of puberty? In addition, if the variable of interest
is teen or adult sexual behavior, does the father absence even
need to occur pre-pubertal? Therefore, the continuous
operationalization of father absence allows us to extend pre-
vious findings to include a wider age range.

Sexual Behavior

We used the three revised SOI behavior items (Penke and
Asendorpf 2008) to assess incidence of casual sexual rela-
tions: (1) “With how many different partners have you had
sex within the past 12 months?” (2) “With howmany different
partners have you had sexual intercourse on one and only one
occasion?” (3) “With how many different partners have you
had sexual intercourse without having an interest in a long-
term committed relationship with this person?” There were
nine possible response options for each of these questions
ranging from “0” to “20” or more.”

Emotional Reactions

Emotional reactions to casual sex experiences were measured
by three questions previously utilized in Townsend and
Wasserman (2011) and Townsend et al. (2015). Participants
were asked to indicate on a 9-point Likert scale (1= strongly
agree and 9= strongly disagree) their level of agreement with
the following three statements: (1) “Whenever I have sex with
someone, I wonder if sex was all he/she was after,” (2) “If I

have sex with someone I don’t really know, I feel vulnerable
afterwards,” and (3) “If I have sex with someone I don’t really
know, I would at least like to know he/she cares.” Higher
scores on these questions indicate (1) less wonder (or worry)
regarding the partners’ intentions, (2) fewer feelings of vul-
nerability resulting from the casual sex experience, and (3)
less concern over whether their casual sex partner cares for
them.

Procedure

Participants were sent a link to complete the survey online.
Participants first responded to the demographic questions,
followed by the sexual behavior and emotional reaction ques-
tions. After completion of the survey, participants were given
course credit for their time.

Results

Themeans (and standard deviations) for age until which respon-
dent lived with his/her biological father, number of sexual part-
ners in the past 12 months, number of one night stands, number
of casual sex partners, worry, vulnerability, and wondering if the
sex partner cares for them as a function of sex appear in Table 1.
Inspection of the independent sample t tests reported in the table
indicates that although there was no significant sex difference in
age until which respondents lived with their biological father or
their number of sexual partners in the past 12 months, males did
have significantly more one night stands and casual sex partners
than did females. In addition, females reported significantly
more worry about their partners’ intentions (i.e., wondering
whether sex was all the partner was after), greater feelings of

Table 1 Means (and standard deviations) for age until which the
respondent lived with his/her biological father, number of sexual
partners in the last 12 months, number of one night stands, number of

casual sex partners, worry, vulnerability, and wondering if the sex partner
cares for them as a function of respondents’ sex

Measure Males Females t
Mean (SD) Mean (SD) (p value)

Age until which the respondent lived with his/her biological father a 15.48 (5.82) 14.48 (6.29) 1.32 (p= .19)

Number of sex partners in last 12 months 3.02 (2.16) 2.70 (1.76) 1.28c (p = .20)

Number of one night stands 2.83 (2.10) 2.11 (1.65) 2.96c (p = .004)

Number of casual sex partners 3.42 (2.48) 2.44 (1.87) 3.37c (p = .001)

“Whenever I have sex with someone, I wonder if sex was all he/she was after.”b 5.56 (2.32) 4.65 (2.56) 2.90 (p= .004)

“If I have sex with someone I feel vulnerable afterwards.”b 6.03 (2.38) 3.71 (2.55) 7.46 (p< .001)

“If I have sex with someone I don’t really know, I would at least like to know he/she cares.”b 5.04 (2.59) 3.36 (2.57) 5.27 (p< .001)

a The range of both males’ and females’ responses on this variable was from 0 to 22 years, indicating that there was a full range of responses from
complete father absence to complete father presence
b These questions were asked on a 9-point Likert scale with 1 indicating agree strongly and 9 indicating strongly disagree
c The degrees of freedom for these t tests were corrected to account for unequal variances based on Levene’s test for equality of variances
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vulnerability, and greater concern whether partners cared about
them after casual sex experiences.

Effect of Father Absence on Number of Sexual Partners
in the Past 12 months

We conducted a hierarchical regression analysis to examine
the effect of father absence on the number of sexual partners in
the past 12 months. The main effects of sex of respondent and
age until which the respondent lived with his/her biological
father were entered in Step 1, and the interaction between
those two variables was entered in Step 2.

In Step 1, the main effects of sex and age until which the
respondent lived with their biological father did not signifi-
cantly explain variance in the number of sexual partners in the
past 12 months, F(2, 304)=1.49, p= .23. Likewise, in Step 2,
the interaction effect of sex X age until which respondent lived
with his/her biological father did not significantly explain any
additional variance in the number of sexual partners in the past
12 months, F(1, 303)= .19, p= .66.

Effect of Father Absence on Number of One Night Stands

We conducted a hierarchical regression analysis to examine
the effect of father absence on the incidence of one-night
stands. The variables were entered into the model following
the same procedure described above (i.e., the main effects
entered in Step 1 and the two-way interaction entered in
Step 2). Results from this analysis are summarized in Table 2.

In Step 1, the main effects of sex and age until
which the respondent lived with their biological father
explained approximately 6 % of the variance in the
number of one night stands, F(2, 301) = 9.53, p< .001.
An inspection of the standardized regression coefficients
(βs) indicates that sex of respondent and age until
which the respondent lived with their biological father
were significant unique predictors of number of one
night stands. The main effect of sex indicates that males

had significantly more one night stands than females.
The main effect of age until which the respondent lived
with his/her biological father indicates that individuals
who experienced earlier father absence had significantly
more one night stands.

In Step 2, the interaction effect of sex X age until which
respondent lived with his/her biological father did not explain
any additional variance in the number of one night stands, F(1,
300)= .003, p= .96.

Effect of Father Absence on Number of Casual Sex
Partners

We conducted a separate hierarchical regression analysis to
examine the effect of father absence on the number of casual
sex partners. The variables were entered into the model fol-
lowing the same procedure described above (i.e., the main
effects entered in Step 1 and the two-way interaction entered
in Step 2). Results from this analysis are summarized in
Table 3.

In Step 1, the main effects of sex and age until which the
respondent lived with their biological father explained approx-
imately 7 % of the variance in the number of casual sex part-
ners, F(2, 300)=10.83, p< .001. An inspection of the stan-
dardized regression coefficients (βs) indicates that sex of re-
spondent and age until which the respondent lived with their
biological father were significant unique predictors of number
of casual sex partners. The main effect of sex indicates that
males have significantly more casual sex partners than fe-
males. The main effect of age until which the respondent lived
with his/her biological father indicates that individuals who
experience a father absent home earlier in life have significant-
ly more casual sex partners.

In Step 2, the two-interaction effect of sex×age until which
respondent livedwithhis/herbiological fatherdidnot explainany
additional variance in the number of casual sex partners, F(1,
299)= .15, p= .70.

Table 2 Hierarchical regression analysis predicting number of one
night stands as a function of respondent sex and age until which
respondent lived with his/her biological father

Step Variable B SE (B) β ΔR2

Step 1 .06***

Sex of respondenta .77 .23 .19***

Age lived with bio dad −.06 .02 −.15**
Step 2 .00

Sex × age lived with bio dad −.003 .05 −.01

n= 304

**p< .01; ***p< .001
a Coded 0 = female, 1 =male

Table 3 Hierarchical regression analysis predicting number of casual
sex partners as a function of respondent sex and age until which
respondent lived with his/her biological father

Step Variable B SE (B) β ΔR2

Step 1 .07***

Sex of respondenta 1.04 .26 .22***

Age lived with bio dad −.07 .03 −.13*
Step 2 .00

Sex × age lived with bio dad .02 .06 .09

n= 303

*p< .05; ***p < .001
a Coded 0 = female, 1 =male
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Discussion

The goals of the current studywere to examine sex differences in
the number of casual sex partners, emotional reactions to casual
sex,andtherelationshipbetweenfatherabsenceandcasualsexual
behavior.Similar toGarciaandReiber(2008)andTownsendetal.
(2015),we foundno sexdifferences in thenumberof sexpartners
in the last 12months.However,wedid findmenengaged inmore
one night stands and had more casual sexual partners (no time
frame specified). The differences between these measures of ca-
sual sex could be due to several factors.Garcia andReiber (2008)
reported no sex difference in hooking up in the past year among
college students but more men reported sex with strangers and
morewomen reported sexwith traditional romantic partners.Our
sample could have varied in their answers to the casual sex ques-
tions because of variations in behavior prior to college, aswe had
many first year students. Furthermore, because of their different
goals, males and females may have reported the same type of
encounter differently: Men could perceive some encounters as
completely casual and/or limited to a single instance, whereas
because of their desire and intentions, women could perceive
them as less casual and limited (Garcia and Reiber 2008; Paul
andHayes 2002).

Evidently, although males and females both engage in low-
investment copulation and other forms of hookup behavior,
their emotional reactions to such behavior show significant
differences. Females exhibited more concerns than men about
feeling vulnerable emotionally after hooking up as well as
wondering about partners’ intentions and feelings.

From a sexual strategies perspective, such reactions would
be designed to make females cautious about engaging in sex-
ual relations, particularly with men unwilling to invest—time,
affection, or resources (Buss 1989; Symons 1979). Emotional
reactions can alert us to strategic interference with our mating
goals (whether they are short or long-term ones) and encour-
age us to alter our own behavior or influence the behavior of
others in ways that benefit us by reducing interference with
our evolved goals (Haselton et al. 2005). For females, feeling
that they have some control over investment may influence
whether they subsequently view the encounter positively or
negatively.

Many college students are in a life stage where they
may not be in committed long-term relationships.
However, this period of premarital sexual experimentation
may, especially for females, conflict with evolved mecha-
nisms that promote successful long-term mate choice once
sexual maturity is reached (Armstrong and Hamilton
2009; Townsend et al. 2015). From this perspective, the
greater levels of worry or vulnerability on the part of some
women engaged in casual sex may be part of the emotional
feedback that shapes women’s sexual behaviors and pro-
motes the pursuit of high investment relationships as part
of a long-term mating strategy.

The link between father absence (lack of paternal investment)
and short life history strategy has been well-documented in girls
(Ellis et al. 2012;Maestripieri et al. 2004) based on psychosocial
acceleration theory, but the evidence of this in boys has been less
clear (Sheppard and Sear 2011). Our results suggest that for both
males and females, the earlier they were no longer living with
their biological father, the more they engaged in casual sex and
one night stands—behaviors associated with a developmental
trajectory of early engagement in reproductive activities.
Interestingly, Shukusky and Wade (2012a, b) found that men
with low maternal relationship quality had attitudes supportive
of peer hookups, though this was not significant for women,
suggesting an impact of poor parental relationship or attachment
on sexual attitudes. In our study, the earlier the father was absent,
the greater the number of one night stands and casual sex part-
ners for both males and females. Thus, father absence was a
clear predictor of short-term reproductive decisions that affected
both males and females, rather than a specific effect on females.
In fact, it appears that this effect is also not confined to early
experience (i.e., the first 5 years of childhood only).

Limitations

This study has several limitations. One concern is that the
three questions related to hooking up or casual sexual behav-
ior did not produce the same pattern of sex differences. This
may be due to their wording. One specified the time frame
(partners in the last 12 months), whereas the questions about
one night stands and casual partners did not. Thus, the differ-
ences in these measures could reflect pre-last 12 months be-
havior or differences between partners perceived as casual
versus more traditional romantic relationships (whether they
ended up short-term or not). A majority of our students were
in their first year of college. It could be useful to see whether
there is a difference between the response pattern of first years
and seniors or young college graduates.

In addition, as with any study in which participants self-
select, there is the possibility that this sample is not represen-
tative of young college students in terms of attitudes or behav-
iors or that some participants might be influenced by social
desirability in providing their answers despite the online sur-
vey methodology.

Future Directions

In the future, it would be useful to study casual sexual behavior
in a sample including pre-college, college, and post-college in-
dividuals not only to avoid one of our limitations but also in
order to examine the influence of life stage on sexual strategies
and determine whether the effects of father absence persist
across the life span. It may be that for many college students,
the pursuit of short-term sex is a temporary strategy (Jonason
et al. 2009; Townsend et al. 2015), while for some, perhaps the
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father absent ones, it continues over the life span. Studies with a
wider age range would make this assessment possible. It would
also be interesting to further investigate the effect of age at
which father absence occurs on future sexual strategies. While
previous research has indicated father absence from early child-
hood environment led to differences in sexual strategies, our
findings suggest that the effect is not specific to only that early
childhood environment. Further research on the effect of the age
of the child when father absence occurs, how long (if at all) the
father was present in the child’s life, and the level of paternal
investment in the child’s life is needed. It could be that these
variables (either individually and/or in combination) moderate
the effect of father absence on life history strategies. For exam-
ple, is the effect of father absence that occurs around puberty
different from the effect of father absence at age 7 or from the
effect of complete father absence?

Conclusions

Amajority of both male and female college students currently
engage in casual sexual relations. However, significant sex
differences appear in the perception of the behavior, the mo-
tivation behind it, and emotional reactions to it. Sexual strat-
egy and life history theories draw attention to the role of emo-
tions and early childhood experiences in shaping sexual be-
havior. Our findings are consistent with our general hypothe-
sis: Sexually dimorphic strategies appear to underlie the casu-
al sexual behavior (hookups) of contemporary college stu-
dents. Female concern about male intentions is part of an
emotional system designed to guide females toward males
able and willing to invest in them and their offspring. In our
current environment, lengthy social adolescence (i.e., exten-
sive premarital sexual experimentation) may exacerbate these
concerns for those females who desire higher-investment re-
lationships. In addition, our results suggest that father absence
in childhood influences bothmale and female sexual behavior.
The earlier the absence, the more frequent the casual sexual
encounters. This finding has relevance for developmental re-
search, and the long-term implications merit further study. It
also suggests that father absence has predictive value in stud-
ies of both male and female sexual behavior.
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