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Abstract
Expectations for behavior that might influence early-stage attraction in romantic 
relationships are likely to be influenced by cultural values, such as those found in 
cultures of honor. Honor-based ideals emphasize reputation maintenance and create 
powerful expectations for the behaviors of men and women. This study sought to 
examine the role of masculine honor norms in how college women in the southern 
United States respond to behavioral cues presented by a man in an online dating sim-
ulation. Specifically, women who more strongly endorsed masculine honor norms 
demonstrated an insensitivity to aggressive behavior reported by a man who was 
a potential romantic partner compared to women who did not endorse these same 
honor norms. Results indicate that honor-oriented women reported strong romantic 
interest in a male even when he reveals aggressive actions in his online dating pro-
file. However, women who do not strongly endorse masculine honor norms reported 
significantly less romantic interest in the aggressive male compared to an otherwise-
equivalent non-aggressive male. These results suggest that the impact of honor val-
ues on relational patterns can begin as early as the initial attraction stage before any 
interaction occurs.

Keywords Gender role attitudes · Cultural attitudes · Gender roles · Interpersonal 
attraction · Sexual attraction · Aggression

Introduction

There are many ways romantic partners connect with each other. From chance 
encounters in public spaces, to having a “blind date” set up by a trusted friend, men 
and women find ways of meeting prospective romantic partners and determining 
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how interested they are in pursuing a relationship. Romantic attraction during initial 
encounters is driven by a variety of influences, one of which is socialized expecta-
tions conveyed through cultural norms. While some women find physical features 
paramount in initial attraction, others might look for less tangible qualities such as 
a sense of humor, honesty, and respect. Indeed, one need only consider the roman-
tic relationships of their friends and family to recognize the variety of characteris-
tics that individuals are looking for when seeking a partner. When identifying what 
makes a man attractive, women might be influenced by cultural values. These values 
can be quite different from one another across cultural types and between individu-
als within the same culture (Leung & Cohen, 2011), resulting in the possibility that 
what one woman finds attractive might be entirely unattractive to another woman. 
The present study sought to identify how the values dominant within honor-ori-
ented cultures might influence the ways women view behavioral acts of aggression 
in response to insults within an online dating paradigm and how such views might 
enhance or undermine romantic interest in a potential dating partner.

Honor Cultures

The label “honor culture” characterizes societies that place a very high premium 
on the maintenance and defense of reputation, making reputation defense a “central 
organizing theme” of social life (Leung & Cohen, 2011). Examples of present-day 
honor cultures include the U.S. South and West, Central and South America, and 
countries throughout the Middle East and surrounding the Mediterranean (Brown, 
2016; Chesler, 2010; Nisbett & Cohen, 1996; Peristiany, 1966; Rodriguez-Mosquera 
et al., 2000). Honor cultures typically prize reputations for strength, toughness, and 
intolerance of disrespect for men, whereas these cultures tend to prize reputations 
for familial loyalty and chastity for women (Barnes et al., 2014; Vandello & Cohen, 
2003, 2008; Vandello et  al., 2009). Because a person’s social value is dependent 
on his or her reputation in an honor culture (in contrast to a dignity culture, which 
imbues individuals with worth simply because they are human; Leung & Cohen 
2011), the extent to which people live up to the standards demanded by honor deter-
mines their worth in society. Once a person’s reputation has been sufficiently tar-
nished, honor might prove impossible to regain. Thus, people in honor cultures tend 
to be extremely vigilant to honor threats and willing to go to extreme lengths to 
defend their honor (e.g., Cohen et al., 1996).

Examples of such honor-defensive behaviors have been described across a vari-
ety of domains by social-psychological research over the past several decades. For 
example, one of the earliest investigations of honor-related dynamics in social psy-
chology involved a set of studies by Cohen and colleagues, who showed that male 
college students reacted much more aggressively to a realistic insult in a laboratory 
setting if they had grown up in the U.S. South than if they had grown up in the U.S. 
North (Cohen et al., 1996). Indeed, Cohen and colleagues even showed that southern 
men’s testosterone and cortisol levels spiked following an insult, which did not occur 
among northern men. Subsequent studies supported these early results across a vari-
ety of controlled situations in the lab (Bosson et al., 2009; Vandello et al., 2008a, 
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2008b; Vandello & Cohen, 2003), and research beyond the lab showed that these 
aggressive responses might be precursors to more extreme forms of violence in the 
real world, including argument-based homicides (Nisbett & Cohen, 1996), school 
shootings (Brown et al., 2009), and even suicides (Osterman & Brown, 2011).

Honor and Romantic Relationships

The interdependence of male and female reputational concerns, combined with the 
particular types of reputations that are idealized for men and women, can also facili-
tate aggression in romantic relationships. For example, Vandello and Cohen (2003) 
found that participants from Brazil (an honor culture) were significantly more likely 
to condone violence in response to an unfaithful woman in a hypothetical vignette 
compared to participants from North America. Indeed, Brazilian participants rated a 
man who reacted with violence as being more honorable than the man who did not. 
Likewise, after witnessing what seemed to be a live interaction between a romantic 
couple that included aggression in response to perceived infidelity, southern Ameri-
can Anglo and Latino/a participants rated her more favorably if she subsequently 
decided to stay with the abusive partner and even encouraged her to do so, whereas 
northern American Anglo participants encouraged her to leave him and rated her 
more favorably when she indicated an intention to leave (Vandello & Cohen, 2003; 
see also Vandello et al., 2008a, 2008b, 2009).

Vandello, Cohen, and their colleagues have proposed that honor cultures pro-
mote schemas and scripts for how romantic interactions should unfold, (Vandello 
& Cohen, 2003, 2008; Vandello et al., 2009), and these scripts can lead to cultural 
acceptance of relationship violence in certain circumstances. Specifically, in order 
to be a good woman, a woman should embody the characteristics of purity, chastity, 
and loyalty (Vandello & Cohen, 2003). A woman’s place within a culture of honor is 
to serve her family, and once she is married, she is to obey and honor her husband. 
A woman’s honor is closely tied to both her family’s overall reputation as well as her 
husband’s honor. A man’s honor is displayed via acts of courage, bravery, and retal-
iatory aggression (Vandello & Cohen, 2003). Importantly, aggression for its own 
sake is not condoned within an honor culture (Cohen, 1998), but in response to a 
threat (whether actual or perceived) aggression is often touted as the most appropri-
ate answer (Cohen & Nisbett, 1994), including within close relationships.

Given that society teaches individuals what is acceptable and expected within 
relationships (Cohen et al., 1999; Haj-Yahia, 1998, 2002; Pence & Paymar, 1993), it 
is plausible that schemas about what characteristics are seen as desirable and unde-
sirable in a potential romantic partner might be just as influenced by honor-related 
values as are beliefs about how couples should behave within an established rela-
tionship. For instance, if a “real man” is one who exerts dominance and displays 
aggression when his masculine honor is threatened, women in honor cultures might 
be encouraged to pursue such men as dating partners, or at least exhibit less reluc-
tance to pursue a romantic relationship with a man who exhibits behaviors that sug-
gest a propensity for honor-related aggression. Based on socialization about what it 
means to be honorable (Henry, 2009), honor-oriented women might be less sensitive 
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to cues that a man tends to respond to insults with high levels of aggression, even 
if that same propensity means he might one day direct his aggression toward them 
(Witte & Mulla, 2012).

The Present Study

The purpose of the present study is to locate the influence of masculine honor on 
relational patterns at the earliest point in the cycle of a romantic relationship—spe-
cifically, the attraction and initiation stage (Connolly et  al., 2013; Eastwick et  al., 
2011). We examine the extent to which women who vary in their endorsement of 
masculine honor-related beliefs and values find a potential romantic partner attrac-
tive and express willingness to initiate a relationship with him in the context of an 
online dating platform. By randomly assigning some women to discover his propen-
sity for honor-related aggression (and other women not to discover this propensity), 
we can determine the extent to which honor-oriented women exhibit a degree of 
insensitivity to aggressive behavioral cues. This hypothesized insensitivity would 
lead to an interaction between women’s degree of masculine honor endorsement and 
the aggression cues present in the male target’s dating profile, such that women low 
in honor endorsement would find an aggressive man less appealing as a romantic 
partner than would women high in honor endorsement. Furthermore, we can exam-
ine whether honor-oriented women exhibit either relative insensitivity or abso-
lute insensitivity in their romantic interests—the former requiring only that honor 
endorsement be significantly associated with romantic interest in an aggressive tar-
get, but the latter requiring that aggressive cues have no measurable effect on the 
romantic interest levels of highly honor-oriented women.

This study also assesses whether endorsing honor ideology influences women to 
view an aggressive dating target as similar to themselves or to their ideal romantic 
partner, to view such a dating target as possessing a variety of masculine honor-
related characteristics, or to view him as simply being high in masculinity. Theo-
retically, such differences could potentially explain any insensitivity displayed by 
honor-oriented women toward an aggressive man. For example, it is possible that 
a woman who has learned that a prospective dating partner responded aggressively 
when insulted might view him as being very masculine, as being similar to her ideal 
romantic partner, or as possessing qualities indicative of honor norms. This study 
sought to test whether such variables could explain any insensitivities that might be 
displayed by women evaluating an aggressive (vs. non-aggressive) male.

Method

This study was reviewed and approved by the IRB. Participants came to the lab indi-
vidually and after providing consent, they viewed one of two online dating profiles, 
depending on their assigned condition, that differed with respect to the presence or 
absence of aggressive behaviors presented in them (see Appendices A and B). Par-
ticipants then rated the man in the profile on a number of dimensions, including how 
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attractive they found him and how likely they would be to initiate contact with him, 
before responding to a brief set of demographic questions and being debriefed.

Sample

Ninety-eight female college students at a large institution in the U.S. Southwest 
completed this study in partial fulfillment of a research requirement for their intro-
ductory psychology course. The vast majority of the sample (77.5%) identified as 
White, while the remaining participants identified as other ethnicities. The average 
age of the sample was 18.9 years old, with a range of 18–27. Three participants did 
not have valid scores on our measure of masculine honor endorsement, so the analy-
ses reported below include data only from 95 women.

Procedure and Materials

Prior to coming to the lab and as part of an extensive battery of measures unrelated 
to this study, participants had completed the 16-item honor ideology for manhood 
scale, or HIM, an individual difference measure developed by Barnes and colleagues 
(Barnes et  al., 2012a, 2012b) to assess how strongly participants endorse honor-
related beliefs and values associated with masculinity. Respondents indicate on a 
1–9 scale how much they agree or disagree with items such as, “A real man doesn’t 
let other people push him around,” and “A real man never backs down from a fight,” 
with higher scores indicating greater endorsement of masculine honor norms. The 
HIM exhibited strong internal reliability in the present study (α = 0.91), consistent 
with previous research (e.g., Barnes et al., 2012a, 2012b).

When participants arrived at the lab, they were told that they would be participat-
ing in an early-stage assessment of a new online platform for matching romantic 
partners. Participants then viewed one of two male dating profiles (see Appendices 
A and B). General information about the man in the profile included college major, 
personality characteristics, hobbies, and a favorite recent experience, as well as a 
candid photo. Both profiles contained the following “non-aggressive” cues, written 
ostensibly by the male target: admitting to underage drinking, describing himself as 
adventurous, assertive, and strong-willed and as having a passion for hunting and 
rock climbing. The majority of these cues theoretically align with culture of honor 
norms (e.g., dominance, risk-taking), although they could easily be construed in a 
neutral, non-aggressive way.

Participants saw identical information in the two profiles, with one exception. In 
response to a prompt, the target in the non-aggressive condition recounted a recent 
annoying situation in which he stood in a long line to pay his tuition bill, only to find 
that he needed to visit another department first. However, he did not have time to go to 
the other department prior to his next class. The description of the incident indicated 
that he went to class rather than stand in another long line. The target in the aggressive 
condition, in contrast, recounted a recent annoying situation in which he was insulted 
by his boss in front of several customers. In response, the target reacted aggressively, 
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throwing down his apron and walking out on the job, keying his boss’s car as he left 
before speeding out of the parking lot.

After reading one of these two profiles, participants indicated their romantic inter-
est in the target by indicating their overall feelings of attraction toward him, how likely 
they would be to ask him out on a date, how likely they would be to go on a date if 
he asked them out, how likely they would be to send him a message on the dating 
website, how likely they would be to email him, and how likely they would be to start 
a short-term relationship with him. These items were rated from 1 to 7, with 1 indi-
cating low interest and 7 indicating high interest (see Appendix C for exact response 
scales). These 6 responses were combined to form the composite dependent variable of 
romantic interest in the dating target (α = 0.93). Participants also responded to a ques-
tion probing how likely they would be to start a long-term relationship with the target, 
but this item reduced reliability when assessing psychometric properties, so it was not 
included in the composite variable.

Participants also rated the target on a variety of characteristics that are theoretically 
linked with masculine honor, such as being tough, adventurous, competitive, and domi-
nant (see Appendix D for exact response scales). We reasoned that this composite scale 
of 12 items (α = 0.55) might mediate the link between masculine honor ideology and 
romantic interest, in that more honor-oriented women might perceive the aggressive 
target as fulfilling honorable characteristics more strongly than the non-aggressive tar-
get. In line with this reasoning, participants also rated the target on several indicators of 
perceived similarity. This composite variable was composed of 3 items (α = 0.77) indi-
cating how much the participant had in common with the target, how close the target 
was to the participant’s ideal partner, and how similar the target was to the participant’s 
current or most recent partner. This variable was included as a possible mediator in that 
more honor-oriented women might perceive more similarity with the aggressive target 
compared to the non-aggressive target.

Participants also indicated their perceptions of the overall masculinity and positivity 
of each profile. These variables represent potential alternative, more general, mediators 
of the hypothesized interaction between condition and HIM scores. Finally, participants 
indicated the extent to which various elements of the target profile had influenced their 
ratings, including the target’s response to the “most recent annoyance” question. This 
was designed to probe the level of awareness at which any differences in perception 
of the targets is processed. Due to the design of the study, the only difference between 
profiles was the “most recent annoyance” (refer to Appendices A and B), so if partici-
pants indicated that this element of the profile did not heavily influence their ratings, 
this would suggest any differences in sensitivities to aggressive behaviors might operate 
outside of conscious awareness. Participants took no longer than 30 minutes to complete 
the study, after which they were thanked for their participation, debriefed, and dismissed.

Results

We conducted a regression analysis that included the composite romantic interest 
variable as the DV and the mean-centered HIM, condition (coded 0 for the non-
aggressive condition and 1 for the aggressive condition), and the interaction between 



1800 K. R. Baughman, R. P. Brown 

1 3

the HIM and condition. The results indicated that condition significantly predicted 
romantic interest in the target, β = − 0.52, t(93) = − 5.98, p < .001. This main effect 
indicated that women who viewed the non-aggressive target expressed more roman-
tic interest in him than did women who viewed the aggressive target. The HIM 
was not a significant predictor of romantic interest in the target overall, β = − 0.06, 
t(93) = − 0.53, p = .72. As predicted, however, the interaction between condition and 
the HIM was statistically significant, β = 0.26, t(93) = 2.23, p = .02.

In order to understand the nature of this interaction, we plotted the dependent 
variable at +/− 1 standard deviation from the mean of the HIM for each condi-
tion (see Fig. 1). The simple slope of masculine honor endorsement and romantic 
interest in the non-aggressive condition was not significantly different from 0, β = 
–0.064, t(93) = − 0.53, p = .72. In contrast, the association between masculine honor 
endorsement and romantic interest in the aggressive condition was significant and 
positive, β = 0.33, t(93) = 2.51, p = .007. As Fig. 1 shows, women who were low in 
honor endorsement viewed the target in the aggressive condition as significantly less 
desirable than did women high in honor endorsement. Indeed, the target’s behav-
ior in the aggressive condition (compared to the non-aggressive condition) had an 
impact on the target’s desirability even among women high in masculine honor 
endorsement, β = – 0.31, t(93) = − 2.54, p = .01, but this impact was substantially 
smaller than it was among women low in masculine honor endorsement, among 
whom the behavior present in the aggressive profile had a large impact, β = – 0.71, 
t(93) = − 5.82, p < .001.

Given the results of this analysis, we next wanted to assess whether partici-
pants were aware of the influence of the most recent annoyance (the only differ-
ence between profiles) on their evaluations. Overall, participants indicated this ele-
ment of the profile had little influence on their ratings, indicated by a mean of 3.46 
(SD = 2.42) on a 7-point scale. An independent samples t-test revealed that there 
was a significant difference between profiles, with participants indicating the annoy-
ance influenced their evaluations significantly more in the aggressive condition 
(M = 4.02, SD = 2.73) than in the non-aggressive condition (M = 2.87, SD = 1.89), 

0

1

2

3

4

Low HIM High HIM

Ro
m

an
�c

 In
te

re
st

 in
 T

ar
ge

t

Non-Aggressive

Aggressive

Fig. 1  Romantic interest in target by condition and Masculine Honor Endorsement



1801

1 3

Romantic Attraction and Insensitivity to Aggressive Cues…

t(93) = − 2.38, p = .02. However, a regression analysis probing this awareness indi-
cated that the HIM [β = 0.09, t(93) = 0.80, p = .42] did not significantly predict 
the self-reported influence of the annoyance variable, but condition did [β = 0.24, 
t(93) = 2.42, p = .02]. The interaction between the HIM and condition likewise did 
not emerge as a significant predictor [β = − 0.13, t(93) = − 1.32, p = .19]. This anal-
ysis indicates that participants in the aggressive condition indicated significantly 
more influence of the most recent annoyance on their profile evaluations, but that 
this perceived influence did not differ based on masculine honor endorsement.

In addition to the above potential mediator analyses, we also created a compos-
ite honor characteristics scale (α = 0.55) consisting of 12 items typically associated 
with masculine honor. It is possible that women higher in masculine honor endorse-
ment might notice these characteristics in the target profile, especially in the aggres-
sive condition, whereas women lower in masculine honor endorsement might not 
evaluate the target in the same way. In order to assess this possibility, we entered the 
mean-centered HIM scores, condition, and their interaction into a regression equa-
tion predicting this composite variable. None of these variables emerged as a signifi-
cant predictor of this composite variable: the HIM did not emerge as a significant 
predictor, [β = 0.10, t(93) = 0.71, p = .48], nor did condition [β = 0.07, t(93) = 0.67, 
p = .51] or their interaction [β = 0.06, t(93) = 0.40, p = .69]. Thus, neither honor ori-
entation nor condition significantly impacted perceptions of the target’s masculine 
honor-related characteristics. Given the low alpha of this scale, we also performed a 
factor analysis of these items that revealed three sub-clusters. However, none of the 
clusters had reliable alphas, nor did they relate to the HIM or the composite variable 
of romantic interest (all rs less than 0.30).

Next, we examined the possibility that women higher in masculine honor 
endorsement might perceive more commonality between themselves and the target, 
particularly the aggressive target. In order to assess this possibility, we performed a 
regression analysis that included the mean-centered HIM variable, condition, and 
their interaction predicting this composite dependent variable of perceived similar-
ity. The HIM emerged as a significant predictor [β = 0.20, t(93) = 2.03, p = .046], as 
did condition [β = − 0.29, t(93) = − 3.03, p = .003], but the interaction was not sig-
nificant, β = 0.17, t(93) = 1.74, p = .086. This analysis indicates that women high in 
masculine honor endorsement did indeed perceive more similarity between them-
selves and the dating targets, and that all participants perceived more in common 
with the non-aggressive target than the aggressive target. However, there was insuf-
ficient evidence that women higher in masculine honor endorsement felt that they 
had more in common with either target compared to women low in masculine honor 
endorsement.

We expected that masculine honor endorsement might moderate the association 
between profile and the perceived masculinity of the target. This analysis revealed 
a strong positive association between condition and masculinity ratings, β = 0.30, 
t(93) = 3.02, p = .003. However, neither the HIM [β = − 0.12, t(93) = − 1.16, p = .25] 
nor the condition × HIM interaction [β = − 0.09, t(93) = − 0.86, p = .39] was sig-
nificant. This analysis indicates that everyone perceived the target in the aggressive 
condition as more masculine than the target in the non-aggressive condition. Thus, 
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perceptions of masculinity were incapable of mediating the condition × HIM inter-
action on romantic interest.

Similarly, we found that regardless of HIM scores, participants perceived the 
aggressive target (M = 3.51) as being less positive overall than the non-aggressive 
target (M = 4.67), t(93) = 4.68, p < .001. Neither honor endorsement [β = 0.03, 
t(93) = 0.30, p = .77] nor the interaction between honor and condition [β = 0.02, 
t(93) = 0.23, p = .82] were significant predictors of positivity ratings, however. Thus, 
profile positivity was not capable of serving as a mediator of our romantic inter-
est findings. Data are available here: https:// osf. io/ kuq3e/? view_ only= 44d2c 96686 
1b405 68e7f 4f3b0 1be08 ed.

Discussion

The current study assesses how certain behavioral cues might alter a man’s romantic 
appeal as a function of a woman’s masculine honor endorsement. Based on previous 
work on the priorities that dominate honor cultures (e.g., Vandello & Cohen 2003, 
2008), we hypothesized that an aggressive male target might be viewed differently 
by women high (vs. low) in masculine honor orientation, with the former evalu-
ating him more desirably than the latter. Stemming from a culture that condones 
aggression under a variety of honor-related situations, as well as excessive risk-tak-
ing (Barnes et  al., 2012) and displays of toughness (Barnes et  al., 2012a, 2012b), 
more honor-oriented women might exhibit greater interest in a prospective romantic 
partner, compared to less honor-oriented women, when he conforms to the cultural 
expectations of how a “real man” is supposed to behave when his honor is threat-
ened (such as when he is publicly insulted). Thus, a man who responds to an honor 
threat with aggression, as was the case with the aggressive male in this study, might 
be viewed much more negatively by less honor-oriented women, who might see his 
behavior as a signal of how dangerous he could be when pushed, even (or perhaps 
especially) to his close relationship partners.

Results of the present study were generally in line with these predictions. 
Women did perceive the two profiles differently, depending on how strongly they 
endorsed masculine honor norms. Specifically, all women, regardless of mascu-
line honor endorsement, indicated a greater romantic interest in the male target in 
the non-aggressive profile. However, women low in masculine honor endorsement 
displayed significantly less interest in the aggressive male target than did women 
high in masculine honor endorsement. It is worth noting that the items compris-
ing the romantic interest variable did not merely indicate women’s willingness 
to respond positively to the target if he were to pursue them for a relationship. 
Rather, these items indicated women’s willingness to initiate romantic contact 
with the target. These results indicate that what women perceive as desirable is 
indeed shaped by cultural norms.

https://osf.io/kuq3e/?view_only=44d2c966861b40568e7f4f3b01be08ed
https://osf.io/kuq3e/?view_only=44d2c966861b40568e7f4f3b01be08ed
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Limitations and Future Research Directions

A limitation of the current study is that the between-subjects design did not include 
the ability for participants to choose between the two targets. This sort of choice 
would be more in line with real-world situations in which women are presented with 
various available romantic partners. Thus, we cannot be sure that, if given a choice 
between an aggressive romantic partner and a non-aggressive one, most masculine 
honor-endorsing women would choose the former. Still, the fact that women who 
strongly endorsed masculine honor norms in this study indicated more romantic 
interest in the less aggressive target than they did in the more aggressive target sug-
gests that these women might select a partner with a weaker propensity for violence 
if given the option.

Another limitation of the present study is that we were unable to determine the 
precise mechanism for the relative insensitivity of honor-oriented women to the cues 
posed by the aggressive male target. We suspected that honor-oriented women might 
see this prospective partner as being more possessive of honor characteristics, more 
similar to themselves or their ideal partner, or simply more masculine or more posi-
tive, compared to women low in honor orientation. However, none of the potential 
mediators of our romantic interest variable were successful in explaining why more 
honor-oriented women found the aggressive male target more alluring than did less 
honor-oriented women. We should note that a different measure of honor character-
istics might lead to different outcomes, especially one that exhibited greater reliabil-
ity than the one we used in the present study. Understanding better the precise mech-
anism or mechanisms that drive the pattern of romantic interest that we observed in 
the current study seems a goal well worth pursuing in future research (HIM; Barnes 
et al., 2012a, 2012b).

The design of this study included two potential male dating targets that differed 
only in one section of their online profile. In creating the conditions, we strove to 
select information that would convey different responses to a provocation. We rec-
ognize that in creating the profiles, we presented different provocations (waiting in 
lines compared to being insulted at work) in the profiles as well as how the man 
responded. Thus, our data do not allow us to predict how women might have viewed 
a target who responded aggressively to waiting in long lines or who did not respond 
aggressively when insulted. However, we decided it would be difficult, if not impos-
sible, to create an insult-based provocation condition that women (and perhaps espe-
cially those who strongly endorse masculine honor norms) would find to be cultur-
ally “neutral.” We also did not want to leave uncertain how the target responded 
to either situation, which would run the risk of participants inferring different 
responses by each target. Future studies might benefit from examining a wider range 
of interpersonal provocations as well as a variety of aggressive and non-aggressive 
responses, which would allow us to understand better how women view potential 
dating partners as a function of their adherence to honor norms.



1804 K. R. Baughman, R. P. Brown 

1 3

This study was conducted in the Southern U.S. with a small, mostly White, het-
erosexual sample of college-age women. Based on prior work in honor-related vio-
lence patterns (Brown et al., 2018; Vandello et al., 2008a, 2008b), there is reason 
to suspect that results might be different if this study were conducted with more 
diverse samples or people from other regions of the country. Future research should 
likewise examine how responses of women might change as a function of their age 
and their experiences of relationship-based aggression. Similarly, the ways in which 
men feel the pressure of honor-oriented norms to behave in retaliatory ways when 
faced with honor threats and in the presence of potential romantic partners might 
also be worth investigating.

In real life, the extent to which a person fulfills the behavioral expectations of his 
or her culture determines, to a large extent, the social status of that person, which 
contributes substantially to that person’s perceived mate value (Henry, 2009; Zayas 
& Shoda, 2007; Zentner & Mitura, 2012). Men in an honor culture who signal that 
they not only endorse the dominant values of their culture, but also live out those 
values, might achieve greater social status. It is possible that the perception of the 
aggressive target’s likelihood of ultimately having greater social status is what drove 
honor-oriented women to view him as being more desirable than less honor-oriented 
women did, a subtle calculus that these women might not have even been conscious 
of performing. Future research should explore this and other non-conscious media-
tors of attraction in order to determine more precisely why honor-oriented women 
do not exhibit as much sensitivity to the risks posed by the more aggressive target 
compared to less honor-oriented women. In addition, a valuable avenue for future 
work would be to assess existing romantic relationships to determine whether these 
differences in perceptions of romantic interest are displayed when women actually 
enter romantic partnerships. After all, it is different to imagine hypothetically dating 
an aggressive man than actually to pursue and begin a romantic relationship with 
one. Although the stakes are higher in the latter instance, those greater stakes might 
either reduce or enhance the power of honor-based norms to shape the perceptions 
and choices of romantic partners toward one another.

Practice Implications

It is important to emphasize what we did not find in this study. Specifically, women 
who more strongly endorsed masculine honor norms did not show enhanced interest 
in the aggressive male target compared to the non-aggressive target, meaning that 
we found evidence for relative insensitivity but not absolute insensitivity. Thus, even 
highly honor-oriented women viewed the aggressive target as less desirable than the 
non-aggressive target, even though they did so to a lesser extent than did women 
who were low in masculine honor orientation. We interpret this finding as show-
ing that even the powerful norms of an honor culture do not make women com-
pletely oblivious to the possible risks associated with a man who displays aggression 
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following a perceived honor threat. That suggests to us that it might be possible to 
enhance this sensitivity through education and other forms of socialization to help 
women avoid becoming romantically involved with men who might at some point 
pose a danger to them (O’Farrell et al., 2004; Whitaker et al., 2013; Yllo 1983; Yllo 
& Straus, 1990; Zayas & Shoda, 2007; Zentner & Mitura, 2012).

It bears mentioning that among many theoretically possible mediators of the link 
between masculine honor endorsement and women’s perceptions of the dating target, 
we found no evidence for a conscious difference driving their levels of sensitivity. That 
is, women high in masculine honor endorsement did, indeed, rate the aggressive tar-
get differently than did women low in masculine honor endorsement. However, when 
asked about the very information that clearly affected their evaluations (because it was, 
by design, the only difference between the two profiles), participants did not indicate 
that this information strongly influenced their judgments. In addition, perceptions of 
commonality with the dating target, perceptions of him as displaying honor-related 
characteristics, perceptions of masculinity, and perceptions of the overall positiv-
ity of the profile did not differ as a function of honor status. These null effects strike 
us as being interesting and important, insofar as they suggest that the mechanism for 
the demonstrated insensitivity displayed by honor-oriented women does not appear to 
operate at a conscious level of awareness. That possibility would mean that effective 
interventions designed to enhance women’s sensitivity to these aggressive cues could 
prove particularly challenging to create.

Conclusion

The current study advances existing work that highlights some of the dangers of liv-
ing in a culture of honor (e.g., Barnes et al., 2012a, 2012b; Cohen, 1998), particularly 
to women in romantic relationships (Brown et  al., 2018; Cohen & Vandello, 2008). 
We showed that women respond differently to a target in a dating profile who reveals 
aggressive responses to honor threats, depending on women’s level of endorsement of 
masculine honor. In particular, women who strongly endorse masculine honor seem at 
risk for pursuing potentially aggressive romantic partners. These results shed light on 
the fact that socialization processes can influence not only how established relationships 
transpire, but also whom people find desirable as potential mates. These results expand 
on evidence presented by Brown et al. (2018) of the risks of intimate partner violence 
associated with the normative expectations prevalent in honor cultures. In the aim of 
identifying the various locations within the life of a romantic relationship that honor 
norms prevail, this study indicates that women might well miss early signals a man 
might display in response to a perceived honor threat that could indicate his likelihood 
of engaging in even more severe acts of honor-related aggression, including toward the 
people around him. This study represents a small but important step in advancing our 
understanding of how masculine honor norms can shape relationship patterns.
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Appendix A

Aggressive Profile
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Appendix B

Non-aggressive Profile
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Appendix C

Composite Romantic Interest Questions
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Appendix D

Pleaserate the person you saw in the profile for the following characteristics (item-
swith * reverse-scored):
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