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Abstract
According to evolutionary theory, human cognition and behaviour are based on adaptations selected for their contribution to 
reproduction in the past, which in the present may result in differential reproductive success and inclusive fitness. Because 
this depiction is broad and human behaviour often separated from this ultimate outcome (e.g., increasing childlessness), 
evolutionary theory can only incompletely account for human everyday behaviour. Moreover, effects of most studied traits 
and characteristics on mating and reproductive success turned out not to be robust. In this article, an abstract descriptive level 
for evaluating human characteristics, behaviour, and outcomes is proposed, as a predictor of long-term reproductive success 
and fitness. Characteristics, behaviour, and outcomes are assessed in terms of attained and maintained capital, defined by 
more concrete (e.g., mating success, personality traits) and abstract (e.g., influence, received attention) facets, thus extend-
ing constructs like embodied capital and social capital theory, which focuses on resources embedded in social relationships. 
Situations are framed as opportunities to gain capital, and situational factors function as elicitors for gaining and evaluating 
capital. Combined capital facets should more robustly predict reproductive success and (theoretically) fitness than individual 
fitness predictors. Different ways of defining and testing these associations are outlined, including a method for empirically 
examining the psychometric utility of introducing a capital concept. Further theorising and empirical research should more 
precisely define capital and its facets, and test associations with (correlates of) reproductive success and fitness.

Keywords Evolutionary theory · Reproductive success · Fitness · Capital · Human behaviour and characteristics

Human Striving

According to evolutionary theory, humans are executors of 
adaptations. Human cognition and behaviour are based on 
adaptations selected for their contribution to reproduction 
in the past, which may in the present result in differential 
reproductive success and eventually high inclusive fitness 
(Hamilton, 1964; Tooby & Cosmides, 1990). What follows 
is that humans are engaged in dealing with adaptive prob-
lems in the environment, the strategies for dealing with these 
having been formed by natural selection and sexual selec-
tion (e.g., Puts, 2016). Accordingly, all human behaviour 

would be (more or less directly) aimed at solving adaptive 
problems including survival, gathering food, defending ter-
ritory, or finding and retaining mates (Buss, 1997), because 
this leads to an increased evolutionary fitness1 by success-
fully reproducing and supporting subsequent offspring to 
reproduce later on. However, this depiction is very broad, 
and individuals’ everyday behaviour is often very remote 
from it. Since evolutionary theory does not fully account 
for what humans strive for in daily life, the objective of this 
article is to outline a concept to be added to evolutionary 
theory, to be better able to map human behaviour from an 
evolutionary perspective.

Different theories have been put forth from an evolution-
ary perspective regarding human behaviour and striving. 
Famously, Maslow (1943, 1958) arranged diverse kinds  * Tobias L. Kordsmeyer 
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of human needs which ultimately motivate behaviour into 
a hierarchy. This hierarchy entails, from basic to highest 
needs, (1) physiological needs (e.g., hunger), (2) safety, 
(3) love and affection, (4) esteem (including the respect of 
others), and (5) self-actualisation. According to Maslow, 
higher-order needs are only aimed at once the needs below 
are satisfied. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs has been updated 
by Kenrick and colleagues (2010) to render the hierarchy 
of needs being more in line with evolutionary theory. As 
one of the main revisions, self-actualisation was subsumed 
within esteem/respect and three newly added reproductive 
goals. The latter three reproductive goals under the realm 
of life history theory were suggested as the now highest 
needs, which are especially implicated in human striving 
for evolutionary fitness. Life history theory is a broad and 
prominent theoretical framework in evolutionary psychol-
ogy, postulating trade-offs of allocating resources (such as 
time and energy) to diverse kinds of tasks and the devel-
opment of traits in the pursuit of maximising evolutionary 
fitness, especially in the realm of mating and reproduc-
tion (e.g., Del Giudice et al., 2015). The three behavioural 
domains postulated by Kenrick and colleagues are highly 
implicated in these trade-offs and important mediators in 
striving for long-term reproductive success: mate acquisi-
tion, mate retention, and parenting. However, while they 
are certainly central in humans’ pursuit of high evolution-
ary fitness and may well explain behaviours predicting 
reproductive fitness (e.g., in relation to status striving to 
win mates and many facets of nurturing behaviours), they 
still consider only part of the many and diverse everyday 
behaviours humans engage in. Also, while life history 
theory provides proximate explanations for the timing 
of and individual preferences for rather broad trade-offs 
and behaviours related to mating and reproduction, there 
is a gap regarding more specific, intermediate everyday 
behaviours (such as political engagement or health-related 
behaviours). These behaviours need to be focused on to be 
able to better explain reproductive success.

A central difficulty for biological explanations of human 
striving for a large quantity of offspring (reproductive suc-
cess) is that humans do not seem to maximise their number of 
offspring and that fertility has been declining considerably in 
the last two centuries (Hopcroft, 2019; Sear et al., 2016). Espe-
cially in industrialised societies, relatively many people delib-
erately remain childless (with rates of childlessness increas-
ing since the late 19th, and even more the mid-20th, century, 
Borgerhoff Mulder, 1998; Rowland, 2007). The fact that not all 
people seem to be trying to maximise the number of offspring 
may be explicable by people focussing not only on quantity 
but also the quality of offspring (e.g., survival, chances of own 
reproduction; Kenrick et al., 2010), in an attempt to optimise 
long-term reproductive success (Borgerhoff Mulder, 2000). 
However, deliberate childlessness, at least for individuals who 

are fertile and possess required resources including a mate, can-
not be explained by people trying to maximise offspring qual-
ity. The declining fertility in the last 200 years or so and par-
ticularly the increasing childlessness since the mid-twentieth  
century remain a puzzle. Thus, it seems evolutionary theory 
may not be able to fully account for a range of human every-
day behaviours, which seem remote from its main outcome 
measure, inclusive fitness. A central claim of this article is that 
humans evolved to invest in characteristics and outcomes (such 
as social relationships, wealth, or high-quality offspring) which 
collectively and indirectly may predict reproductive success, 
rather than to maximise their quantitative reproductive success 
per se. This tenet may help explain phenomena that would 
otherwise appear to be inconsistent with evolutionary theory.

In line with this, in previous studies, effects of single 
traits and characteristics on correlates of evolutionary fit-
ness like reproductive success (or mating success, which is 
moderately strongly related to reproductive success, Puts 
et al., 2015) were mostly non-significant or, if significant, 
small or not robust. Some associations with mating and/or 
reproductive success have been found for physical attrac-
tiveness (e.g., Jokela, 2009; Pflüger et al., 2012; Rhodes 
et al., 2005; but see Hill et al., 2013 and Kordsmeyer et al., 
2018 for null-findings), status measures (e.g., community-
wide influence/prestige, political leadership, or wealth in 
men in a small-scale indigenous population, von Rueden & 
Jaeggi, 2016; von Rueden et al., 2011), physical dominance 
(e.g., physical strength, muscularity, and body as well as 
vocal masculinity in men, Frederick & Haselton, 2007; Hill 
et al., 2013; Kordsmeyer et al., 2018; Lassek & Gaulin, 
2009), intelligence (e.g., Greengross & Miller, 2011; for 
an inverse association see Hopcroft, 2006), education 
(inversely, Hopcroft, 2006), income (in men but not women, 
Barthol et al., 2012; Hopcroft, 2006), height (positive linear 
and negative curvilinear effects in men, Nettle, 2002a; Stulp 
et al., 2012a; but see Hill et al., 2013 and Kordsmeyer et al., 
2018 for null-effects; negative linear and curvilinear asso-
ciations in women, Nettle, 2002b; Stulp et al., 2012b), and 
baseline testosterone levels (in men, as a potential proxy 
measure of health based on the immunocompetence hypoth-
esis, e.g., Folstad & Karter, 1992; Rantala et al., 2012). 
Some further effects appeared to be significant in a linear 
way in men, but not women (e.g., for height, Stulp et al., 
2012b). Partly, these negligible effects are explicable by 
the potentially adaptive value of behaviours being highly 
dependent upon the (cultural) context in which behaviour 
occurs (e.g., the association between wealth and fertility 
is stronger in non-industrial compared to industrial socie-
ties, Kaplan et al., 2015). Within a specific context (e.g., 
depending on fertility rate, mating system, or availability 
of contraception), a trait or behaviour may be highly adap-
tive, whereas across contexts no noteworthy or unequivo-
cal effects can be detected (e.g., Međedovića & Kovačević, 
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2020; Nettle, 2005; Smith & Blumstein, 2008). Thus, single 
traits and characteristics should not robustly and universally 
predict (correlates of) evolutionary fitness.

Some of the above-mentioned traits and characteristics 
have been subsumed under the term embodied capital, 
defined as “knowledge, skills, or somatic traits that increase 
expected future fitness” (p. 1, von Rueden et al., 2015), 
which include physical strength, immune function, and 
knowledge, amongst others (Kaplan et al., 2003). However, 
empirical evidence of associations with mating or repro-
ductive success is sparse yet. Lancaster and Kaplan (2010) 
presumed an association of reproductive success with health 
and feeding status in women and with resource-holding 
potential in men. Von Rueden and colleagues (2015) hypoth-
esised causal pathways from embodied capital to reproduc-
tive success via prosocial traits and social status. A com-
prehensive investigation of effects of embodied capital on 
mating or eventual reproductive success is required.

A related stream of theorising focuses on benefits people 
seek and gain from social relationships. Social capital theory 
(e.g., Lin, 2001) suggests that resources embedded in social 
relationships, such as the quantity and quality of bonds with 
other people, provide them with benefits such as better jobs 
and earlier promotions, better mental health, or generally 
increasing socioeconomic status and accumulating human cap-
ital (economic resources embedded in humans, e.g., Bourdieu, 
1986; Coleman, 1988; Lin, 2000; Savage & Kanazawa, 2002). 
Empirical findings suggest positive effects of social capital on 
occupational and socioeconomic outcomes (e.g., Lin, 1999; 
Marsden & Gorman, 2001). From an evolutionary perspective, 
social capital refers to any resource inhering in relationships 
that support people increasing their reproductive success as the 
ultimate aim (e.g., Kanazawa & Savage, 2009). Specifically, 
social capital may augment reproductive success by increasing 
chances of survival, (socioeconomic) resources, mating suc-
cess, and promoting offspring to sexual maturity (Kanazawa 
& Savage, 2009). However, empirical findings on associations 
of social capital with mating or reproductive success are rare 
(see Schülke et al., 2010 for comparative evidence suggesting 
enhancing effects of social bonds on reproductive success in 
male macaques and on offspring survival in female baboons; 
see von Rueden & Jaeggi, 2016 for effects of variables such 
as wife quality and political influence on men’s reproductive 
success in small-scale societies).

Thus, there is no complete picture of which characteris-
tics, behaviour, and outcomes augment people’s reproduc-
tive success and eventually evolutionary fitness. This can 
partly be ascribed to the fact that evolutionary fitness can 
only be estimated or measured indirectly (Sear et al., 2007) 
and even the assessment of lifetime reproductive success is 
difficult, due to the human lifespan being relatively long and 
reproduction being a rare event (compared to other primate 
species, e.g., van Schaik & Burkart, 2010). Furthermore, 

associations of characteristics, behaviour, and outcomes 
typically studied in psychology and other social sciences 
with long-term reproductive success/evolutionary fitness 
could be mapped more precisely, especially if contempo-
rarily humans may not explicitly strive to maximise their 
quantitative reproductive success. This would mean that a 
further level may be helpful theoretically, integrating dif-
ferent characteristics, behaviour, and outcomes like mating 
success as potential predictors of fitness.

What could such a level in-between look like? What could 
integrate and describe associations of human characteristics, 
behaviour, and outcomes with evolutionary fitness? Which 
concept(s) might usefully serve to describe human behav-
iour on the levels just below reproductive success and fit-
ness (which should not be taken to imply, of course, that the 
latter two were on the same level)? The goal of this article 
is to propose a conceptualisation of such a level in-between, 
which may encompass and integrate a wide range of every-
day human behaviours, implicated in their striving for a high 
long-term reproductive success and evolutionary fitness.

Aim of This Article: Introducing the Concept 
of Capital

Thus, there is potential for specifying what humans pursue 
from an evolutionary perspective. A more integrated con-
struct on an abstract level may fill the gap between human 
characteristics and everyday behaviour, and evolutionary 
fitness in a comprehensive and parsimonious way. The 
objective of this article is to introduce an abstract concept 
of “capital,” one level subordinate to the ultimate aim of 
evolutionary fitness (see Fig. 1). It is proposed that a large 
part of human characteristics, behaviour, and outcomes 
can be described on an abstract level by framing them 

Fig. 1  The abstract concept of capital as a predictor of long-term 
reproductive success and inclusive fitness
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as indirectly striving to attain, accumulate, and maintain 
capital. Capital as an abstract construct would integrate 
and extend the concepts of embodied capital and social 
capital mentioned above, which include some but not all 
of the characteristics, behaviour, and outcomes relevant 
here. The proposed claim of humans indirectly striving for 
attaining capital attempts to fill the gap between common 
human behaviour and evolutionary fitness, in that it intro-
duces capital as a unit for describing and evaluating human 
characteristics, behaviour, and outcomes as a concept one 
level below evolutionary fitness along with both abstract 
and concrete facets, which capture a range of relevant 
aspects of behaviour humans engage in regularly (Fig. 1).

This provides a way of assessing the adaptiveness of the 
capital facets an individual pursues and attains, dependent 
on personal and contextual factors, by quantifying a wide 
range of human behaviour in terms of specific outcomes (i.e., 
consequences of an individual's characteristics and behav-
iours which are related to evolutionary fitness). Capital fac-
ets would serve as subgoals and predictors of the ultimate 
goal of achieving a high long-term reproductive success and 
inclusive fitness (e.g., Hamilton, 1964; Kenrick et al., 2010). 
The amount of capital an individual accumulates should 
directly and positively predict eventual evolutionary fitness. 
The concept of capital could serve as an indicator for evo-
lutionary success in terms of biological evolution but would 
also include measures of success regarding cultural evolution 
(e.g., Kleisner & Tureček, 2017), at least insofar as these 
contribute to evolutionary fitness. This would generate new 
research questions on the adaptiveness of human characteris-
tics, behaviour, and outcomes. In the following, the concept 
of capital will be defined in more detail by specifying both 
abstract and concrete facets as characteristics, behaviour, and 
outcomes that are assumed to be directly implicated in real-
life social interaction and in the long-term pave the way for 
reproductive success and evolutionary fitness.

This proposal assumes that many single traits’ associa-
tions with mating or reproductive success are of negligible 
size with many null findings and some nonlinear associa-
tions (as reviewed above). Accordingly, the conjecture in 
this article is not that all or most of the individual facets of 
capital robustly and linearly predict long-term reproductive 
success and evolutionary fitness (or at least mating success 
as a correlate). Instead, the idea suggested here is that these 
characteristics, behaviour, and outcomes, when combined 
and integrated on an abstract level, predict reproductive 
success and inclusive fitness, more strongly so in the long-
term and over many generations (i.e., taking into account 
an individual’s number of children, grandchildren, great-
grandchildren, and so on). Moreover, some effects of capital 
facets may not be linear, but curvilinear, as outlined above.

What Does Capital Mean and Entail?

The concept of capital entails a weighted integration of char-
acteristics, behaviour, and outcomes predicting evolutionary 
fitness. This broad and general definition will be specified 
further in the following by describing both more concrete 
and more abstract facets of capital. More concrete facets 
of capital span specific characteristics and outcomes. A 
prominent example of attaining capital is raising healthy and 
viable offspring to sexual maturity, which in turn is success-
fully reproducing (eventually reaching a high reproductive 
success as the number of surviving children and grandchil-
dren, e.g., Sear et al., 2007; Tooby et al., 2008; this could 
be measured by a proxy like mating success, which is sup-
posed to be moderately strongly related to reproductive suc-
cess, Puts et al., 2015). Further, developing and maintaining 
embodied capital can be considered a more concrete facet 
of capital (including physical attractiveness, health includ-
ing immune function, intelligence, humour/creativity, and 
knowledge, adaptive personality traits, Kaplan et al., 2003; 
Lalumière et al., 2005; von Rueden et al., 2015), besides 
personal achievements like a high social status and assum-
ing cultural/political roles (holding power), the latter two 
of which are inextricably linked (e.g., Pinker, 1999; von 
Rueden et al., 2008). Social status and power could be seen 
as both more abstract and more concrete facets of capital, 
depending on the definition and assessment. A more con-
crete kind of social status would be an objective measure 
(an individual’s income, education, and occupational sta-
tus, Adler et al., 2000), whereas popularity and prestige are 
more abstract kinds of status (e.g., van Vugt & Tybur, 2015), 
related to representation and attention mentioned below. 
Further concrete facets of capital are monetary income and 
fortune (corresponding to economic capital in social capital 
theory, Bourdieu, 1986) and accumulating resources such 
as territory, food, and attracting sexual mates, which in turn 
are related to the other facets such as social status, cultural/
political roles, or mating success.

Finally, some of these facets of capital overlap with the 
facets and/or benefits of an individual’s social capital (leav-
ing aside the community-level definition of social capital, 
e.g., Lin, 2000), such as socioeconomic status, economic 
resources, mating success, and promoting offspring to sexual 
maturity (Kanazawa & Savage, 2009; Savage & Kanazawa, 
2002). A further similarity is the general approach of both 
social capital theory and the concept of capital on character-
istics and traits facilitating reproductive success and eventu-
ally inclusive fitness (e.g., Kanazawa & Savage, 2009). In 
contrast, the concept of capital encompasses a wider array 
of characteristics, behaviour, and outcomes beyond those 
embedded in social relationships, including physical (money, 
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territory) and human capital (economic resources embed-
ded in humans, Savage & Kanazawa, 2002, 2004). More 
generally, capital is defined as including any characteris-
tics, behaviour, and outcomes as facets augmenting long-
term reproductive success and inclusive fitness. Since social 
capital theory appears not to be evaluated well in terms of 
predicting reproductive success, this conceptualisation of 
capital extends social capital theory, hence rendering it 
measurable (see below).

More Abstract Facets of Capital

In an abstract sense, examples of capital are having influence 
(both biologically and culturally, concerning social status 
or power, i.e., influence on other people’s behaviour and 
cognition) and being represented (receiving attention, for 
instance, in social interactions or (social) media, see Gilbert 
et al., 1995 for the related concept of social attention-holding 
power). These eventually augment overall attained capital 
and in the long-term should be linked to evolutionary fitness 
(cf. von Rueden & Jaeggi, 2016). Such facets likely mediate 
associations of other, more concrete facets of capital, like 
increased social status, powerful positions, or (monetary) 
resources, with reproductive success and fitness.

In everyday settings, people’s attention is biased towards 
people or situations with certain characteristics, such as 
attractive people, dangerous animals, or accidents (Bruner 
& Goodman, 1947; see also Savage & Kanazawa, 2004 for 
a similar conjecture from the perspective of social capi-
tal theory). These person and situational factors could be 
described as possessing characteristics especially relevant 
for people indirectly striving to gain and maintain capi-
tal. Attentional bias towards such people and situations 
can indirectly help people to gain capital, for example, by 
acquiring socially desirable information to support social 
gossiping and hence connecting with other people. Gener-
ally, in the social domain, typical forms of being represented 
include different manifestations of being attended to, such 
as receiving auditory and visual attention from other people 
in a conversation or when giving a talk. Attention becomes 
evident in media when one’s works are read and recom-
mended or shared (with effects beyond immediate economic 
monetary factors). Prominent contemporarily are “likes”/
referrals/shares in social media such as Facebook, Twitter, 
or TikTok (which could be referred to as platforms of evalu-
ation, see below). The more often one’s tweet (on Twitter) 
is liked and retweeted or the more likes one’s post, photo, 
or video receives on Facebook or TikTok the higher is one’s 
social impact and representation in this particular social 
medium (and possibly beyond). This may well relate to out-
comes in the analogue social sphere, such as one’s number 
of friends or close acquaintances, and the amount of social 

or professional support one receives, and might subsequently 
be associated with occupational success (because the latter 
is augmented by social skills and network size, for example). 
These, in turn, may predict desirable outcomes such as mate-
rial resources and the likelihood of attracting and retaining a 
romantic partner, and later resources for successfully raising 
children. Thus, the amount of representation and attention an 
individual gains constitute a facet of capital (in an abstract 
sense), which in the long run should predict reproductive 
success and evolutionary fitness.

Some empirical evidence for an association between the 
amount of attention received and outcome measures is pro-
vided by Cheng and colleagues (2013). Participants using 
dominance and prestige strategies in a group interaction 
received greater visual attention from observers viewing the 
interactions and eventually reached higher influence in the 
group. Thus, attention may be a valid measure for people’s 
status attainment, which in turn may be related to their long-
term evolutionary fitness (von Rueden et al., 2011). Hence, 
abstract facets of capital such as influence, representation, 
and attention can serve as predictors for outcomes in every-
day life in social and business domains and in the long term 
for evolutionary fitness.

Capital: a Holistic, Descriptive Unit 
for Quantifying People’s Characteristics 
and Outcomes

This conceptualisation adds to evolutionary theory a descrip-
tive level of capital as a unit of evaluation, one level below 
reproductive success and inclusive fitness (Fig. 1), enriching 
a broad level of analysis of human behaviour and achieve-
ments. Evolutionary theory is rendered better applicable to 
several contemporary and everyday phenomena, describing 
behavioural and motivational aspects which should have 
consequences on genetic and epigenetic levels. Finally, this 
approach contributes to bridging aspects of biological and 
cultural evolution (Kleisner & Turecek, 2017).

Returning to the argument that evolutionary theory 
appears to be inconsistent with the observation of increasing 
childlessness in the past decades, by introducing the concept 
of capital it may be easier to understand that some people 
focus on other facets than a large quantity of offspring, which 
then would not positively predict quantitative reproductive 
success. Thus, while collectively a combination of facets of 
capital should be positively associated with long-term repro-
ductive success, a specific selection of facets some people 
strive for (e.g., political power or occupational success) may 
result in deliberate childlessness and consequently lower 
evolutionary fitness for these individuals (see Kanazawa, 
2001 for a claim that people prioritise the pursuit of proxi-
mate goals such as higher education or a demanding career 
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over ultimate goals resulting in having children later in life 
or not at all). Such maladaptive or fitness-neutral behaviours 
may be augmented by evolutionarily novel circumstances 
like the availability of contraceptive methods, empowerment 
of women in industrialised countries, or drug usage (e.g., 
Nesse, 1994; Zethraeus et al., 2016). Still, capital and its fac-
ets may quantify people focussing on lower-level outcomes 
like social relationships or wealth, which in turn would lead 
to a higher (qualitative) reproductive success.

One may ask what the incremental benefit of such a capi-
tal concept is beyond established constructs like (social) 
status. While these certainly function as important life out-
comes and should positively predict evolutionary fitness, 
they are often narrowly defined (e.g., objective social sta-
tus, see above, Adler et al., 2000). The concept of capital is 
more complete, integrating different characteristics, behav-
iour, and outcomes, including social status, which collec-
tively should more strongly predict long-term reproductive 
success and evolutionary fitness. Such a conceptualisation 
provides several benefits. Firstly, a holistic description of 
human behaviour and outcomes, as a predictor of long-term 
reproductive success and evolutionary fitness, would be 
added. Secondly, people’s characteristics (e.g., embodied 
capital), resources, and achievements (e.g., social status, 
monetary income, and fortune) could be evaluated and quan-
tified holistically, thus integrating biological and cultural 
achievements as predictors of evolutionary fitness. Hence, 
the concept of capital would serve as a broad, general unit 
for quantifying and assessing human characteristics, behav-
iour, and outcomes.

Further, one may perceive a strong overlap between fac-
ets of capital and another concept discussed in the litera-
ture, fitness components. Fitness components are defined 
as characteristics and outcomes of individuals (or organ-
isms, more generally) giving rise to differences in fitness, 
such as life history traits (e.g., size at birth, growth pattern, 
age and size at maturity, rates of survival, and longevity, 
e.g., Orr, 2009; Steiner & Tuljarparkur, 2012). However, 
while there is certainly some association between these 
and facets of capital, there is no complete overlap. On the 
one hand, while facets of capital encompass some of the 
fitness components proposed in the literature (e.g., mating 
success, some physical characteristics), they include fur-
ther behaviours, characteristics, and outcomes not covered 
by fitness components (e.g., monetary income and fortune, 
status, and popularity). On the other hand, some fitness 
components do not constitute facets of capital, but are 
predicted by the latter (e.g., reproductive success, Steiner 
& Tuljarpurkar, 2012). A further difference is that facets 
of capital are not necessarily genetically transmitted; cul-
tural transmission for some facets is possible or even likely. 
Thus, the concept of capital can be considered a useful 
addition to evolutionary theory, complementing existing 

concepts such as fitness components predicting individuals’ 
inclusive fitness.

Hence, one central benefit of the concept of capital is the 
possibility of holistically quantifying and evaluating peo-
ple’s characteristics, behaviour, and outcomes integrated 
into one index which should positively predict evolutionary 
fitness. Tooby and colleagues (2008) already proposed some 
more specific indices, termed internal regulatory variables, 
according to which humans can be evaluated, the measured 
characteristics of which may have direct consequences in 
social interactions. Examples include a sexual value index 
(indicating worth as a sexual partner), a formidability 
index (ability to inflict physical damage), and a kinship 
index (taking into account genetic relatedness influencing 
motivation to act towards others). These specific indices are 
supposed to be employed primarily (unconsciously) during 
social interactions and guide certain cognitive and behav-
ioural decisions, considering costs and benefits of potential 
actions based on these indices (for the 3 exemplary indices, 
in terms of sexual behaviour, conflicts, or when interacting 
with kin of different degrees of relatedness, respectively; for 
a similar proposal and a specific discussion of domains of 
social value, including mate, descendant, kin, cooperative, 
and coalitional value, see Sugiyama, 2015). Further met-
rics already exist for tracking an individual’s impact within 
a specific occupational field. For example, in academia, 
a researcher’s work is evaluated in terms of the number 
of citations, or indices such as the h- or i10-index (e.g., 
Minasny et al., 2013). The holistic, descriptive construct 
of capital proposed here attempts to integrate such indices, 
further characteristics, behaviour, and concrete outcomes, 
from both private and professional domains relevant in 
terms of implicitly striving for high evolutionary fitness. 
One implication of this conceptualisation is that theoreti-
cally every behaviour of a given individual and every inter-
action between individuals can be evaluated and framed in 
terms of capital, with an individual involved either gaining 
or losing capital, being eventually positively or negatively 
related to one’s evolutionary fitness (though effects may 
only be minimal for most single acts, of course). Conse-
quently, this provides one answer to the question posed by 
Tooby and colleagues (2008) asking, “from an evolutionary 
perspective, what is social interaction for? What problems 
of survival, reproduction, and fitness promotion do indi-
viduals face when they live socially […]?” (p. 256). Fol-
lowing the proposed construct of capital, social interactions 
are a platform for evaluating people, their characteristics 
and behaviour. In each social interaction, subtle behaviours 
signalling approval or disapproval can be detected. From 
an evolutionary perspective, the problems or challenges 
for individuals are to gain and maintain capital in social 
interactions (e.g., attention, approval, positive evaluation, 
which should lead to, amongst others, a higher social status, 
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a larger accumulation of resources, for example, by attain-
ing a greater occupational success, including social sup-
port when rearing children). All these factors should in the 
long-term and on average facilitate reproductive success 
and evolutionary fitness.

Situations as Opportunities to Gain Capital 
and Platforms of Evaluation

Relatedly, situations can be broadly conceptualised as oppor-
tunities (or platforms) to gain capital. By mastering chal-
lenges and threats people can accumulate capital in differ-
ent domains (e.g., attracting a mate, gaining social status, 
extracting resources from others). How a given individual 
copes with environmental threats and challenges and eventu-
ally attains (or loses) capital depends strongly on situational 
factors (including characteristics of other people involved) 
and the individual’s trait and state variables (including per-
sonality, health; for a similar account focussing on motives 
see Kenrick et al., 2010; for a similar discussion of personal-
ity and individual differences in the context of environments 
framed as adaptive problems see Buss, 2009b). Such indi-
vidual decisions can be described under the umbrella of life 
history theory, with the baseline assumption that resources 
are limited and consequently there are trade-offs of how vari-
ous resources are allocated (see above and Del Giudice et al., 
2015). How these trade-offs are resolved in specific situa-
tions can be evaluated in terms of an individual’s gained cap-
ital, strongly influenced by personal and contextual factors.

To render such a conceptualisation non-arbitrary, the spe-
cific threats and challenges of situations need to be defined, 
as well as the exact outcomes which are achieved in each sit-
uation (Buss, 2009a). While the former has been already dis-
cussed by Buss (2009a, 2009b) and situations were defined 
by adaptive problems which humans are confronted with fre-
quently (e.g., attracting and retaining a mate, forming coali-
tions with peers, defending one’s group from external threats 
such as outgroups), as yet there seems to lack an integrative 
and holistic way of assessing outcomes for such adaptive 
problems beyond the broad concept of evolutionary fitness. 
The facets of capital fill this gap by more directly connecting 
everyday challenges, behaviours, and their outcomes with 
evolutionary fitness, by adding a descriptive level of out-
comes in-between. In such a framework, situations consti-
tute opportunities to gain and maintain capital. Future work 
could in more detail analyse the relationship among specific 
situational challenges and affected facets of capital.

A related conjecture is that situations, their character-
istics, and people within a particular situation function as 
facilitators of evaluation, in that they enable individuals to 
display, gain, and maintain capital (manifested as its facets) 
as well as to evaluate it in other people. The idea is that 

aspects of a situation or environment, which may include 
(the characteristics and behaviour of) other people present, 
trigger the presentation and assessment of a focal indi-
vidual’s characteristics and behaviour as facets of capital. 
Objective stimuli like music or a photo camera enrich situa-
tions and may hence trigger the evaluation of people’s char-
acteristics and behaviour. Music generally activates people 
(e.g., Ball, 2010), may in certain contexts motivate people to 
dance, through which people’s physical and potentially fur-
ther characteristics (e.g., personality traits, Fink et al., 2012; 
Hugill et al., 2011) become more salient. A photo camera 
and similar recording devices enable people to (implicitly 
or explicitly) demonstrate with whom and how they would 
like to be associated, for example, in social gatherings. Such 
recordings can be presented to other people (e.g., via social 
media), further fostering the evaluation of people, particu-
larly in facets of capital like their social status, received 
attention, and representation, which may eventually impact 
their mating and reproductive success, and consequently fit-
ness. For example, social media like WhatsApp, Twitter, 
Facebook, or TikTok may be seen as platforms for evalua-
tion, providing situations in which people have the oppor-
tunity of showcasing their (favourable) traits, abilities, but 
also preferences and attitudes, which in turn are perceived 
and evaluated by peers. These evaluations are quantified in 
terms of likes, referrals, or shares, which relate to facets of 
capital such as influence, representation, status, and mating 
success, and in the long run should predict reproductive suc-
cess and evolutionary fitness. Finally, other people present 
on such platforms (e.g., social media, photos, or situations 
where music is played) elicit and mediate the revealing of 
people’s characteristics, behaviour, and hence their evalua-
tion, and thus may also be seen as facilitators of evaluation. 
The extent of an individual’s influence on other people’s 
evaluation may be determined by their characteristics such 
as extraversion, in that more extraverted people are socially 
more salient, assertive, and hence trigger more and stronger 
opportunities for evaluating other people on these platforms. 
In future theorising and research, this conjecture of situa-
tions as platforms of evaluating people and potential impli-
cations need to be elaborated and specified.

A further possibility of framing human characteristics, 
behaviour, and outcomes based on the concept of capital 
is in terms of returns on investment (e.g., Frank, 2011). 
Individual differences in characteristics, behaviour, and 
outcomes (as facets of capital) would constitute the invest-
ment, which should in the long term result in differences in 
reproductive success and consequential inclusive fitness (the 
returns). Thus, it would need to be established for each facet 
of capital to what extent a certain degree of investment in 
this facet would lead to returns as (long-term) reproductive 
success and inclusive fitness. A (theoretically) suitable unit 
for quantifying the returns would be the number of surviving 
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offspring or a measure of genetic representation in future 
generations (Coulson et al., 2006; Orr, 2009; Sear et al., 
2007; for a measure of investment see capital scales below).

In turn, it may follow that not only can people, their char-
acteristics, and outcomes be evaluated, but also that people 
are constantly evaluating other people as well as behavioural 
opportunities and available choices in their environment in 
terms of potential to gain and maintain capital. Presumably, 
this mostly happens implicitly and unconsciously. Examples 
of targets of such evaluation include romantic partners on 
the mating market (“Does (s)he meet my expected level of 
mate value? Or is (s)he even too attractive so that I had 
to fear intense competition?”), potential peers as friends 
and allies (whom to bond with and whom to avoid, see 
also Cottrell et al., 2007; Krems & Conroy-Beam, 2020), 
or job options (e.g., earning potential, working conditions). 
This may involve third parties, for example, when someone 
reveals to friends a new romantic partner, and these friends 
ask for a photo of the new partner, to be able to assess the 
partner’s attractiveness, which would in turn indicate part of 
the focal person’s capital.

Psychometric Assessment of Capital

Effects of individual traits and outcomes on fitness (corre-
lates) are mostly negligible and hardly reliable (e.g., Nettle, 
2005; Smith & Blumstein, 2008). An advantage of the con-
cept of capital is that combined and cumulative effects of all 
facets, integrated into one capital variable, should be more 
reliably detectable than single effects. This is because add-
ing up small individual effects should lead to a larger overall 
effect, which can then be pinpointed reliably. Such a combi-
nation of facets forms the new variable capital which allows 
to more accurately quantify and measure effects on fitness 
(correlates).

For a theoretical framework, it is important to be empiri-
cally testable to allow the definition and investigation of 
hypotheses (Brüne, 2002, see Table 1 for a list of specific 
hypotheses to test and refine the concept of capital). One 
way to quantify effects of (facets of) capital and hence to 
empirically test the suggested framework is to formulate 
and test point hypotheses (e.g., Witte & Zenker, 2017). For 
illustration purposes, the following shows a compensatory 
model mapping combined and additive effects of (hypotheti-
cally independent) facets of capital on fitness (correlates):

F = a × A + b × B + c × C … + e (where F is fitness (cor-
relate); a, b, c, … are parameter weights for the facets; e is 
error; and A, B, C, … are parameters for the capital facets; 
capital facets should be z-standardised, and signed parameter 
weights should add up to 1; please note that in this simplified 
model, non-additive effects, such as negative interactions 

due to trade-offs, were left aside and would need to be con-
sidered in more refined models).

A compensatory hypothesis for the facets of capital can 
be tested by assuming a certain correlation between facets 
and subsequently predicting a regression line. For exam-
ple, decreasing the parameter weight for one facet (e.g., 
income) may increase the parameter weight for another 
facet (e.g., physical attractiveness), keeping the value for 
fitness constant (compensatory model). A point hypothesis 
for the strength of the correlation between two facets based 
on z-standardised regression weights would be expressed as 
follows: z1 = r1,2 × z2. This equation provides a way of ren-
dering the theoretical conceptualisation of capital empiri-
cally testable, and consequently of assessing how facets of 
capital could be combined and weighted to predict fitness 
(correlates). This equation could be used to test further 
hypotheses, such as sex differences on differential influences 
of capital facets on fitness (correlates; for point hypotheses 
and theory development see also Lakens et al., 2018).

One way to empirically examine the utility of introducing 
the abstract concept of capital is a procedure that determines 
and compares the model fit of different models (Kievit et al., 
2011). Applied to the conceptualisation described in this 
article, a model including manifest facets of capital, a latent 
capital variable, and (pragmatically) a correlate of evolution-
ary fitness (e.g., reproductive success, Sear et al., 2007) as 
a dependent variable could be created. As a first step, the 
fit of this initial model would tell us whether the concept of 
capital could be integrated in a model of human character-
istics, behaviour, and outcomes as predictors of (a correlate 
of) evolutionary fitness. Secondly, the inclusion of the latent 
capital variable’s effects and resulting model fit could be 
examined. Thirdly and finally, model fit could be compared 
to a model completely excluding the latent capital variable. 
Given the model fit is at least as good when including the 
latent capital variable, compared to when excluding it, it 
can be concluded that at least psychometrically (in terms 
of model fit) the concept of capital is a useful addition to 
investigating pathways from human characteristics, behav-
iour, and outcomes to fitness (correlates).

Capital Scales

One way to explicitly quantify and measure the amount of 
capital an individual has gained would be to develop and 
administer a questionnaire, including self- and informant-
reports as well as objective measures. This could come in 
two versions, firstly assessing people’s motivation to gain 
and maintain capital (facets), and secondly their attained 
overall capital (for each, including both abstract and more 
concrete facets). I will start by outlining concrete facets 
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which would need to be included in such a capital scale, 
and first concerning an individual’s attained capital. Cru-
cially, the number of (surviving) children and grandchildren 
constitute a main indicator of an individual’s evolutionary 
fitness and should be weighted strongly in such a capital 
scale. In case an individual has not reached the end of repro-
ductive lifespan (menopause in women at around 50 years 
of age, towards the end of their overall lifespan for men, 
Harris et al., 2011; te Velde & Pearson, 2002), a correlate 
measure such as mating success (e.g., number of sexual part-
ners in the last year, Hill et al., 2013) could be employed, 
which is moderately strongly related to reproductive suc-
cess (Puts et al., 2015). Moreover, since evolutionary fitness 
also depends on the survival and reproductive success of an 
individual’s offspring, and (especially female) attractiveness 
is beneficial in terms of sexual selection (e.g., Arnocky & 
Vaillancourt, 2017; Barber, 1995), it would be reasonable 
to include measures of one’s partner’s and offspring’s social 
status, health, physical attractiveness, and potentially also 
intelligence as predictors of reproductive success. Further 
characteristics which would augment eventual evolutionary 
fitness are resources such as monetary income and fortune 
(Hopcroft, 2006; see Barthold et al., 2012 for a discussion of 
a potential sex difference), social status (Adler et al., 2000; 
Hopcroft, 2006), and certain personality traits and physical 
characteristics (e.g., embodied capital, see above, Kaplan 
et al., 2003; Lalumiere et al., 2005; for an investigation of 
seven dimensions of personality pathology on reproduc-
tive success see Vall et al., 2016; for associations between 
personality traits and different mating strategies see Strouts 
et al., 2017). Assessments of personality traits and physi-
cal characteristics could not only be conducted using self-
reports but augmented by informant-reports, such as from 
acquaintances (Vazire, 2006).

As outlined above, more abstract facets encompass hav-
ing an influence over others, being represented, and receiv-
ing attention. These could be assessed as subjective meas-
ures of social status (framed as prestige and dominance, 
e.g., using the MacArthur scale of subjective social status, 
Adler et al., 2000; peer-reported popularity, Hymel et al., 
2011) or quantifying the amount of attention an individual 
receives in social interaction or (social) media (including 
Facebook, Twitter, TikTok, and Instagram, counting “likes” 
and “retweets”). Social influence could also be framed in 
terms of assuming leadership roles in social groups or 
being engaged in volunteering. Moreover, an individual’s 
acquaintances could report on their influence and the amount 
of attention received in groups in which they are involved 
(e.g., Anderson et al., 2008). Abstract facets should only be 
assessed in conjunction with the more concrete facets of 
capital. The abstract facets may not be meaningful by them-
selves, because abstract facets can be considered manifesta-
tions of some of the concrete capital facets. For example, 

the amount of positively valued representation and attention 
(while partialling out negatively valued attention) a person 
has and receives should be predicted by personality and 
related traits, such as dominance, extraversion, and physi-
cal attractiveness, or skills and abilities (whether in arts, or 
social skills to be able to relate to other people).

Secondly, to assess people’s motivation to gain capital (fac-
ets), similar dimensions as above would be rephrased in terms 
of an individual’s willingness to strive towards outcomes as 
facets of capital. Sample items would be the following: “How 
many children are you willing or planning to have?”, “Which 
highest level of education are you willing to strive for (below 
A levels, A levels, University degree, Ph.D.)?”, “What are 
your career ambitions (e.g., with the categories not working, 
employed, in a lower-level leadership position, in a top-level 
leadership position)?”, “What salary (per year) are you aiming 
for at the peak of your career?”, “How much time and effort 
are you willing to invest in your health (e.g., doing sports 
and following a healthy nutrition?”, or “How much time and 
effort are you willing to invest in your physical attractiveness 
(sports, fashion, beauty products)?” (e.g., on Likert scales 
from 1 = not/nothing at all to 7 = very much). In addition, such 
specific items could be enriched by further available scales on  
people’s motivation, like the Unified Motive Scales (Schönbrodt  
& Gerstenberg, 2012).

While such a scale assessing people’s motivation may have 
some predictive validity for eventually attained overall capital, 
the association may only be moderate in size, however. This 
is because it may be hard for people to predict their actual life 
outcomes in domains such as health or reproductive success 
since these are at least partly beyond personal control (i.e., a 
person may be willing and planning to have many children 
and wishes to have some grandchildren later on as well, but 
their partner may think fewer children are enough, and these 
children in turn may not reproduce for personal or contextual 
reasons, beyond general biases such as self-serving biases and 
self-deception, e.g., von Hippel et al., 2005).

An important question surrounds the issue of how these 
components should be weighted to form one holistic indi-
cator of attained capital. The measure of an individual’s 
mating success should be weighted heavily since it is 
robustly related to reproductive success (e.g., Puts et al., 
2015), which constitutes a main component of evolutionary 
fitness (in terms of the contribution to next generations’ 
gene pools, Fisher, 1915; Orr, 2009). When weighing the 
influence of capital facets moderating variables need to 
be considered. For example, the association between mat-
ing and reproductive success has been shown to differ by 
sex (with a stronger correlation in men, e.g., Jokela et al., 
2010) and cross-culturally depending on fertility rates, 
access to contraception, and polygyny (e.g., von Rueden 
& Jaeggi, 2016). As a further example on sex differences, 
in both mate attraction and intrasexual selection, men 
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typically engage in more overt competition (e.g., Hill et al., 
2017; Kordsmeyer et al., 2018), whereas women use epi-
gamic displays (enhancing their appearance) and indirect 
aggression (e.g., gossiping, excluding rivals, Arnocky & 
Vaillancourt, 2017). Hence, in line with extant knowledge 
social status and dominance in men and physical attractive-
ness in women should be weighted more strongly (see also 
Kanazawa & Savage, 2009).

Ethical Considerations

When such scales would be applied to assessing people and 
quantifying their attained capital or motivation to gain capital 
(facets) ethical considerations are crucial. For instance, people 
could be discriminated against depending on their attained 
capital, so that those lower in capital would suffer from lim-
ited rights and freedom. In case a large-scale assessment of 
individuals’ attained capital would find consistent group dif-
ferences it needs to be assured that cultural or ethnic group-
ings with on average lower attained capital are not discrimi-
nated against. Potential detrimental consequences and risks 
need to be discussed and possibly policies implemented so 
that such a construct would not be misused for discrimination.

Inter‑individual differences in which facets 
of capital are pursued, and how

Scales on people’s attained capital and their motivation to gain 
capital (facets) would also tap into inter-individual differences 
in striving for capital facets and eventual achievements. Inter-
individual differences in striving for and in attained capital 
should be influenced by an individual’s characteristics, experi-
ences, resources, and resulting biases and preferences. Tooby 
and colleagues (2008) proposed internal regulatory variables 
at work (as mentioned above), a computational architecture 
regulating approach and avoidance behaviours with an indi-
vidual’s brain computing the value of objects and subjects of 
interest. Life history theory is a suitable theoretical framework 
to explain both inter- and intra-individual differences, con-
sidering personal resources, characteristics, and contextual 
factors (e.g., environmental stability, Simpson et al., 2011). 
In the following, some examples of characteristics regarding 
inter-individual differences in indirectly striving for and attain-
ing capital are discussed.

First, there should be sex differences in which facets of 
capital are pursued, and how. A straightforward example 
are mate preferences and mate choice. Whereas men seek 
a physically attractive, youthful partner (presumably as 
indicators of fertility and fecundability), women prefer a 
dominant, high-status male partner with a large amount of 
resources (e.g., Buss, 1989). Moreover, men tend to show 

a stronger focus on sexual and women more on nurturing 
goals (Kesebir et al., 2010). As a consequence of sexual 
dimorphism in reproductively relevant characteristics and 
behaviours (e.g., gamete size, female gestation, and lacta-
tion, differential parental care) it has been suggested that 
female sexuality is more valued compared to male sexu-
ality, since the former represents a more limited resource 
(see Baumeister & Vohs, 2004 for a discussion of how 
female but not male sexuality is endowed with values such 
as virginity, fidelity, and chastity on a marketplace of het-
erosexual couples; for instance, virginity is seen as a value 
for females but a stigma for men; for a consideration of 
age as a moderating variable on reproductive and marriage 
market value see Low, 2017). Generally, this perspective of 
ascribing value may help in understanding why sexuality 
is highly moralised in many, if not most, societies across 
the world (e.g., Brickell, 2009). With sexual behaviours 
there are large amounts of capital at stake (with subsequent 
responsibilities for both men and women; mainly assessed 
as number of children as a facet of capital), so that people 
are especially attentive and sensitive when evaluating these.

Two main dimensions of human social behaviour and 
personality may explain a large amount of variation in 
inter-individual differences in striving for capital facets, 
agency (also referred to as dominance) and communion 
(or nurturance, love, warmth, e.g., Wiggins, 1982). The 
underlying assumption and a hypothesis of this article is 
that all people (at least unconsciously and indirectly) strive 
to attain and maintain capital, but some do so more via the 
agency (manifested as getting ahead, gaining influence, 
power, Turan et al., 2014) and others more via the commun-
ion route (getting along with and relating to others, Turan 
et al., 2014). Take one abstract facet of capital, achieving 
a large influence. While it is obvious how individuals high 
in agency are striving for and may be succeeding to gain 
influence (see Anderson & Kilduff, 2009 for a discussion of 
the effect of dominance on influence in groups), the case is 
not so clear for communion. Instead of trying to dominate 
and (explicitly) manipulate and influence others, people high 
in communion would achieve their (latent) goal of having 
an influence by connecting with and sometimes (covertly) 
manipulating others and impacting through their relation-
ships with others (see von Rueden et al., 2015 for a similar 
reasoning on embodied capital and prosocial behavioural 
strategies). Which strategy an individual follows depends on 
other characteristics and available resources (e.g., sex, age, 
attractiveness, intelligence, formidability). The chosen strat-
egy in interaction with characteristics and resources partly 
determines an individual’s attained capital. For example, 
some people can afford to get ahead and dominate others 
and are still liked (respected and accepted in their group), 
whereas others try to get ahead too much (considering their 
skills and resources) and are thus rejected by peers. Hence, 
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people with fewer resources and poorer skills should attain 
more capital by focussing on getting along with others (com-
munion), whereas people with large amounts of resources 
and better skills will gain more capital by attempting to get 
ahead (agency). Both dimensions can be assessed (e.g., as 
personality traits using the Revised Interpersonal Adjective 
Scale, Wiggins et al., 1988) and related to overall attained 
capital as well as concrete and abstract facets (employing 
a capital scale), to elucidate inter-individual differences in 
pathways to capital.

Further (personality) traits, states, motivations, and avail-
able resources may explain inter-individual differences in 
indirectly striving for and gaining capital. For example, an 
individual’s intelligence may predict to what extent one 
focuses on biological (such as a large number of offspring) 
or cultural facets of capital (e.g., political representation) 
potentially mediated by years of formal education. For 
example, in a longitudinal study following participants with 
above-average US-American SAT scores for more than three 
decades, individual differences in cognitive abilities pre-
dicted attained status (occupation and related aspects, such 
as patents and secured funding, Kell et al., 2013). Hence, 
personality characteristics can help to elucidate how and 
why individuals differ in pursuing specific facets of capital 
and which strategies they employ striving for these. Moreo-
ver, there is evidence of significant correlations between 
certain personality traits and other characteristics of a given 
individual. A potential mechanism is referred to as person-
ality recalibration, which suggests that more attractive or 
formidable people tend to be more extraverted since they 
can afford to be more demanding and assertive in relation-
ships (e.g., Lukaszewski & Roney, 2011; but see von Borell 
et al., 2019 for mostly null-findings on associations between 
attractiveness, physical strength, and extraversion). Thus, 
overall, there is evidence that people who seem to have the 
highest potential of accumulating capital tend to do so actu-
ally. Moreover, beyond personality characteristics, genetic 
and epigenetic factors may play a role in inter-individual 
differences in capital preferences (for a study on genetic 
influences on value orientations see Kandler et al., 2016).

What is missing in the literature so far are studies on asso-
ciations of the more abstract facets influence, representation, 
and attention with reproductive (or mating) success (but see 
above for findings on effects of status and prestige), which 
may also be seen as understudied fitness components (see 
above). These could be assessed using self- and informant-
reports and then related to reproductive success (ideally at 
the end of an individual’s reproductive lifespan).

Moreover, on a slightly different level there are character-
istics (mostly feelings and personality states) that may func-
tion as indicators of an individual’s attained capital, such as 
happiness, satisfaction, and self-esteem. These associations 
should strongly depend on an individual’s personal ambition 

(which in turn should be positively related to one’s avail-
able resources, such as embodied capital), in that individuals 
with higher ambition should feel the same level of happi-
ness, satisfaction, and self-esteem only at higher levels of 
attained capital, compared to someone with lower ambition. 
Happiness, satisfaction, and self-esteem may be bidirection-
ally linked with human motives (Lyubomirsky & Boehm, 
2010), in that they simultaneously signal the fulfilment of 
motives (in terms of attained capital in its various facets) and 
drive pursuing these as reward mechanisms (Lyubomirsky 
et al., 2005). Lyubomirsky and Boehm (2010) mention one 
exception, in that happiness is not directly and positively 
linked with parenthood. Here and in other studies, having 
and raising children may not be associated with increased 
happiness in the short term, but rather with long-term satis-
faction and life fulfilment (Angeles, 2010; Lyubomirsky & 
Boehm, 2010).

Context‑Dependence of Striving for Facets 
of Capital

Beyond inter-individual differences in (striving for) capi-
tal facets, an important question surrounds the issue of how 
the exact facets of capital humans pursue manifest and dif-
fer across contexts (for a similar perspective on social capital 
theory see Kanazawa, 2001; Savage & Kanazawa, 2004), such 
as different cultures and societies (e.g., collectivistic versus 
individualistic cultures, Hofstede, 1991). The primary facets 
of capital people strive for certainly differ depending on vari-
ous contextual factors, such as socially shared experiences or 
environmental and political variables (Kesebir et al., 2010) 
as well as further characteristics and striving. Moreover, the 
way in which an individual’s attained capital is related to evo-
lutionary fitness should be influenced by cultural and social 
factors (e.g., which kinds of behaviours are approved/rewarded 
or rejected/punished). However, analysing in detail cultural and 
societal factors influencing human striving for capital facets 
and the relationship between attained capital and fitness would 
go beyond the scope of this article. At least it should be noted 
that a group’s norms and laws provide boundary conditions 
affecting the ways in which its members indirectly strive for 
and attain capital and subsequently fitness. Because most of 
the studies cited here were conducted in contemporary, indus-
trialised Western societies, the examples and effects proposed 
most likely are (more) valid in these kinds of societies (also 
referred to as WEIRD people, Henrich et al., 2010). The socio-
economic system prevalent in a society influences the approved 
forms of (and ways of striving for) capital facets. For example, 
monetary income and fortune as a main concrete facet of capi-
tal should especially be prevalent in capitalistic societies. Thus, 
the way in which individuals strive for capital facets and attain 
capital, and which facets of capital they pursue, depends on 
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both inter-individual differences and contextual factors, such 
as socio-cultural variables.

Transmission of Capital

From an evolutionary standpoint, a crucial question is that of 
transmission, that is, how exactly is attained capital passed 
onto future generations? Partly, the propensity to gain and 
maintain capital should be propagated to future generations 
via natural selection, in that heritable components of traits 
that augment the attainment of capital (e.g., intelligence, 
physical attractiveness, dominance, health) are selected for 
under environmental and social selection pressures (Darwin, 
1859; Kosova et al., 2010). Moreover, sexual selection in 
terms of competition with conspecifics for mates and mate 
choice by opposite-sex members, for example, based on 
attractive traits which may support offspring’s likelihood of 
future reproduction, may play a role as well (e.g., Puts, 2016; 
Schaller et al., 2010). Concerning facets of capital, men 
with higher embodied capital and dominance may achieve 
higher reproductive success, partly attributable to female 
mate choice for high-status, dominant men (von Rueden & 
Jaeggi, 2016). Beyond genetic transmission, there likely is 
an influence of epigenetic mechanisms in the passing on of 
capital to future generations (e.g., Kenrick et al., 2010). Both 
detrimental (e.g., chronic stressors) and beneficial influences 
(e.g., social support) may transmit to offspring and affect 
their chances of attaining and maintaining capital. Moreo-
ver, genetic and non-genetic cultural transmission may inter-
act, termed gene-culture coevolution or niche-construction 
(Laland et al., 2000; Richerson & Boyd, 2005). For example, 
natural and sexual selection are embedded in social and cul-
tural settings, whereas cultural activities are constrained and 
promoted by genetic factors (e.g., Gintis, 2011). Applying 
this to the concept of capital, attained capital in facets in 
the cultural domain (e.g., social status, influence, or atten-
tion) may augment success in genetic transmission (e.g., 
reproductive success) while at the same time genetic factors 
(e.g., heritable personality traits) may enhance or restrict 
cultural achievements. Thus, the concept of capital and its 
facets can be applied to different levels of genetic and non-
genetic transmission, and further theorising and research 
are required to understand the different processes and their 
relationships more accurately.

Further Discussion and Limitations

One crucial characteristic of psychological theories and 
hypotheses is falsifiability; that is, they are defined to be 
refutable (Popper, 1959). While the herein proposed con-
struct of capital and its facets may not be easily falsifiable 
in terms of predicting evolutionary fitness (since directly 

measuring the latter according to the above-mentioned defi-
nition is difficult; for a discussion of fitness measures see for 
example Benton & Grant, 2000; Orr, 2009), it certainly is 
falsifiable when employing a correlate measure of evolution-
ary fitness like reproductive success (number of children, 
and possibly of grandchildren, at the end of reproductive 
lifespan, Sear et al., 2007). However, effects of some of the 
mentioned predictor variables (e.g., personality traits, attrac-
tiveness) can be expected to be rather weak over a few gen-
erations only, and that a significant effect on fitness would 
only emerge after several generations (i.e., more extraverted 
or more attractive individuals may not have a larger num-
ber of children, but these children’s future offspring should 
have a greater rate of survival and reproduction, on average; 
for effects of personality traits on reproductive success over 
two generations see Međedović et al., 2018). Still, relating 
attained capital and its facets to reproductive success over 
one (or ideally two or more) generation should already result 
in, at least small, positive associations (based on evidence 
outlined above; see above for a discussion of a psychometric 
assessment of capital, its facets and associations with fitness 
correlates).

An overall index of capital as a combination of its fac-
ets should be positively related to long-term reproductive 
success and evolutionary fitness. It can hence be positioned 
one level below the latter, connecting fitness with everyday 
behaviour and outcomes, and functioning as an indicator of 
adaptiveness (Fig. 1).

An important qualification is that people are not con-
stantly overtly striving for capital facets (e.g., Peterson & 
Park, 2010). Relevant here is the principle of least effort 
(Clark, 1996) which suggests that people try to be “just 
good enough” and to complete a task “just soon enough,” 
presumably to save energy and resources. This implies that 
not each and every single act can be evaluated in terms of 
directly being related to gaining and maintaining capital fac-
ets, but rather that an individual’s behaviour must be seen 
holistically over a longer time frame since people strive for 
efficiency which may come across as laziness (see also  
Ackerman & Bargh, 2010).

Further Applications and Implications

An implication of the concept of capital may be that people 
are selected to be biased to attending to situations and people 
high in capital facets (e.g., prestigious or attractive people or 
those with unusual characteristics, unexpected social hap-
penings, and dangerous situations like accidents or interper-
sonal conflict), since acquiring such knowledge and informa-
tion is inherently adaptive (Bruner & Goodman, 1947, see 
also above). Perceived (facets of) capital of interaction part-
ners or situations may subsequently activate evolutionarily 
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shaped needs and motivate behaviours (e.g., Neuberg et al., 
2005). This bias in perception may be functional in vari-
ous ways, for example, in social learning from successful 
(high-status) individuals, but also in trying to avoid appar-
ently unsuccessful behaviour or outcomes. Moreover, such 
a bias may support people in gathering socially valuable 
information (e.g., on relevant socio-cultural news or facts) 
which in turn could help people bond with others (i.e., form 
friendships, coalitions, and romantic relationships). Further 
research should try to investigate such a bias in more detail, 
for instance, using methodologies from research on atten-
tional biases (e.g., dot-probe detection task, Townshend & 
Duka, 2001) and examining emotional states as potential 
processes (e.g., Ketelaar & Tung Au, 2003).

Another straightforward application would concern peo-
ple’s job satisfaction. A central influence on people’s satis-
faction at work is how self-determined they feel, how much 
control they perceive to be able to exert over their situation 
at work, also referred to as having an internal locus of con-
trol (e.g., Judge & Bono, 2001). This is in line with people 
striving to gain and maintain capital facets, such as having 
an influence. The increased satisfaction could be parsimoni-
ously explained by people’s emotions and affects rewarding 
behaviours supportive in gaining capital. If an employee’s 
(or self-employed person’s, or any other worker’s, for that 
matter) job tasks and responsibilities allow them to have 
an influence (leading to social attention, monetary success 
like turnover, or acquired customer relations) job satisfaction 
should accordingly be higher compared to jobs in which they 
are restricted in the potential to have influence. This should 
in turn interact with characteristics and skills, with a better 
person-environment fit (Kristof-Brown & Guay, 2011) in 
terms of personal characteristics, job tasks, and responsi-
bilities leading to higher job satisfaction, partly attributable 
to higher gained influence. Similar reasoning may be appli-
cable to people’s satisfaction with their personal relation-
ships. If someone perceives that their interaction partner is 
open for suggestions and responsive to actions and behav-
iour, this may improve relationship satisfaction, potentially 
based on the fulfilled need of having an influence. On the 
other hand, if someone seems completely unaffected by an 
interaction partner’s suggestions and behaviours, this would 
likely reduce relationship intensity and quality (at least over 
multiple occasions). Overall, gaining influence, whether in 
a professional or private setting, is a central (not necessarily 
conscious) aim and should strongly relate to people’s satis-
faction in different contexts.

A further application of this proposal of human striving 
for capital facets concerns criminal behaviour (cf. Savage 
& Kanazawa, 2002 for a social capital theoretical perspec-
tive on criminal behaviour). Though criminal behaviour is 

legally and socially rejected and often formally punished in 
most, if not all, societies, its prevalence is still high around 
the globe (e.g., Statista, 2018). The conceptualisation of 
capital enables to frame criminality as an alternative strat-
egy of trying to gain capital, which may well be success-
ful dependent on contextual factors (such as environmental 
instability, prevalence of other criminals in a given popula-
tion, e.g., Figueredo et al., 2011). It has already been pro-
posed and found empirically that criminal behaviour may 
function as an alternative mating strategy marked by low 
parental investment (Yao et al., 2014). In this study using 
population registers overall encompassing nearly five mil-
lion people, criminal offenders achieved a higher reproduc-
tive success relative to non-criminals, partly explicable by 
having children from multiple partners. Criminal offend-
ers may thus (implicitly) still aim for the ultimate goal of 
high evolutionary fitness, while employing different strate-
gies and focussing on different facets of capital compared 
to non-offenders, potentially in interaction with their spe-
cific personality traits, other characteristics, and available 
resources (e.g., neurological deficits or unstable childhood, 
Raine et al., 1996). Examples of capital facets which crimi-
nal offenders may strive for primarily include accumulating 
large amounts of money (amongst others for mate attrac-
tion), occupying a specific niche in terms of prestige and 
social status (amongst fellow criminals), a large quantity of 
offspring (Yao et al., 2014), and in some cases formidability 
(to threaten rivals or potential victims). Some of these are 
captured by a fast life-history strategy (e.g., Dunkel et al., 
2013). Regarding the more abstract facets of capital, crimi-
nal offenders may similarly strive for influence (on other 
people, including victims, which are often close relatives or 
friends) and being represented (receiving attention), only 
employing different strategies than non-offenders. This pro-
posal of capital helps to elucidate why prison sentences are 
such a strong punishment. An imprisoned person is highly 
restricted in opportunities of gaining capital, because one is 
only allowed to act within the limits of the prison and not to 
follow regular, self-chosen work and only rarely to interact 
with peers or family. Thus, the proposed concept of capital 
with its facets provides a straightforward way of describing 
the aims and outcomes of criminal offenders’ alternative 
behavioural strategies. Understanding criminals’ behaviour 
as striving for influence, representation, and attention may 
help in improving intervention programmes, for example, by 
supporting them in achieving their aims using socially more 
acceptable behaviours.

Finally, this conceptualisation of human striving for cap-
ital facets may have implications for how politicians and 
policymakers, amongst others, react to and intervene in cur-
rent crises, such as Europe’s migration crisis or (purportedly 
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human-made) global climate change. It is important to rec-
ognise that humans are striving for prevalent and relevant 
facets of capital, and that interventions should not try to 
restrict this, but attempt to steer humans striving towards 
facets of capital that are more sustainable, healthier for both 
environment and society (e.g., for alternatives to the capi-
talist growth economy see Paech, 2012). Hence, instead of 
trying to undermine striving for the accumulation of capi-
tal, interventions could aim at promoting more sustainable 
kinds of capital. Examples may include promoting electric 
cars (assuming they would be environmentally friendlier if 
entirely running on renewable energy) as status symbols and 
hence indicators of capital, or shortening minimum working 
hours in order to enable people to focus on socio-cultural 
instead of commercial facets of capital.

Suggestions for Future Research

As this article provides a first conceptualisation of the idea 
of assessing human characteristics, behaviour, and out-
comes in terms of capital and its more concrete and more 
abstract facets, future empirical and theoretical studies 
should attempt to flesh out details (see Table 1 for a list of 
specific predictions as a basis for empirically testing and 
refining the concept). For example, the two capital scales 
(on striving for capital facets and attained capital) could 
be constructed and validated within different socio-cultural 
contexts. Associations between these two measures (in 
terms of predictive validity of motivation to attain capital 
facets for eventually attained capital facets) or with purport-
edly convergent and divergent constructs (e.g., physiologi-
cal measures, such as testosterone levels, e.g., Eisenegger 
et al., 2011) to assess construct validity could be investi-
gated. Moreover, unique predictive validity (beyond exist-
ing measures of human motives, goals, and outcomes) could 
be assessed by examining relationships between measures 
of the facets of capital and correlates of evolutionary fitness 
(ideally long-term reproductive success). The latter would 
also provide insights into how the facets should be weighted 
concerning their prediction of overall capital and eventu-
ally inclusive fitness. Such studies could be performed on 
individuals towards the end of their reproductive lifespan in 
a cross-sectional design or preferably longitudinally, assess-
ing outcomes in terms of reproductive success predicted by 
facets of capital measured both decades before (facets like 
embodied capital) and towards the end of an individual’s 
reproductive lifespan (facets such as accumulated wealth, 
number of offspring raised to sexual maturity, offspring 
health, and intelligence).

Conclusion

In this article, the implementation of a new abstract descrip-
tive level is proposed for evaluating human characteristics, 
behaviour, and outcomes, one level below the ultimate aim 
of long-term reproductive success and evolutionary fit-
ness. In particular, human striving can be assessed in terms 
of attained and maintained capital. Capital is an abstract, 
integrative construct, defined by facets grouped into more 
concrete and more abstract characteristics, behaviour, and 
outcomes. More concrete facets include primarily quantifi-
able capital facets such as the number of offspring (raised 
to sexual maturity), embodied capital (e.g., intelligence, 
attractiveness, health, adaptive personality traits), educa-
tion, (objective) social status, and money (income, fortune). 
Abstract facets comprise influence, being represented, and 
receiving attention, and can be measured as (subjective) 
social status, prestige, or assuming socio-cultural roles, for 
example. These facets partly overlap with and extend those 
of social capital according to social capital theory. The main 
conjecture is that a certain combination of facets of capital 
should strongly predict long-term reproductive success and 
hence inclusive fitness. Attained capital may not be strongly 
related to quantitative reproductive success within one gen-
eration, but to reproductive success over many generations. 
One implication is that people’s characteristics, behaviour, 
and outcomes can be evaluated regarding the likelihood 
of increasing success in gaining capital and accordingly 
evolutionary fitness. Moreover, from this perspective situ-
ations can be framed as opportunities to gain capital and 
platforms for evaluating capital. Crucially, further theorising 
and empirical research are required to more precisely define 
capital, its facets, and to test associations with (correlates of) 
reproductive success and inclusive fitness.
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