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Abstract
Human mate choice is a complex, nuanced process that incorporates factors including physical attractiveness, race, culture, 
and social values. Choosing the wrong partner can be a risky and costly affair; hence, mate choosers may copy the choices 
of others to inform their own decisions about the mate quality of a potential partner. This phenomenon is known as mate 
copying (MC). Consistent with previous research methods, the current study presented a sample of 461 Australian women 
with photographic stimuli of target men of one of three races paired with a description of a former female partner evaluating 
the target man either positively or negatively. Racial similarity between participants and the target man was statistically con-
trolled for. As hypothesised, positive evaluations elicited MC whereas negative evaluations elicited mate avoidance. Racial 
similarity was also shown to influence measures of desirability and MC propensity. Results were discussed within the context 
of existing human MC literature, with particular emphasis on exploring how new factors affect the expression of MC intent 
within the Australian female demographic. Recommendations for further research based on these outcomes were also made.
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Introduction

Choosing the right partner can be a risky and arduous (yet 
important) endeavour that is often repeated throughout one’s 
lifetime. For many nonhuman species, a sufficient determi-
nant for choosing a mate is physical quality (Waynforth, 
2007). Such a character suggests genetic fitness which is 
likely to be passed onto any offspring. Thus it is evolutionar-
ily advantageous to romantically align with a mate indicating 
physical quality (Møller & Jennions, 2001). For humans, 
mate choice is more nuanced, where physical attractive-
ness does not necessarily equate to high mate quality (Little 
et al., 2011). Other important determinants of mate value 
for human partner choice include high socio-economic sta-
tus, congruent social and cultural values, and willingness 

to invest in offspring (Lee et al., 2014; Street et al., 2018). 
These qualities are less readily observable than attractive-
ness, thus encouraging partner compatibility testing (dating) 
to determine whether or not a potential mate is suitable. 
However, this is a costly process, so to reduce some of the 
costs associated with dating, humans may copy the romantic 
choices of others in a phenomenon known as mate copying 
(MC; for a review see Anderson & Surbey, 2020). Broadly 
speaking, MC is defined by an increase or decrease in the 
probability of being chosen as a partner based on previous 
selection or rejection as a partner, respectively (Pruett-Jones, 
1992). Importantly, in this definition it is the modification 
(upwards or downwards) which is of consequence.

Though originally observed across various nonhuman 
species, MC theory has been extrapolated to human research 
(Vakirtzis, 2011). However, human MC research has been 
influenced by animal-specific methodological designs that 
have produced inconsistent outcomes, comprising an unsat-
urated body of theoretical literature (Anderson & Surbey, 
2020). Noteworthy here is that studies investigating the 
phenomenon of MC amongst humans typically focus on  
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elevations in desirability/attraction (see Scammell &  
Anderson, 2020).

Direct and Indirect Cues in MC

When MC occurs, information about both the target mate 
and the opposite-sex other is implicitly communicated to 
others. This information can be gleaned from the directly 
observable attributes of each individual in the pair or indi-
rectly cued from the circumstances under which the pairing 
occurred (Bowers et al., 2012). The rationale underpinning 
MC is that there is likely good justification for a mate being 
chosen, avoided, or rejected (Vakirtzis, 2011). MC reduces 
the risks associated with mate selection based solely on 
direct cues such as physical attractiveness, including trans-
mission of infections or selecting a partner who is not com-
mitted to long-term co-habitation or childrearing (Reynolds 
& Gross, 1990; Westneat et al., 2000).

Gender Asymmetry

MC literature disproportionately focuses on women, owing 
in part to the fact that women’s partner preferences tend to 
be less directly observable than men’s (Rodeheffer et al., 
2016). Although physical attractiveness in a prospective 
mate is a relevant cue for both men and women, it is typi-
cally more salient for men (Fales et al., 2016) as they can 
approximate a woman’s fertility based on her youthfulness 
or healthy appearance (Eastwick & Finkel, 2008). Women, 
however, tend to focus on what security or resources a poten-
tial partner can provide for them and any offspring, and also 
value similar cultural worldviews, social and economic sta-
bility, and committed long-term investment to family (Buss 
& Shackelford, 2008). However, these preferred traits are 
difficult to discern through visual observation alone. Hence 
attending to the mate preferences of other women is adap-
tive as it allows women to acquire mate-relevant information 
about prospective partners that would otherwise be costly 
to obtain.

Whilst the adaptive utility of MC amongst women is gen-
erally agreed upon, its existence is conditional and sensitive 
to circumstance. For example, it has been demonstrated that 
the mere presence of an opposite-sex other (typically another 
woman, referred to in this context as the “model”) near a 
target man is sufficient to increase his perceived attractive-
ness (Hill & Buss, 2008). However, many studies reporting 
MC do not clearly specify the relationship between the target 
male and the associated model (Chu, 2012; Hill & Buss, 
2008). Research has shown that women prefer single men 
over men in a relationship (O’Hagen et al., 2003). The omis-
sion of this explicit specification can render MC difficult 
to partition from mate poaching, which is a theoretically 
related but functionally separate mate choice phenomenon 

(Uller & Johansson, 2003; for a discussion see Anderson & 
Surbey, 2020). To investigate MC instead of mate poaching, 
the relationship context between the target man and model 
woman should be clearly established (Anderson & Surbey, 
2020). To minimise any possible conflation, target men in 
the current study are described as having recently (but not 
currently) been in a relationship with the model woman.

It has been shown that the perceived attractiveness of 
a woman associated with the target man also impacts MC. 
A model woman who is considered physically attractive by 
the rater woman and is romantically linked to the target man 
increases his desirability ratings, compared to target men who 
were associated with a model woman considered less attractive 
(Place et al., 2010; Rodeheffer et al., 2016; Waynforth, 2007). 
There is evidence that this effect is stronger if the model is 
described as a former partner of the target rather than either a 
friend or colleague (Yorzinski & Platt, 2010). However, being 
paired with a model that is perceived as unattractive by the 
rater decreases his desirability ratings, leading to mate avoid-
ance (Vakirtzis & Roberts, 2010). In an attempt to remove the 
confounds of model attractiveness and perceived ethnicity (for 
a discussion see Anderson, 2018), no photographic stimuli of 
models will be provided in the current study.

Human MC Research Design

Human research is subject to ethical and logistical limitations 
which can make effective research designs such as naturalis-
tic observation difficult to execute. By incorporating written 
text into designs, researchers have been able to manipulate 
the context surrounding the pairing of a target man and model 
female to examine more nuanced factors that elicit MC. For 
example, a negative evaluation of a target man by a former 
partner can attenuate MC (mate avoidance; Scammell & 
Anderson, 2020). Scammell and Anderson (2020) examined 
the impact of positive and negative partner evaluations using 
short vignettes describing target men written from the per-
spective of former partners. It was demonstrated that “good” 
evaluations or positive social cues associated with the target 
man increased desirability. Similarly, “bad” evaluations or 
negatively associated cues diminished desirability of the tar-
get man. The authors, in a sense, demonstrated both positive 
and negative MC.

Although MC can occur for both intended short-term and 
long-term relationships (Anderson & Surbey, 2020), the 
adaptive value of MC tends to be greater when considering 
a long-term partner (Little et al., 2008; Waynforth, 2007). 
For example, women preferred indirect (unobservable) cues 
of commitment to family over attractive physical features 
when considering a target mate for a long-term relationship 
(Bereczkei et al., 1997). This outcome is consistent with the 
notion that women engage less in MC when pursuing short-
term relationships as information considered valuable in 
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long-term contexts are seen as less important in short-term 
contexts (Waynforth, 2007). Thus the current study asked 
about long-term desirability only.

The Role of Race in MC

Despite offering both direct and indirect information cues 
about the potential romantic compatibility of target man, 
race is a relatively underexplored factor within the context 
of MC. Preferences for racial appearance are underpinned 
by in-group bias, the tendency for many to favour others 
with whom we are familiar or similar to across certain traits 
or domains, and disfavour those whom we perceive as dif-
ferent or unfamiliar (Griffiths & Nesdale, 2006). Several 
studies have suggested that in-group bias begins as early as 
childhood (Aboud, 2003), which is consistent with the idea 
of psychological imprinting, typically to one’s parents and 
their physical traits or characteristics (Little et al., 2003). 
Traits specific to race such as face shape, eye, or hair colour 
observed through prolonged exposure to parents can facili-
tate a child’s preference for those with the same traits later 
in adulthood. This explains the tendency to prefer same-
race others, marked by the prevalence of same-race couples 
(Canlas et al., 2015), higher ratings of facial attractiveness 
of own-race members (Combs & Griffith, 2007), and the 
cross-race effect (Tanaka et al., 2004).

Whilst the impact of race as a direct cue on attractiveness 
and MC can be inferred from theories of in-group bias and 
imprinting, race as an indirect cue is more challenging to 
quantify. Interracial dating and the prevalence of interracial 
couples is steadily rising (Bonam & Shih, 2009), owing to 
growing multicultural populations across major metropoli-
tan cities within Australia and around the world, facilitated 
by the increasing convenience of tourism and international 
travel. This accessibility to racially different others means 
that individuals are exposed to members of other races and 
their cultures at high rates (Zebrowitz et al., 2008).

The ability to accurately differentiate between faces of 
other races increases proportionately with the length of 
exposure to other race faces (Tanaka et al., 2004). Exposure 
also increases the positive ratings of other races, referred 
to as the mere-exposure effect (Zebrowitz et al., 2008) or 
the familiarity attraction principle (Peskin & Newell, 2004; 
Zajonc, 2001). It has also been shown that bias against other 
races decreases with prolonged exposure to that race (Hasler 
et al., 2017). These outcomes suggest that on top of in-group 
preferences, racial preferences are reinforced by prolonged 
interaction with similar or familiar others in combination 
with limited exposure to other groups (Furl et al., 2002). 
Given the impact of race on personal preferences, incorpo-
rating race as a factor in the present study may enable further 

inferences to be drawn in terms of the value race presents 
within the context of MC.

Research Aims and Hypotheses

The present study sought to investigate the existence of MC 
using text-based evaluations offered by a former female part-
ner of a target man. The study also sought to determine the 
influence of race on MC propensity.

It was hypothesised that female raters would increase 
their evaluations about a man’s perceived desirability upon 
learning about positive relationship evaluations (offered by 
a former partner), thus indicating a propensity to mate copy 
(H1a), whereas negative evaluation would lead to a corre-
sponding decrease (mate avoidance, or negative MC; H1b). 
It was also hypothesised that racial similarity between the 
target and participant (as assessed by the participant) would 
influence MC (H2).

Method

Participants

The sample consisted of 461 Australian female participants 
over the age of 18 (M = 27.5, SD = 10.9), who were recruited 
through paid advertisements on Facebook. All partici-
pants identified as either heterosexual (79.1%) or bisexual 
(20.9%), and most were either single (49%) or in a relation-
ship (29.9%). The largest racial background represented in 
the sample was Caucasian (69.8), followed by Asian (20.2%). 
Although ethnicities were not equally represented amongst 
participants, likely leading to a skewed distribution on the 
covariate, this was not overly problematic as participant 
ethnicity was not an independent variable. All participants 
reported currently residing in Australia. Participants were 
offered the opportunity to enter into a draw to win a $25 
voucher as partial compensation for their time.

Materials and Procedure

MC Survey

Standardised frontal headshot images of male targets were 
paired with written text that provided mate-relevant infor-
mation (as per Eva & Wood, 2006). The images used in 
this survey were sourced from the Chicago Faces Database 
(Ma et al., 2015). These images were judged to be suitable 
for the purpose of psychological research by a sample of 
social psychologists and demonstrated high inter-rater reli-
ability (α = 0.99), suggesting that the physical features of 
the images were consistently prototypical of the individuals’ 
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races. Three images were selected for the present study (one 
each of a Caucasian, Asian, and Black man) with neutral 
facial expressions. Each had been pre-rated for attractiveness 
on a seven-point Likert scale from 1 (Extremely unattractive) 
to 7 (Extremely attractive) by a large sample (N = 1087) and 
were selected on the basis that they were each 1 standard 
deviation of the mean attractiveness rating of the sample. 
Racial categorisation was included in the normative data 
provided by the Database (Ma et al., 2015).

Following a section capturing general demographics, par-
ticipants were shown individual head shots of the three dif-
ferent target men, presented sequentially, and asked to rate 
each using seven-point Likert scales from 1 (Not at all) to 7 
(Extremely) on their physical attractiveness, self-rated similar-
ity in race to the target, and how desirable the target appeared 
as a long-term partner (Time 1/T1). A filler comprehension 
task taking approximately 5 min (text related to human attrac-
tion but unrelated to MC) was then completed before par-
ticipants were asked to rerate the same three target men, only 
this time each was uniquely paired with a single (of three) 
former partner evaluations. Each evaluation offered described 
the target men either positively, negatively, or neutrally (“she 
spoke positively/negatively about him” or there was no men-
tion of a partner evaluation; Time 2/T2). Although each par-
ticipant saw a total of three evaluation vignettes, the race-
evaluation association was counterbalanced such that each 
race (White/Asian/Black) and evaluation (positive/negative/
neutral) appeared once in the sequence. All former partners 
were described as “attractive” and all breakups were described 
as mutual. An example vignette is provided in Fig. 1.

“The man pictured above and his previous girlfriend 
recently ended their two-year relationship on mutual terms. 
His girlfriend was quite attractive and she spoke very posi-
tively about him and their relationship, but they both just 
wanted to see other people”.

After re-rating each of the three men, participants were 
thanked for their involvement in the study and given the 
opportunity to enter a draw to win a $25 gift voucher.

Design

This study employed a repeated measures design with three 
independent variables and a single dependent variable. Target 
race was a within-subject independent variable with three 
levels. The three target men (Caucasian, Asian, and Black) 
were each seen by all participants. Time was also a repeated 
factor, with all three men being evaluated initially (T1) and 
again later in the survey (T2). The valence of information 
offered by former partners at T2 (positive, negative, or neu-
tral) was an independent variable, and whilst the three men 
presented in each condition were always presented in the 
same order (Caucasian, Asian, and Black), valence informa-
tion applied differed so that each racial condition was asso-
ciated with each level of valence information once over the 
course of the survey. The dependent variable was a desir-
ability composite and comprised an arithmetic combination 
of the target man’s attractiveness score (1–7 Likert scale) and 
the participant’s willingness to date him (1–7 Likert scale). 
Both measurements were taken at both T1 and T2. The 
variable ultimately analysed was the change in desirability 

Fig. 1  Positive vignette shown 
to participants
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(T2 − T1). Additionally, the study included the covariate of 
participant’s ratings of their racial similarity to each target. 
A G*Power analysis (Faul et al., 2007) with three conditions 
and a continuous covariate suggested that 251 participants 
would enable 95% power to detect a small- to medium-sized 
effect, f2 = 0.15, p < 0.05; thus, the study was adequately 
powered.

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analyses

Whilst targets were selected on the basis that they were 
comparably attractive, their pre-rating had been done by a 
dissimilar sample. In order to determine if the attractiveness 
of the three target men was in fact statistically equivalent in 
our sample, a simple one-way ANOVA was conducted on 
the attractiveness ratings given by participants (at T1 prior 
to the addition of any valence information). Results indi-
cated that their attractiveness was not equivalent, F(1.89, 
869.52) = 107.39, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.19. Although this was 
unexpected, all targets were rated by the current sample as 
being below average in attractiveness (1.59, 2.25, and 1.74 
out of 7 for White, Asian, and Black men respectively; not 
desirability), and associated with each valence condition 
across the survey (e.g. each of the targets was described 
positively, negatively, and neutrally). Table 1 shows the 
changes in desirability (T2 − T1) of each of the target men 
across each condition.

As can be seen in Table 1, the addition of positive infor-
mation from a former partner (or even the mere fact that a 
man had a former partner) increased his desirability. How-
ever, desirability decreased when negative information was 
provided. The effects held irrespective of the race of the 
target man.

We additionally examined whether mate copying occurred 
irrespective of a participant’s sexual orientation. A one-way 
between-group multivariate analysis of variance was per-
formed on the difference ratings (T2 − T1) for the positively, 
neutrally, and negatively described target men, with sexual 
orientation (heterosexual/bisexual) being the independent 
variable. Preliminary assumption testing was conducted, 
with no serious violations of normality, linearity, univariate, 
or multivariate outliers observed. No overall difference was 
found between heterosexual and bisexual participants on the 
combined dependent variables, F(1, 430) = 1.68, p = 0.17, 
ηp

2 = 0.02, Wilk’s lambda = 0.99. Bisexual participants 
changed their ratings slightly more than heterosexual partici-
pants when positive information was given by former partner 
(p = 0.04), although the effect size was small (η2 = 0.01), and 
there were no differences between them when either neutral 
or negative information was provided by a former partner 
(both ps > 0.05). Hence sexual orientations were combined.

Inferential Statistics

Table 2 shows desirability scores at T1 and T2 for each 
of the target men across each condition, but also gives the 
result of the paired-sample t-test comparing T1 to T2 per 
condition.

Racial categories were collapsed and a one-way repeated 
measure ANOVA was conducted to assess if former partner 
evaluation significantly influenced changes in desirability 
scores. Three separate ANCOVAs using racial similarity to 
the target as the covariate were conducted to determine the 
effects of valence information, and whether or not race was 
a significant factor influencing changes in desirability scores.

Outcomes from the repeated measure ANOVA showed 
that mean changes in desirability ratings were affected 
by former partner evaluation, F(1.68, 773.04) = 166.62, 

Table 1  Mean (SD) changes in desirability (Time 2 − Time 1)

A positive mean indicates a desirability increase; a negative mean 
indicates a desirability decrease

Former partner 
evaluation

Race of target men

White Asian Black

Positive 0.85 (1.17) 0.71 (1.36) 0.63 (1.2)
Neutral 0.41 (1.03) 0.38 (1.06) 0.34 (1.41)
Negative  − 0.23 (1.15)  − 0.99 (1.57)  − 0.66 (1.39)

Table 2  Desirability scores at 
T1 and T2 for each of the target 
men across each condition

Race of target men

White Asian Black

Evaluation Time 1 Time 2 Time 1 Time 2 Time 1 Time 2

Positive 3.17 4.01 p < 0.001
d = 0.73

4.61 5.32 p < 0.001
d = 0.53

3.55 4.19 p < 0.001
d = 0.53

Negative 3.21 2.97 p = 0.013
d = 0.20

4.56 3.57 p < 0.001
d = 0.63

3.41 2.85 p < 0.001
d = 0.49

Neutral 3.33 3.74 p < 0.001
d = 0.40

4.40 4.77 p < 0.001
d = 0.36

3.51 3.75 p = 0.003
d = 0.24
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p < 0.001, η2 = 0.27. Post hoc tests using a Bonferroni cor-
rection demonstrated that a positive former partner evalua-
tion (M = 0.73, SE = 0.06) increased desirability ratings more 
than the neutral evaluation group (M = 0.37, SE = 0.054), 
p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.22, 0.50]. Negative former part-
ner evaluation produced a decrease in desirability ratings 
(M =  − 0.64, SE = 0.063) that was significantly below the 
increase seen in the neutral condition, p < 0.001, 95% CI 
[− 1.2, − 0.81].

The first of three ANCOVAs was conducted on the dif-
ferences in desirability ratings (T2 − T1) across former part-
ner evaluation (positive, negative, and neutral control) of 
a racially White target, adjusting for participant self-rated 
racial similarity to the target. The covariate, racial similarity 
ratings compared to the White male target, was significantly 
related to desirability ratings F(1, 457) = 4.65, p = 0.032, 
ηp

2 = 0.01. A negative association between the covariate 
and changes in desirability ratings (r =  − 0.11, p = 0.02) 
indicated that participants adjusted their desirability ratings 
more upon learning about valence information, when they 
were less racially similar to the white male target.

A significant effect was also found for partner evalua-
tions, F(2, 457) = 35.93, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.14. Planned con-
trasts showed that a positive evaluation enhanced a man’s 
desirability significantly more than a neutral evaluation did, 
t(457) = 0.43, p < 0.001, d = 0.15. A negative evaluation, 
however, significantly decreased his desirability compared 
to the modification brought about by a neutral evaluation, 
t(457) =  − 0.64, p < 0.001, d = 0.51.

The uncontrolled ANOVA yielded statistically similar 
results. The effect of partner evaluation was comparable, 
F(2, 458) = 36.39, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.14. Planned contrasts 
showed that positive information enhanced a man’s desir-
ability more than a neutral evaluation did (d = 0.16). A 
negative evaluation, however, significantly decreased his 
desirability compared to the modification brought about by 
a neutral evaluation (d = 0.59.)

The second ANCOVA was conducted on the differences 
in desirability ratings across former partner evaluation of 
a racially Asian target male, adjusting for participant self-
rated racial similarity to the target Asian male. The covari-
ate, racial similarity ratings to the target Asian male, was 
significantly related to desirability ratings F(1, 457) = 6.10, 
p = 0.014, ηp

2 = 0.013. A positive association between the 
covariate and changes in desirability ratings (r = 0.10, 
p = 0.03) indicated that participants adjusted their desirabil-
ity ratings more upon learning about valence information, 
when they were more racially similar to the Asian target.

A significant effect was also found for partner evaluations 
after controlling for racial similarity to the target Asian male, 
F(2, 457) = 70.11, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.235. Planned contrasts 
showed that a positive evaluation increased desirability more 
than a neutral evaluation, t(457) = 1.71, p < 0.001, d = 0.22 

whilst a negative evaluation, t(457) = 1.35, p < 0.001, 
d = 0.57 reduced them, compared to a neutral evaluation.

The effect of partner evaluation was in the uncontrolled 
ANOVA, F(2, 458) = 69.21, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.23. Planned 
contrasts showed that again, positive information enhanced 
the target man’s desirability more than a neutral evalua-
tion did (d = 0.32). A negative evaluation, however, signifi-
cantly decreased his desirability compared to the modifica-
tion brought about by a neutral evaluation (d = 1.21). For 
the Asian target, the magnitude of change in desirability 
was greater when negative information was provided (and 
desirability decreased) than when either positive or neu-
tral information was provided (both desirability increases). 
As the assumption of homogeneity of regression slopes 
for our covariate of racial similarity was violated for the 
Black target, this variable was median-split and used as an 
independent measure. A two-way within-subject ANOVA 
was conducted to explore how participant self-rated racial 
similarity to the Black target and former partner evalua-
tion impacted desirability. Both former partner evaluation 
F(2, 459) = 43.10, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.16 and racial similarity 
F(1, 460) = 13.91, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.03 were shown to sig-
nificantly influence desirability. More specifically, positive 
partner evaluations led to an increase in desirability (from 
Time 1 to Time 2) for the Black target, whereas a negative 
evaluation led to a reduction in desirability. Participants with 
higher self-rated racial similarity were also generally more 
influenced than those with lower self-rated racial similar-
ity, although the magnitude of change was greater for lowly 
racially similar participants compared to highly similarity 
participants, when a negative evaluation was given. How-
ever, there was no significant interaction effect between 
evaluation and self-rated racial similarity, F(2, 459) = 0.53, 
p > 0.05, ηp

2 = 0.001.
Post hoc tests using a Bonferroni correction showed that 

when the Black man was positively evaluated by a former 
partner, the change in desirability was lower than when a 
negative evaluation was given, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.94, 
1.65], but was not significantly different to neutral evalu-
ations, p > 0.05. When negatively evaluated, desirability 
decreased compared to both positive, p < 0.001, 95% CI 
[− 1.65, − 0.94] and neutral evaluations p < 0.001, 95% CI 
[− 1.36, − 0.64].

Discussion

In support of H1a, results of this study suggested that men’s 
desirability increased, irrespective of their race, when they 
received a positive romantic evaluation from a former part-
ner (MC). Conversely, a negative evaluation (irrespective of 
race) led to a decrease in desirability ratings (negative MC; 
H1b). However, the hypothesis that racial similarity between 
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the target male and subject female would influence MC was 
only partially supported.

Findings from the Current Study

MC Elicited by Positive Cues

As expected, target men associated with a positive evalu-
ation from an attractive former partner were rated as more 
desirable compared to targets paired with a neutral control 
evaluation without explicit valence. This difference is con-
sistent with findings from existing MC research which sug-
gest that women are likely to mate copy if a man is asso-
ciated with cues that suggest desirable traits or attributes 
(Bowers et al., 2012; Gouda-Vossos et al., 2018). These 
traits or attributes can be direct cues derived from the target 
man, for example observing his physical attractiveness, or 
inferred from indirect cues based on the association between 
the target man and any same-sex others. In the present case, 
a positive evaluation from an attractive former female part-
ner of the target served as an endorsement for him, sug-
gesting that he possessed intangible yet valuable qualities 
that warranted the investment of effort and time of another 
woman. Drawing information from indirect cues is the crux 
of MC and serves as an evolutionarily adaptive approach to 
evaluating the suitability of a potential partner compared to 
independent mate choice methods (Waynforth, 2007) as it 
increases the likelihood of gaining access to benefits related 
to the target man. In other words, this positive evaluation is 
almost a “stamp-of-approval” that signifies that a target man 
is of high mate quality.

Mate Avoidance Elicited by Negative Cues

Contrarily, target men associated with a negative evalua-
tion from an attractive former partner resulted in an overall 
decrease in desirability ratings which was also statistically dif-
ferent compared to the neutral control condition. Whilst this 
is typically referred to as mate avoidance, we argue that such 
a desirability modification following the addition of mate-
relevant information provided by a former partner is a form 
of MC (albeit negative MC). The tendency for women to also 
infer negative indirect cues aligns with existing MC research 
(Vakirtzis, 2011) and demonstrates the tendency for adult 
humans to not only readily attend to negative information 
(Vaish et al., 2008), but also assign more weight to negatively 
valenced information when selecting a partner (Jonason et al., 
2015). From an evolutionary perspective, mate avoidance can 
be adaptive as the choosing female is alerted to intangible but 
undesirable traits or attributes (“dealbreakers”) which may 
indicate poor mate quality, allowing her to forgo the potential 
costs associated with romantically aligning with the man.

Despite specifically excluding any valence in the neutral 
information (control) condition, there was still an increase in 
overall mean desirability scores. This may be due to merely 
describing former partners paired with the target men as 
“quite attractive”. The justification for doing so was two-
fold. Firstly, describing the former partner as attractive using 
only text standardises how indirect cues elicit MC behav-
iour which would have varied subjectively per participant if 
photographic stimuli were presented instead. Research has 
suggested that an attractive woman associated with a target 
man increases his desirability (Vakirtzis & Roberts, 2012), 
whilst a man with established former romantic partners is 
mate copied more readily than just an associated friend or 
peer (Anderson & Surbey, 2020; Rodeheffer et al., 2016); 
hence, the combination of both factors was considered ade-
quate. Secondly, not using photographic stimuli eliminated 
other potential biases related to physical attributes that may 
have also affected desirability ratings, namely racially typi-
cal traits and unique facial features.

Race Potentially Influences Mate Desirability

Race is a sparsely explored facet within human MC (Anderson 
& Surbey, 2020) despite possessing unique potential; in that, 
it can provide both direct and indirect cues for mate selec-
tion. As a direct cue, race is related to physical attractiveness; 
facial features that are characteristic of a race may be viewed 
as more attractive by some or less attractive by others as a 
consequence of biases. In-group favouritism is a bias that can 
develop in early childhood and can explain the preference for 
others of the same or similar race (Aboud, 2003). Conversely, 
the other-race effect documents the inability for many to differ-
entiate between faces of races not similar to our own (Rhodes 
et al., 2009). This inability to distinguish other-race faces can 
affect our subjective perception of attractiveness, thus impart-
ing bias on what would ideally be objective ratings of target 
male attractiveness. As an indirect cue, race can implicitly 
convey cultural information, which is a nuanced and uniquely 
human condition that can also impact the mate choice process 
(Buunk et al., 2010). For the purposes of the present study, 
self-reported racial similarity was developed as a measure that 
encapsulated both cues into a quantifiable measure to reveal if 
race significantly impacted desirability ratings.

The current findings provided some support to the notion 
that racial similarity is a factor in MC. Overall, most par-
ticipants reported higher racial similarity to the White target 
man, which consequently accounted for a significant portion 
of the variance in desirability ratings between each evalua-
tion. It is notable that participants adjusted their desirability 
ratings more when they learnt about information provided 
by a former partner of the target if they were racially dis-
similar to the White target man. Interestingly, this pattern 
was not seen for the Asian target. When participants were 
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more racially similar to the Asian target, they adjusted their 
desirability ratings more after learning of the information 
provided by his former partner.

However, the influence of racial similarity on desirability 
in the Black target condition was not examined at a con-
tinuous level. Instead, a significant difference in desirabil-
ity scores per evaluation was identified for racial similarity, 
presented categorically as either high or low. Similar to the 
White target man, desirability ratings for Black target man 
were adjusted more following information from a former 
partner for racially dissimilar participants. As most par-
ticipants reported high racial similarity to the White target 
male, this naturally meant most were dissimilar to the other 
races, notwithstanding the few participants who were mixed 
races. This contributed to an overall lack of variance within 
racial similarity scores in response to the Asian and Black 
target men. In terms of in-group bias, these outcomes would 
suggest that disfavouring of the out-group is more relevant 
due to cultural assumptions that can be indirectly cued from 
racial perception. This disfavouring aligns with the essential 
notion of risk aversion that underpins the utility of MC. Fur-
thermore, there is evidence to suggest that some East Asian 
cultures display what is referred to as “in-group derogation” 
(Ma-Kellams et al., 2011), the tendency for some collectivist 
cultures to assess their in-group members as less favour-
able compared to individualist cultures. This finding may 
explain the contradictory outcome observed with the Asian 
target male.

Though the findings did not fully support the hypoth-
esis that participant-rated racial similarity to the target male 
would influence MC, this outcome may be more a conse-
quence of imbalanced demographics rather than an indict-
ment of race as an influence with MC research. As race is an 
under-explored component of MC, any conclusions that can 
be legitimately drawn from findings contribute to a develop-
ing body of research.

Current Study Strengths

Demonstrating MC Beyond Attractiveness Measures

Findings from the present study supported the original defi-
nition and theories of MC by demonstrating intent to choose 
a target male, in addition to simple measures of attractive-
ness (Anderson & Surbey, 2020; Waynforth, 2007). Though 
early iterations of human MC typically established the 
existence of the phenomenon using target attractiveness (or 
increases therein) as the outcome measure (Eva & Wood, 
2006; Graziano et  al., 1993; Uller & Johansson, 2003; 
Waynforth, 2007), the intent that underpins the “choice” 
component to MC is not captured according to traditional 
MC definitions based on behaviours or nonhuman species 
research. Understandably, there are ethical and research 

design challenges that would render true mate choice dif-
ficult to observe in humans; thus, an appropriate additional 
proxy of “dateability” is theoretically and conceptually 
closer to measuring intent than merely observing an overall 
change in attractiveness or desirability ratings. Additionally, 
suggesting that another is attractive is an evaluation that is 
impersonal and one that can be done with minimal consid-
eration, whereas indicating your willingness to date someone 
is a legitimate acknowledgement of them as a prospective 
mate.

MC has previously been inferred using ratings of target 
attractiveness; however, the relationship between attractive-
ness and dating success or mate quality is unclear (Bowers 
et al., 2012; Ma-Kellams et al., 2017). Participants in the 
current study were explicitly asked to indicate their willing-
ness to date the target man long term. However, future stud-
ies may wish to take a more nuanced look at the relationship 
between the outcome variables of attractiveness and desir-
ability by, for example comparing them or quantifying their 
association in a between-subject design where participants 
are randomly allocated to attractiveness or desirability out-
come conditions.

Current Study Limitations

Sampling

Several limitations to this study and interpreting its find-
ings arose from sample related issues. Firstly, despite hav-
ing a large sample size, a majority of participants in the 
current study self-reported as racially White. This limited 
the degree of heterogeneity that was obtainable from the 
study design. Consequently, ratings of racial similarity were 
heavily skewed towards the White targets. Although race is a 
novel factor within MC research, with the theoretical under-
pinnings of in-group bias coupled with a significant finding 
in the White target male condition, it stands to reason that 
future studies exploring racial similarity in MC may benefit 
from gathering a more racially heterogeneous sample.

Target Male Attractiveness as a Confounding Factor

The photographic stimuli of the target males were drawn 
from a public database which provided pre-ratings for each 
face, including mean attractiveness. The target males cho-
sen for this study were calculated to be 1 standard devia-
tion below the average attractiveness for males of each race 
according database ratings. The intention was to minimise the 
potential confound or a target male’s pre-evaluation attrac-
tiveness, given that attractiveness remains a salient factor in 
mate choice for women (Little et al., 2008; Waynforth, 2007). 
That is, if a target male is considered attractive enough, a 
choosing female may select the mate based on the direct cue 
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of physical attractiveness alone without the needing to draw 
indirect cues and mate copy. Although differences between 
target males were not anticipated, a comparison of the initial 
attractiveness ratings of each male showed a significant dif-
ference between means, suggesting that attractiveness was 
not consistent. Of note, the Asian male was rated as more 
attractive than the Black and White target males, despite a 
largely self-reportedly White sample. It is notable that this 
man received a greater reduction in desirability (subsequent 
to being associated with a negative evaluation) than either 
of the two men. It may be that negative information is more 
“impactful” when initial desirability is high. Future studies 
should consider how mate-relevant information differen-
tially affects individuals of varying desirability, and poten-
tially incorporate initial ratings of attractiveness as multiple 
covariates, or possibly even eliminate the use of photographic 
stimuli entirely and opt for text-based dating profiles of target 
men instead.

Race was too broadly and superficially defined. In terms 
of racial similarity and the influence of race as a concept, 
future research recommendations centre largely on breaking 
race down into more specific, measurable constituents. For 
example, race is largely intrinsically associated with culture 
and ethnicity (Coleman, 2004), such that variations between 
these components may yield drastically different effects on 
MC. For example, multicultural Australia is home to many 
Australian-born Asians, which means they are racially 
Asian, but are ethnically and culturally a combination of 
Asian and Australian. Between the different ethnicities of the 
Asian race, many individuals will have differing worldviews 
and expectations around dating and mate choice. Thus, racial 
similarity as a lone measure mostly maps only onto physical 
attractiveness whilst only superficially tapping these other 
associated factors that are equally sparsely explored within 
the MC literature. Thus, further research should incorporate 
a component that explicitly captures the cultural influences 
on perceptions of attractiveness, and the values that shape 
the differing expectations around dating and mate choice 
between these cultures. A mixed-method approach that both 
quantitatively and qualitatively explores these elements 
would likely yield the most comprehensive results.

Research Implications

The results from the current study have several implications 
for both existing and future research. By identifying which 
factors help or hinder desirability as a partner, men can uti-
lise this information to facilitate more successful dating. 
For instance, men who partake in online dating may attract 
more positive responses or interest if they included a recom-
mendation by a former partner in their profile. Similarly, a 
man may benefit from having a female friend or peer speak 
positively about him to a woman he is pursing.

In a clinical context, these findings may aid relationship 
counsellors or psychologists who work with clients experi-
encing issues with dating. By recognising and understanding 
the preliminary findings on the interplay between race and 
MC, clinicians may be able to incorporate these factors into 
their counselling to facilitate approaches that are conducive 
to dating success, whilst simultaneously addressing compli-
cations arising from potential mate rejection. Given that dat-
ing and finding a suitable partner are salient goals for most 
adults, any information that promotes success in dating or 
validates the impact of rejection would be pertinent to many.

Conclusion

The results of the present study have further refined the 
contexts and methods within which MC occurs, and have 
substantiated the influence of race as a factor in MC. It was 
shown that a positive evaluation of a target male by a former 
female partner increased MC, whereas a negative evalua-
tion of a target male elicited mate avoidance. This outcome 
is consistent with traditional definitions of MC, captured 
using proxy measures that reflect the direct and indirect cues 
underpinning MC behaviour, namely target male attractive-
ness and willingness to commit long term, respectively. 
Furthermore, racial similarity to the target male was mostly 
shown to influence MC, though these results were limited 
by skewed data. Despite this, the significant outcomes sug-
gest that race is indeed a salient factor that warrants further 
empirical exploration. Overall, this study contributes to our 
ever-evolving and broadening understanding of what pro-
cesses humans undergo to pick the partners that they do.
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