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Abstract

One of the most important decisions an individual can make is to invest in a relationship. For women, the process of mate
selection can be time-intensive, and fraught with costs and dangers. However, these risks can be minimised by modelling the
mate choices of others. The propensity to imitate another’s mate choices is referred to as mate copying. Most research has focused
on this behaviour in nonhumans, but evidence of its existence in humans is emerging. In the current study, 750 women evaluated
men’s desirability based on vignettes containing information provided by men’s former partners. A man’s desirability was
enhanced in the presence of positive cues (i.e. when he was described as a “good” partner and his former relationship ended
mutually). In contrast, a man’s desirability diminished in the presence of negative cues (i.e. when he was described as a “bad”
partner and/or his former relationship breakup was female initiated). Overall, the current study adds to the existing body of
knowledge on mate copying by demonstrating how females incorporate social learning and innate evolutionary drives to facilitate

decision-making and behaviour relating to mate selection.
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Finding a mate is one of the most important decisions an
individual will make. The process of mate selection can be
risky, resource-intensive, and may be undertaken several times
throughout one’s life (Wade and Pruett-Jones 1990). Using
social cues when evaluating a potential mate may minimise
these costs (Candolin 2003). Humans are highly social beings,
and their mating decisions are often influenced by the mating
choices of others (Graziano et al. 1993; Platek et al. 2001;
Street et al. 2018; Waynforth 2007). Humans (and some other
species) have been observed to imitate the mate choices of
others, in a process known as mate copying. Considered a
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form of social learning, mate copying refers to the probability
of being chosen as a mate depending on prior displays of
mating success. Essentially, prior selection or rejection as a
mate respectively increases or decreases one’s chance of fu-
ture mate selection (Pruett-Jones 1992). Mate copying was
first observed in nonhumans, but in recent decades, evidence
has emerged of its existence in humans (Anderson and Surbey
2018; Gouda-Vossos et al. 2018; Vakritzis 2011). However,
research on human mate copying is sparse, and is
characterised by theoretical and methodological inconsis-
tencies (Anderson and Surbey 2018).

Why Do Women Mate Copy?

Although there are a lot of similarities between what men and
women seek in a partner, women are typically more discerning
when selecting a mate (Kirkpatrick 1982). Thus, it is impor-
tant for them to gather a considerable amount of information
about a potential mate before entering into a relationship.
Typically, women prefer a mate who is in good health, pos-
sesses culturally valuable resources and social influence, and
is committed to investing in his mate and offspring (Buss and
Shackelford 2008). Selecting a mate of high genetic quality
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has inherent evolutionary advantages, as it optimises the ge-
netic fitness of direct offspring and future generations (Geary
2006; Hunt et al. 2004). However, these preferred male traits
are difficult to discern through observation alone. Unlike in
animal species, among the human species, physical appear-
ance is a poor indicator of a man’s mate quality (Bowers et al.
2011). Thus, in the absence of directly observable cues, fe-
males may rely on more indirect cues of mate value (Uller and
Johansson 2003).

With a relatively short reproductive career, females can
save valuable time and resources by relying on mate-
relevant cues from their female peers, rather than evaluating
each potential mate firsthand (Hill and Buss 2008). Selecting a
mate through means such as dating can be time-consuming
and resource-intensive (Wade and Pruett-Jones 1990), and can
pose risks, including harassment from rejected mates and ex-
posure to sexually transmitted pathogens (Reynolds and Gross
1990). Rather than evaluating each potential mate firsthand,
women can save valuable time and resources by relying on
more indirect cues of mate value from their female peers (Hill
and Buss 2008; Uller and Johansson 2003). Prior selection as
a mate indicates that the man possesses some unobservable
desirable qualities (Waynforth 2007). Essentially, women who
have previously selected a mate are perceived to be endorsing
him as a quality mate (Nordell and Valone 1998). Overall,
mate copying is a means of minimising costs and risks asso-
ciated with mate selection (Rodeheffer et al. 2016), and thus
may have evolved as a cost-avoidance heuristic (Little et al.
2011). However, there is evidence that women copy attractive-
ness ratings of both potential partners and abstract art (Street
et al. 2018). As such, it is unclear whether mate copying
evolved as a domain-specific adaptation or is simply a conse-
quence of a broader domain-general adaptation that developed
to facilitate social learning.

Model Presence

A commonly used methodology in human mate copying re-
search involves presenting photographs of opposite-sex indi-
viduals (hereafter referred to the “target”) to participants (i.e.
“observers”). The target is presented either on their own, or
alongside one or more opposite-sex individuals (i.e. the “mod-
el”), and participants are asked to rate their desirability. In one
study, men and women were presented with photographs of
opposite-sex targets who were either alone, or surrounded by
same-sex and opposite-sex models (Hill and Buss 2008).
Women rated male targets as more desirable as a sexual part-
ner and long-term partner when merely surrounded by women
compared with when shown alone or with other men, with the
opposite effect for male participants. Research indicates that
men view their male peers as mating competitors, whereas
women view their female peers as models for decision-
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making (Hill and Buss 2008). These findings suggest that
men and women have evolved to possess innately distinct
mating needs, which has consequently led to gender-based
mate preferences.

Mate Avoidance

Investigating the phenomenon among nonhumans, Pruett-
Jones (1992) suggested that the probability of mate copying
decreases if the target is observed to be rejected by a same-sex
individual (Pruett-Jones 1992). Lewandowski et al. (2007)
found that target males shown in photographs were perceived
as less attractive and desirable when described in negative
terms, compared with positive or neutral terms. The authors
concluded that women are highly attuned to the valence of
mate-relevant cues. Desired male traits are rarely perceptible
at first sight, but they may be sensed through social cues. For
instance, photographs of target men observed by female
models with a negative facial expression are perceived as un-
desirable (Chu 2012; Jones et al. 2007). Negative social cues
may suggest that a man possesses some unobservable traits
that are undesirable in a mate. Similarly, being in the presence
of an unattractive model female has a desirability diminishing
effect for target males (Vakirtzis and Roberts 2010; Waynforth
2007). Considering the aforementioned association between
attractiveness and social status, these men may be perceived as
less prestigious and, thus, less desirable as a mate.
Consequently, negative mate-relevant cues are linked to mate
avoidance behaviours.

Mate Rejection

Explicit knowledge of mate rejection can also influence avoid-
ance behaviours. For instance, research employing videos of
simulated speed dating scenarios has demonstrated that nega-
tive interactions with model females reduce men’s perceived
desirability among women (Bowers et al. 2011; Place et al.
2010). Related research has found that women are quick to
revise their positive evaluations of target males upon learning
that he was previously rejected by a former partner (Anderson
and Surbey 2014; Stanik 2009). This effect appears to be
stronger for single, compared with coupled, women (Deng
and Zheng 2015). These findings suggest that women are
highly attuned to cues of prior mate rejection, and the atten-
tional bias is heightened when a woman is potentially seeking
a mate. This supports the evolutionary theory of mate copying
as a cost-avoidance strategy (Little et al. 2011). Essentially,
copying mate rejection is equally, if not more imperative, than
positive mate copying.
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Research Aims and Hypotheses

The aim of the current study was to measure the effects of
positive and negative mate-relevant cues on mate copying
behaviour. As much of the previous literature has focused on
mate copying among women, particularly in terms of mate
copying for long-term relationships, the current study will
focus on female participants. It was hypothesised that a man’s
desirability would increase when they were described by their
former-partner in positive terms (i.e. he was a “good” partner),
but it would decrease when they were described negatively by
a former partner (i.e. he was a “bad” partner). Further, it was
hypothesised that men rejected by a former partner (female-
initiated breakup) would be less desirable than men whose
breakup was mutual.

Method
Participants

The sample comprised 750 female respondents between the
ages of 18-45 (M'=24.74 years, SD = 6.49 years) recruited
via social media. The majority of participants identified as
heterosexual (72.8%), and were either in a relationship
(45.6%), or single (41.9%). The sample was ethnically di-
verse, with participants of European heritage (68%)
representing the largest proportion. Participants were recruited
globally, with most residing in Australia (41.1%), closely
followed by the USA (33.1%).

Materials and Procedure

Mate Copying Survey The survey design was based on previ-
ous measures of human mate copying, and employed photo-
graphs of target males alongside text conveying mate-relevant
information. Photographs were obtained from the Chicago
Face Database (Ma et al. 2015). The four male photographs
selected for use in the current study had been pre-rated as
comparable on dimensions of attractiveness, age, and ethnic-
ity by a large ethnically diverse sample of men and women
(N =1087). None of these participants took part in the current
study.

After responding to generic demographic questions, partic-
ipants were initially presented with vignettes of each of the
four target men consisting of a standardised facial photograph
alongside brief neutral introductory text (e.g. “this is Dean.
Dean works in HR, likes to read and enjoys travel”).
Participants sequentially rated the desirability (as a long-
term partner) of each man on a 7-point Likert scale (time 1),
before completing a filler task and then being shown and re-
rating each of the four men (time 2). In this second iteration,
mate-relevant information was provided by the man’s former-

partner (“he was a good/bad partner” and “their breakup was
mutual/she initiated their breakup”). The filler task lasted be-
tween 2 and 6 min (depending on how quickly the participant
did the task). This task was somewhat cognitively demanding,
but importantly, involved making ratings and viewing similar
stimuli, so it would have provided participants with adequate
opportunity to forget or misremember their original
evaluations.

Design

This study adopted a within-subject design. There were two
levels of each of the two independent variables (description of
partner: good/bad; and breakup: mutual/female-initiated).
The dependent variable here was the change in desirability
as a long-term partner (time 2 — time 1).

Results
Preliminary Testing and Descriptive Statistics

Whilst the four male stimulus photographs were chosen on the
basis that they had been pre-rated as equivalent in attractive-
ness previously by a large sample (N = 1087; Ma et al. 2015),
the man presented in the good partner, female break-up con-
dition was rated by the current sample (N= 750) as being
more attractive (M =4.50, SD =1.35). However, this attrac-
tiveness did not correlate with his change in desirability from
time 1 to time 2, (p =.58), compared with the men presented
in the good partner, mutual break-up condition (M =3.51,
SD =1.20), bad partner, mutual break-up condition (M =
3.57, SD =1.24) or bad partner, female break-up condition
(M=3.73, SD=1.37). The difference in ratings was statisti-
cally significant, F(3, 2247) = 143.22, p <.001, 1f* = .16.

Changes in desirability (time 2 —time 1) were calculated
for each of the four target men and are presented in Table 1
below. Here a negative number indicates that a man has de-
creased in desirability with the addition of information from
his most recent former partner, whilst a positive number indi-
cates an increase.

Table 1 Means (SD) changes in desirability (time 2 —time 1)

Breakup source

Partner evaluation ~ Mutual Female-initiated ~ Total

Good .80 (1.13) —.05(.99) .38 (.79)
Bad -1.14(1.32) —1.31(1.31) —1.23 (1.10)
Total —.17 (.79) —.68 (.82) 43 (.63)
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As can be seen in the table above, a man’s desirability
decreased when a former partner described him as a “bad”
partner or when she initiated the relationship breakup. His
desirability increased when he was described by a former
partner as a “good” partner and the relationship breakup was
mutual.

Inferential Statistics

A two-way within-subject ANOVA was conducted to explore
the impact of partner evaluation (“he was a good partner” vs.
“he was a bad partner”) and breakup responsibility (“the
breakup was mutual” vs. “the breakup was female-initiated”)
on desirability. There were statistically significant effects of
both partner evaluation, F(1,749)=904.73, p <.001,
np2 =.55, and breakup responsibility, F(1, 749)=201.66,
npz =.21. Additionally, a small but statistically significant in-
teraction between the variables was detected, F(1, 749) =
86.13, p <.001, n,> =.10.

The results of the simple effects analysis indicated that
when men were described as being “good” partners, their
desirability increased if their last breakup was mutual but de-
creased if it was female-initiated, F(1,749) =278.03, p <.001,
n* =.27. When men were described as being “bad” partners,
their desirability decreased more if their last breakup was
female-initiated than if it was mutual, F(1,749)=10.83,
p=.001, 7" =.01.

Among men whose last breakup was mutual, desirability
increased when he was described as a “good” partner but
decreased when he was described as a “bad” partner,
F(1,749)=799.43, p< .001, 772 =.52. When the breakup
was female-initiated, desirability always decreased but more
so when he was described as a “bad” partner than “good”,
F(1,749)=437.65, p< .001, * = .37.

Discussion

The hypothesis that male desirability would increase when tar-
get males were described positively by their former female
partner was supported. Compared with when men were initially
rated with neutral information, the addition of positive informa-
tion (as offered by a former partner) increased their desirability
as a long-term partner whereas negative information decreased
it. Furthermore, rejection by a former partner (female-initiated
breakup) decreased a man’s desirability considerably.

Implications of the Current Study
Positive Cues Enhance Mate Copying As predicted, positive
mate-relevant cues had a desirability enhancing effect.

Positive former-partner evaluations, wherein target males were
described as a “good” partner, had a large effect on perceived
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desirability. This finding is consistent with social learning the-
ory, which suggests that women are influenced by the attitudes
and beliefs of their female peers, particularly in determining
interpersonal attraction (Dunn and Dorian 2010; Graziano
et al. 1993). The propensity to recognise and copy social cues
from same-sex peers is well developed by adulthood, with re-
search showing that children emulate same-sex peers as a
means of gender identity development (Tobin et al. 2010). In
adulthood, mate choice is one of the most significant decisions
a woman will make, thus she would be well advised to attend to
reliable and informative social cues. It is reasonable to infer that
a man’s former partner has invested time and resources into
their relationship, and is therefore a compelling judge of his
mate value. A positive evaluation from a former partner is a
fairly direct endorsement, signalling that he has been “pre-ap-
proved” as a quality partner. Positive cues from one’s female
peers serve as a useful decision-making heuristic, reducing the
time and effort required to differentiate and evaluate potential
mates before choosing the most appropriate one (Rodeheffer
et al. 2016). Overall, this finding indicates that explicit positive
cues from a former partner are both influential and important in
determining mate quality.

Desirability enhancement effects were also evident when it
was disclosed that the target male’s prior relationship ended
mutually (compared with the breakup being female-initiated).
The effect of breakup source on desirability was not as large as
the effect of former partner-evaluations, but both were consid-
erable. This finding is consistent with prior research, which
indicates that break-up accountability has a moderating effect
on mate copying behaviour (Perilloux and Buss 2008; Stanik
2009). The association between breakup and male desirability
could be attributed to a number of factors. First, prior relation-
ship experience appears to enhance mate value, in that simply
having prior experience is preferable to no experience, regard-
less of the outcome (Anderson 2018). Second, it appears that
mutual dissolution of a relationship has positive implications
for those involved. Specifically, it may be a sign of compas-
sion (Sprecher et al. 2010), self-assurance (Doering 2010),
emotional adjustment and secure attachment (Collins and
Gillath 2012; Fagundes 2012). Those involved in a mutual
break-up are more likely to have utilised adaptive coping
mechanisms, and to emerge as relatively well-adjusted post
break-up (Norona et al. 2017). Men whose prior relationship
ended mutually are perceived as desirable, and this may be
due to the implicit cues of positive character traits, psycholog-
ical well-being and a healthy disengagement from their former
partner. The current study adds to prior research by producing
novel interaction effects, which demonstrate how certain fac-
tors interact to influence perceived desirability of a potential
male partner. Women are highly attuned to positive mate-
relevant cues, which denote unobservable yet desirable mate
qualities. The observed desirability enhancement effect is in-
dicative of mate copying behaviour.
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Negative Cues Encourage Mate Avoidance As predicted, neg-
ative mate-relevant cues had a desirability diminution effect.
Desirability ratings decreased when the target male was de-
scribed as a “bad” partner. This finding is consistent with prior
research, which suggests that women are inclined to attend to
negative mate-relevant cues (Hill and Buss 2008; Jones et al.
2007; Vakiritzis and Roberts 2009). The finding can be under-
stood as an expression of negativity bias, whereby humans are
subconsciously predisposed to attend and be influenced by
negative information over positive or neutral information
(Rosin and Royzman 2001). Being labelled a “bad partner”
by a former partner is a fairly explicit cue, which loudly cau-
tions of the man’s poor mate value, and reasonably diminishes
his perceived desirability. The value of negative mate-relevant
cues is evident from an evolutionary perspective, whereby
attending to negative cues serves an adaptive function by
minimising costs and risks (Rodeheffer et al. 2016).
Desirability diminution effects were also evident when it
was disclosed that the target male’s prior relationship was
ended by his former partner (an indication of romantic rejec-
tion). As with positive mate-relevant information, negative
cues of breakup source had a smaller, but nonetheless signif-
icant effect on desirability, thus supporting the second hypoth-
esis. This result supports previous research findings, suggest-
ing that men who have previously been rejected are perceived
to be less desirable as a potential partner (Anderson 2018;
Stanik 2009). It may signal that he possesses some unobserv-
able negative traits which caused his partner to reject him.
Being rejected is highly distressing for any person, and may
have negative consequences (Field et al. 2010). For instance,
being rejected in a relationship can trigger negative psycho-
logical sequelae, including emotional instability (Norona et al.
2017), low self-esteem and depression (Collins and Gillath
2012). It is also possible that the rejected mate has not adjusted
post-breakup, and continues to have unresolved feelings to-
wards their former partner. This can manifest as a tendency to
continue directing attachment needs to the former partner
(Fagundes 2012). It would be reasonable to anticipate issues
in subsequent relationships as a result (Stewart and Harkness
2015). As a result of these physical and psychological conse-
quences, being rejected in a relationship can also have nega-
tive social outcomes, including social demotion and isolation
(Doering 2010). Consistent with the evolutionary perspective,
a man’s mate value is defined in part by his access to social
resources and stability (Buss and Shackelford 2008). Thus,
women are understandably inclined to avoid rejected mates.

Strengths of the Current Study

Overcoming Prior Research Limitations The current study is
strengthened by overcoming some limitations of prior re-
search. For instance, desirability has typically been evaluated
by measuring target male attractiveness (e.g. Uller and

Johansson 2003; Vakiritzis and Roberts 2012). However, the
link between attractiveness and relationship interest has not
been well established. To overcome this limitation, the current
study measured desirability by explicitly asking participants to
rate their interest in target men for a long-term relationship.
Another limitation of prior research has been the tendency to
present target men alongside their current partner (e.g. Little
et al. 2008; Little et al. 2011). Rather than measuring mate
copying, these studies may instead be measuring a completely
different construct: mate poaching (Schmitt and Buss 2001).
Mate poaching refers to the act of “stealing” another individ-
ual’s romantic partner, and is considered to be socially unde-
sirable within monogamous societies (De La Croix and
Mariani 2015; Vakiritzis and Roberts 2012). To overcome this
limitation, the current study presented single target men,
alongside information sourced from female former partners.
Taken together, these adjustments increase the face validity of
this study.

Validating the Original Definition of Mate Copying The results
of the current study are consistent with the definition of mate
copying offered by Pruett-Jones (1992), whereby prior selec-
tion or rejection as a mate respectively increased or decreased
one’s likelihood of future mate selection. There was an asso-
ciation between positive mate-relevant cues and desirability,
representing (positive) mate copying. In contrast, there was
also an association between cues of mate rejection (i.e.
female-initiated breakup) and desirability, representing mate
avoidance behaviour (negative mate copying). Consistent
with mate copying theory, female participants demonstrated
a propensity for both mate copying and mate avoidance when
presented with positive and negative social cues respectively.
Whilst these and other results are significant and novel, they
must be interpreted with consideration of the study limitations.
The novel interaction effects added to this finding, indicating
that desirability varies as a function of a factor of combined
mate-relevant cues.

Limitations and Recommendations

Design Ecological restrictions necessitated the use of static
stimuli (photographs and text) in the current study. This is
not ideal when measuring behavioural intentions. It may be
preferable to measure such phenomenon in a setting that
closely resembles real-life, whilst controlling for confounding
variables where possible. This has been attempted in some
studies, whereby participants have observed “live” speed-
dating interactions as a means of assessing mate-relevant cues
(Bowers et al. 2011; Place et al. 2010; Uller and Johansson
2003). Related studies of human mate preferences have
assessed interactions in more realistic settings, such as online
dating sites (Li et al. 2013) and “bar-labs” (Van Straaten et al.
2008). Thus, future studies could study mate copying in a
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semi-naturalistic setting, in order to increase reliability and
validity.

Additionally, the current study did not employ a
counterbalancing procedure (as the entire study took less than
15 minutes fatigue effects would be minimal, if any), and
employed a within-subject design whereby participants eval-
uated all four target men twice. Future studies may wish to
consider implementing a design whereby a single target man
is accompanied by varying descriptions across between-
subjects conditions.

Potential Attractiveness Confounds The photographic stimuli
of target males were sourced from a public database, which
provided pre-ratings on a number of variables. Photographs of
men rated as comparable (and average) in attractiveness were
selected. Although no differences were expected, results from
the current study indicated that one target male was perceived
to be more attractive than the others. Whilst the current results
should be interpreted with some caution, this unexpected find-
ing did not appear to have a noticeable effect on the results,
with considerable effects found across all measures.

Although the nonequivalently attractive stimuli are of some
concern, the inferential analyses in the current study were
based on the changes in desirability from time 1 (no informa-
tion) to time 2 (mate-relevant information added). The authors
are not aware of any evidence that suggests male desirability
(significantly) changes differentially as a function of initial
physical attractiveness. Attractiveness scores of each man
ranged from 3.51-4.50 out of 7, and so none were close to
the extremes of the scale, thus the likelihood of ceiling/floor
effects moderating the changes in desirability are minimal.

In addition to the above suggestion, future studies could
minimise this potential confounding variable, possibly by ran-
domly associating photographs with descriptions in a mixed-
design study, or by avoiding the use of imagery (e.g. using
text-based dating profiles).

Prior Relationship Information The current study presented a
restricted range of mate-relevant information to participants.
This may have been a limitation, as previous research suggests
that the propensity for female mate copying varies as a func-
tion of quality and quantity of available mate-relevant cues.
For instance, men who have had more than five relationships
are perceived to be less desirable than men with fewer prior
relationships (Anderson and Surbey 2014). These men may be
judged as promiscuous, an undesirable trait linked to a number
of risks to women, including exposure to aggression, patho-
gens, and sexual coercion (DeGue et al. 2010; Schaller 2011).
Evidence also indicates that men who have had a recent break-
up (1 month prior) are perceived as less desirable than men
whose last relationship ended long ago (612 months prior)
(Anderson 2018). In the absence of such details, participants
in the current study may have made assumptions about the
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man’s prior relationships. Alternatively, they may have felt
they lacked adequate information to realistically determine
their interest in target males. Too much information could
cause participant fatigue and drop-out, and would be increas-
ingly complex to analyse and interpret. Thus, future studies
should strike a balance between presenting too little and too
much information.

Cultural Considerations This study recruited a large, cross-
cultural sample, which was both a strength and potential lim-
itation. On the one hand, it meant that the results could be
widely generalised. On the other hand, potential cultural fac-
tors were not explored. Conflicting evidence exists on the
relationship between culture and mating preferences. There
is evidence to suggest that mating preferences are similar
across cultures (Lippa 2007; Shackelford et al. 2005). Yet,
there is also evidence of cultural variations in mating prefer-
ences due to factors such as national health (DeBruine et al.
2010). Participant feedback indicated that some participants
had a preference for men different to the Caucasian target
males presented in the current study. It is worth noting that
social learning, a central driver of mate copying, is culturally
shaped and contributes to the development of an individual’s
values and beliefs (Molleman and Géchter 2018). The vari-
ables presented in the current study (mate evaluation and
break-up source) were considered pertinent to mate value.
However, this conclusion was based on prior research, most
of which has been conducted with samples from western pop-
ulations. Considering the complex interplay between culture
and individual values, it is possible that the variables used in
the current study were not equally important to this culturally
diverse sample, and that the lack of cultural diversity of target
men may have impacted perceived desirability. The relation-
ship between culture and mate copying has not yet been ade-
quately explored. Future research may wish to compare the
phenomenon of mate copying across cultures, taking a more
nuanced approach.

Future Research The current study has adopted a straightfor-
ward design that could be easily modified and replicated in
future studies. It would be valuable to replicate this method-
ology, with some adjustments to the survey as per the afore-
mentioned limitations. For instance, it would be important to
control for potential confounding variables such as target male
attractiveness. It may also be informative for future research to
include a condition where the breakup was male-initiated, and
possibly also when it was not initiated by either partner but by
an external party (e.g. a parent) and imposed upon them
against their will.

As the body of literature on human mate copying is still
quite sparse, there are many questions yet to be answered.
Future studies could add to the current knowledge base by
investigating a number of variables. For instance, as
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discussed, it would be valuable to examine the relationship
between variables such culture, age, and romantic experience
on mate copying propensity. Ultimately, humans are quite
complex, and further research is required in order to under-
stand the cognitive, social, behavioural and ecological factors
that are associated with this phenomenon.

Research Implications

The results of the current study have broad implications.
Knowledge that certain factors can either enhance or diminish
desirability as a partner could be used in real life to promote
successful dating. For instance, the concept of “wing-men” is
well ingrained in popular culture, and even in research
(Grazian 2011). The current finding that positive cues from
women enhance desirability suggest that perhaps men would
be better off bringing a “wing-woman” along in their pursuit
of romance and intimacy. Alternatively, including a positive
recommendation from a former partner could enhance a man’s
online dating profile. The results also suggest that women may
benefit from attending to their female peer’s evaluations of
mate quality. For instance, they may be more successful in
dating a man who is recommended by a friend or female peer
who has previously dated the man in question. The findings
may also have implications for psychologists and other coun-
sellors treating clients experiencing issues relating to dating
and romance. Understanding what promotes and prevents dat-
ing success could be used as an adjunct to approaches such as
relational counselling (Duffey and Haberstroh 2014) to in-
crease insight and promote successful engagement with wom-
en. The results also suggest that clinicians should be aware of
the psychological and social impacts of mate rejection. For
male clients presenting with issues around mate rejection, it
would be beneficial to work towards developing resilience
and positive connections with women to promote recovery.
As romantic relationships and attachment are sought by most
adults, information that can promote their success is relevant
to many people.

Novelty and Conclusion

Whilst the body of literature concerning the phenomenon of
human mate copying is growing, there has been very little
work specifically examining the negative dimension of mate
copying. The current study is novel in that it provides support
for the original theory of mate copying, whereby prior selec-
tion or rejection as a mate respectively increased or decreased
one’s likelihood of future mate selection (Pruett-Jones 1992).
In the current study, the original theory of mate-copying is
supported as female participants demonstrated a propensity
for both mate copying and mate avoidance when presented
with positive and negative social cues respectively.
Additionally, the current study overcomes some

methodological concerns of previous research whereby (a)
desirability has typically been evaluated by measuring target
male attractiveness (e.g. Uller and Johansson 2003; Vakiritzis
and Roberts 2012), and (b) prior research has frequently pre-
sented target males alongside their current partner and has thus
potentially measured mate-poaching rather than mate copying
(e.g. Little et al. 2008; Little et al. 2011).

The findings of the current study indicate that women are
attentive to social cues from female peers when evaluating and
selecting a potential mate. Positive cues increase the probabil-
ity of mate copying, whilst negative cues decrease this prob-
ability. Similarly, cues of prior mate rejection increase the
likelihood of mate avoidance. Mate-relevant cues from a
man’s former partner, particularly their own assessment of
his mate quality, are particularly influential. Information on
previous relationship dissolution (i.e. identifying the respon-
sible party) provides supplementary information that helps to
discriminate between potential mates. Overall, this study pro-
vides contributes to our developing knowledge on the com-
plexities of human mate copying.
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