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Abstract
Individuals have been found to perform a range of behaviours to retain their partners. This study investigated whether potential
rivals’ attributes and the situation influence individuals’ intentions to display these mate retention strategies. University students
(119) were assigned either to the university party or academic event situation. After reading each of five different scenarios
manipulating a potential rival’s characteristics (social dominance, status, physical dominance, physical attractiveness and seduc-
tive behaviours), participants reported their intentions to use mate-retention strategies in the presence of rivals possessing each of
the attributes above. The situation did not significantly influence the frequency of mate retention. Individuals reported higher
intentions to use mate-retention strategies in the presence of attractive and seductive rivals in comparison to the other attributes.
These differences were stronger among women than men. Overall, this study demonstrated that the attributes of a potential rival
play an important role in determining the frequency of mate-retention strategies.
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Darwin’s theory of sexual selection suggests that individuals
within one sex compete for access to mates of the opposite sex
(Darwin 1871). This process is called intrasexual competition
and has been documented in humans (e.g. Hudders et al.
2014). Because men and women are free to choose their part-
ners, the preferences of the opposite sex were the primary
force shaping intrasexual competition (Miller 1998). Hence,
to attract the best possible partner, the focus of individuals’
efforts is determined by what attributes the desired men or
women value in a prospective partner (Campbell 2013). For
example, if women prefer men who are good at playing word
games, the best male word game-player will be the most de-
sirable partner for women. Thus, men will do their best to
become good word game-players to enhance their mate value.
Accordingly, the ability to play word games will become the
focus of male intrasexual competition, such that men will
perceive the best male game-players as great threats.

Confirming the role of preferences in intrasexual competition,
studies have shown that given the opposite-sex preferences for
certain attributes, individuals will become more vigilant to-
wards same-sex individuals who display such attributes, espe-
cially in the context of mate attraction (Fink et al. 2014).

Recent research suggests that individuals in committed re-
lationships are sensitive to cues of high mate-value in same-
sex individuals which, in turn, triggers the use of mate-
retention strategies (Davies and Shackelford 2017), tactics
used to preserve a long-term relationship (Buss 1988).
However, such studies have focused on specific attributes,
such as physical attractiveness in women and high status in
men. In addition, the attributes of the threatened individual
have been overlooked. Given that the quality of the mates
we can attract and retain is constrained by our own value as
a mate (Conroy-Beam et al. 2016; Millar et al. 2018), it is
necessary to consider this factor when investigating how
threatening a same-sex individual is perceived to be.
Furthermore, most studies on mate-retention strategies are
correlational, limiting the conclusions that can be drawn from
them. Therefore, the current study investigated whether rivals’
attributes affect individuals’ intentions to display mate-
retention behaviours, through a comparison of different rivals’
attributes (e.g. physical attractiveness, status, popularity).
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Ideal Partner Preferences

To understand how the attributes of a potential rival may influ-
ence mate retention, it is important to understand which attri-
butes men and women value in a partner. Evolutionary theory
asserts that there are two main variables that affect partner
preferences, namely sex and the temporal context of the rela-
tionship sought, whether short-term or long-term (Buss and
Schmitt 1993).Men value characteristics linked to reproductive
value (e.g. youth and physical attractiveness) more thanwomen
do, whereas women attribute more importance to characteris-
tics related to social status than men do (Buss and Schmitt
2018). Both sexes value physical traits and sex drive relatively
more for short-term than long-term relationships (Regan et al.
2000) but men are more willing to lower their standards overall
for short-term relationships than women (Buss and Schmitt
1993, sexual strategies theory). However, some studies have
not shown sex differences. In a study of face-to-face contact
with a potential partner, both men and women were more in-
terested in a potential romantic partner if they were attractive
and presented high-earning potential (Eastwick and Finkel
2008; Selterman et al. 2015). These findings demonstrate that
in hypothetical contexts, men’s and women’s partner prefer-
ences appear to differ, whereas in a more naturalistic context,
men and women place importance on similar attributes in a
romantic partner. However, the face-to-face study did not con-
sider whether participants would consider the potential partners
for short- or long-term relationships: it evaluated general ro-
mantic interest only. Furthermore, there are differences in the
specific traits examined across the different studies, which
makes comparisons difficult.

Fletcher et al. (2004) asked their participants to choose be-
tween pairs of potential partners possessing different attributes.
Participants had to make a trade-off among different traits
(warmth/trustworthiness x attractiveness/vitality x status/re-
sources). Overall, men and women placed great importance
on warmth/trustworthiness regardless of whether a short- or
long-term relationship was considered. However, when
contrasted with attractiveness/vitality, men placed significantly
more importance on attractiveness/vitality than did women for
both short- and long-term relationships. When attractiveness
was contrasted with low status, having to pick between an
attractive partner with low status or a homely person with mon-
ey and a high-status job, men preferred the attractive partner
with low status more than did women. Overall, in comparison
to men, women value warmth/trustworthiness and status/
resources more than attractiveness/vitality in a potential partner.
Furthermore, sex differences were larger in the context of long-
term than short-term mate choice.

Moreover, Li et al. (2002) demonstrated that sex-
differentiated preferences are most pronounced when individ-
uals’ choices are constrained. Specifically, men on a low
“budget” prioritise attractiveness, whereas women prioritise

resources and status. After the minimums for these attributes
are met, individuals allocate their budget to other characteris-
tics (e.g. similarity, intelligence). Therefore, partner prefer-
ences depend on sex, relationship contexts and on the degree
to which choices are constrained.

Based on the studies discussed above, having the attributes
that are attractive to the opposite sex would allow individuals
to succeed in attracting a partner. An individual that possesses
the ideal desirable attributes will be a fierce competitor in the
mating attraction context, posing a greater threat to rivals
(Borau and Bonnefon 2017). In the context of mate attraction,
rivals’ attributes affect intrasexual competition, such that the
most desirable same-sex individuals are more frequently
targeted as potential threats. Similarly, in the context of a
romantic relationship, such desirable individuals as potential
rivals would also pose a greater threat than less desirable ones,
which could lead to the display of mate-retention behaviours.
However, it is not clear how the assessment of potential rivals
occurs, and which of their attributes would elicit specific
mate-retention strategies.

Intrasexual Competition and Mate Retention:
the Threat of Mate Poachers

Romantic relationships are susceptible to different problems
that may threaten not only the quality of the relationship, but
lead to its termination, such as different personalities, dis-
agreements and long-distance (Apostolou et al. 2019).
Although all of these factors are a source of concern for a
couple, there is also the threat of mate poachers, which are
individuals who attempt to attract someone who is already
romantically committed to someone else (Schmitt 2004).
Emotional and sexual extra-dyadic involvement is associated
with relationship dissolution, even after controlling for age,
relationship duration and relationship quality in non-married
couples (Negash et al. 2014). Similarly, infidelity is the most
common cause of marital dissolution in different societies
(Betzig 1989; Fincham and May 2017; Ippoliti 2018).
Infidelity results in negative outcomes for the individuals in-
volved in the relationship, as well as to the offspring, such as
depression and anxiety (Crouch and Dickes 2016). To avoid
such costs, individuals use tactics to preserve their relation-
ships, namely mate-retention strategies.

Mate-retention strategies range from positive strategies,
such as oral sex (Pham and Shackelford 2013; Pham et al.
2013) and copulation (Barbaro et al. 2015) to negative strate-
gies, such as violence against a partner and potential rivals
(Buss and Duntley 2011). Thus, mate retention involves both
intersexual—directed towards the romantic partner—and
intrasexual behaviours—targeting potential romantic rivals
(de Miguel and Buss 2011). Buss (1988) developed a taxon-
omy of mate retention to facilitate their assessment,
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identifying 19 tactics that can be grouped into five broader
categories: direct guarding (e.g. vigilance), intersexual-
negative inducements (e.g. emotional manipulation), positive
inducements (e.g. display of love and care), public signs of
possession (e.g. verbal signs of possession) and intrasexual-
negative inducements (e.g. threatening rivals).

Many aspects affect a successful mate-poaching attempt.
Dark triad personality traits (psychopathy, narcissism and
Machiavellianism) of an individual positively predict success-
ful mate poaching in men (Kardum et al. 2015). Davies and
Shackelford (2017) found that a mate poacher’s success de-
pends on two main factors: (1) the level of commitment of the
poached individual to their partners; and (2) the mate
poacher’s attributes. The greater the commitment of the
poached individual to their partner, the higher the level of
attractiveness and the amount of wealth necessary for the mate
poacher to succeed. This means that not any poacher would
successfully attract away someone else’s partner: their attri-
butes play an important part in the process, which means that
those poachers who possess more desirable attributes will be
more likely to succeed in poaching. If that is true, the partner
of an individual would feel more threatened bymore desirable
rivals, and therefore, they would put more effort into
protecting their relationship when such competitors are
around, by displaying mate-retention strategies.

Research suggests that individuals’ concern with mate re-
tention rises when a potential rival displays attributes that
suggest that such a rival could be a successful mate poacher.
For example, women are sensitive to cues of other women’s
fertility and respond to them by displaying subtle mate-
retention tactics, such as avoiding ovulating women, along-
side reporting higher sexual desire for their own partners
(Krems et al. 2016). Fink et al. (2014) observed that women
with faces that are more feminine, with larger breasts and
lower waist-to-hip ratios are perceived as more threatening
by female observers, in line with the hypothesis that
intrasexual competition focuses on the traits that the opposite
sex finds more attractive. Becausemen findwomenwith those
attributes more attractive (Fletcher et al. 2004), other women
will perceive them as a greater threat. Hennighausen et al.
(2016) reported a similar process in men. Specifically, men
prefer luxury cars compared to non-luxury ones and reported
higher intentions to buy the luxury cars. More importantly,
preference for luxury cars is greater in an intrasexual compe-
tition context, suggesting that men use luxury products in
male-male competition to attract or retain partners.

The Current Study

In a committed relationship, both partners are subject to the
threat of mate poachers and the strategies selected to protect
their relationship against such threat will partly depend on the

characteristics of the rival. If a man is more likely to be
attracted to younger, attractive females, whenever there is
such a competitor around, women will engage more often in
mate-retention strategies than when less attractive women are
around. The same should be true for men, if women place
greater importance on power and status, for example, men will
be more likely to display mate-retention behaviours when
high-status rivals are around. In this study, we test whether
potential rivals’ attributes influence individuals’ intentions to
display mate-retention behaviours.

Whilst we have not found any studies experimentally ma-
nipulating rivals’ attributes and their impacts on mate retention,
Dijkstra and Buunk (2002) compared the effect of five attri-
butes of rivals (social dominance, physical attractiveness, se-
ductive behaviour, physical dominance and social status) on
men and women’s jealousy levels. Overall, they observed that
men reported higher levels of jealousy when a rival was high in
social dominance, physical dominance and social status.
Women, on the other hand, reported to be more jealous when
the rival was physically attractive. This confirms that heterosex-
ual men and women will be particularly vigilant of those rivals
possessing the attributes that they think the opposite sex values
(Fink et al. 2014; Hennighausen et al. 2016). Because jealousy
predicts mate-retention behaviours (Davis et al. 2018), we pre-
dict that compared to men, women will report higher intentions
to use mate-retention behaviours when the rival is described as
attractive. We also predict that men, compared to women, will
report higher intentions to use mate retention when their rival
has high-status. The five attributes of rivals used in the study of
Dijkstra and Buunk (2002) have been shown to predict jealousy
(see also Buunk et al. 2011) and represent different attributes
that men and women value in a partner and so this study will
also consider these five attributes for understanding mate-
retention reactions to rivals’ attributes.

Additionally, mate-poaching success depends on context.
For example, mate poachers tend to be most successful when
the relationship is long-distance and when the targeted mate is
dating rather than married (Buss and Schmitt 2001). Mate
poaching may also be sensitive to the environment as some
situations that facilitate flirting (e.g. a party) may be more
likely to result in infidelity than situations that do not (e.g. a
conference). We hypothesise that participants in the party sit-
uation will report higher jealousy and higher intentions to
performmate retention than will participants in the conference
situation.

Method

Participants

Participants consisted of 119 university students (50.4% fe-
male, n = 60, mean age = 21 years, SD = 9.5), who were
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married or in a civil partnership (54.9%, N = 51) or dating or
engaged (45.1%, N = 42). Participants were European
(68.9%), North American (14.3%), 10.1% East Asian and
6.7% were South American, North Asian or South Asian.
Participants were recruited through a UK university recruit-
ment system and through social network sites (e.g. Facebook).

Materials

Participants completed an online survey. The survey com-
prised the following measures:

Intentions to Perform Mate-Retention Behaviours (Adapted
from Buss et al. 2008) We selected and adapted 10 items of
the Mate Retention Inventory—Short-Form (MRI-SF) to
evaluate the intentions to use mate-retention strategies. We
selected two items for each of the five following mat-
retention categories (Buss 1988; Buss et al. 2008): direct
guarding (e.g. insist that my partner spend all her/his free time
at the party/event with me); intersexual-negative inducements
(e.g. show interest in other women/men to make my partner
angry); positive inducements (e.g. display greater affection for
my partner); public signs of possession (e.g. hold my partner’s
hand when other women/men were around); intrasexual-
negative inducements (e.g. stare coldly at the man/woman
who was looking at my partner). Participants indicated how
likely it would be for them to use each of those strategies if
another man/woman was flirting with their partner, using a
scale ranging from 1 (not likely) to 4 (very likely). Similar
to the MRI-SF, the 10 items combined offer a general score
of intentions to use mate-retention strategies. As evidence of
convergent validity, this general score significantly correlates
with jealousy (r = .53; p < .001). Additionally, the reliability
of the scale was acceptable (Cronbach’s ! = .71).

Self-Perceived Mating Success Scale Landolt et al (1995) The
scale evaluates an individual’s perception of the reactions they
receive from members of the opposite sex (e.g. “Members of
the opposite sex notice me”, “Members of the opposite sex are
attracted to me”) and functions as a mate value measure.
Responses were given on a seven-point scale ranging from 1
(Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). The reliability of the
scale was acceptable (Cronbach’s ! = .87).

Jealousy Reaction to Rivals’ Attributes This measure is an
adapted version of the instrument of Buunk and Dijkstra
(2015) and Dijkstra and Buunk (2002). We created the current
version by selecting two items to represent each of the five
attributes of rivals that individualsmay find threatening, namely
social dominance (spontaneous, popular), physical dominance
(muscular, physically strong), physical attractiveness (attractive
body, attractive face), social status (successful, has a good job)
and seductive behaviour (seducer, behaves provocatively).

Participants were asked to rate how jealous they would feel if
a potential rival that approached their partner possessed the
attributes listed above on scale ranging from 0 [not jealous at
all] to 5 [very jealous]. Participants were asked to report their
level of jealousy for each of the attributes independently.

Self-Perceived Attributes Inventory To create this measure, we
modified the scale of response and the instructions of the
Rivals’ Attributes Inventory described previously to investi-
gate attributes that individuals may possess using 14 items that
represent the five broad categories, namely social dominance
(spontaneous, popular), physical dominance (muscular, phys-
ically strong), physical attractiveness (attractive body, attrac-
tive face), social status (successful, has a good job) and seduc-
tive behaviour (seducer, troublemaker). Participants were
asked to report the extent to which they possess each of the
attributes on a Likert scale ranging from 1 [low in this trait]
and 7 [high in this trait]. Reliability coefficients ranged from
.43 to .87 (Cronbach’s alpha).

Scenario Creation To choose the two situations for the scenar-
ios, five independent judges who were in a long-term relation-
ship were asked to imagine a rival flirtingwith their partners in
different situations using scenarios adapted from Dijkstra and
Buunk 2002; Buunk and Dijkstra 2015). The judges rated the
situations (e.g. party, conference, the opening of an art gallery)
for their jealousy-evoking potential on a scale ranging from 1
(not jealous at all) to 7 (extremely jealous). Judges reported
that they would feel the most jealous at a party (M = 5.20;
SD = .75) and the least jealous at an academic conference
(M = 3.20; SD = 1.36). Therefore, these two situations were
chosen as the scenarios to be used in the current study.

Procedure

This study followed a within- and between-subjects design,
with all participants reporting their intentions to perform mate
retention in response to different rivals’ attributes in either a
party or an academic event situation. Participants read a par-
ticipant information sheet, in which research details such as
procedure, confidentiality of data and the possibility of with-
drawing at any time were explained. Next, female participants
were presented with the following scenario (male participants
were presented with the same scenario but with the gender-
terms changed appropriately)

You are at a party with your boyfriend and you are
talking with some of your friends. You notice your boy-
friend across the room talking to a woman that you do
not know. You can see from her face that she is interest-
ed in your boyfriend. She is listening closely to what he
is saying and you notice that she casually touches his
hand. You notice that she is flirting with him. After a
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minute, your boyfriend also begins to act flirtatiously.
You can tell from the way he is looking at her that he
likes her a great deal. They seem completely absorbed in
each other.

After reading the scenario, participants completed the jeal-
ousy reaction to rivals’ attributes questionnaire. Female par-
ticipants were then presented with a second scenario (male
participants were presented with the same scenario but with
the gender-terms changed appropriately) in which they were
asked to imagine their partner interacting with a person of the
opposite sex either at a party or an academic event situation, as
follows:

Imagine that you are at a university party [academic
event] with your partner. You are talking with some of
your friends when you notice him across the room
speaking with a person of the opposite sex that you do
not know. As you watch him for a moment, you see this
woman flirting with him. After a minute, he also begins
to act flirtatiously. The two of them seem to be in their
own world, not paying attention to anyone around them.
He is looking at and speaking to her in a way that lets
you know he finds her interesting.

After reading the scenarios, all participants were asked to
imagine that their rivals possessed different attributes: (1) so-
cial dominance (e.g. spontaneous, popular); (2) physical dom-
inance (e.g. muscular, physically strong); (3) physical attrac-
tiveness (e.g. attractive body, attractive face); (4) social status
(successful, has a good job) and (5) seductive behaviour (e.g.
seducer, troublemaker). For example, to imagine that the rival
possessed dominant characteristics, female participants read
the following passage (male participants were presented with
the same scenario but with the gender-terms changed
appropriately):

You find out that the woman he is flirting with is named
M.K. M.K. is involved in many student organisations
and appears to be very popular. She is spontaneous and
charismatic, being invited to many parties since she has
a large social circle and always appears to liven up any
gathering.

Next, respondents completed the questionnaire assessing in-
tentions to use mate-retention strategies in light of the threat to
their relationship.

Results

Initially, we tested whether the attributes of the respondents
play a role in how threatening they perceive each rival,

examining whether their own attributes were associated with
their jealousy levels and intentions to display mate retention in
each condition. In men, their own level of attractiveness neg-
atively correlated with jealousy towards socially dominant
(r = ! .33, p < .001), physically dominant (r = ! .31,
p < .001) and high-status rivals (r = ! .28, p < .001).
Additionally, men’s own level of seducing behaviours posi-
tively correlated with intention to perform mate-retention be-
haviours towards attractive rivals (r = .28; p = .03). No signif-
icant correlations were found among women (all r values
< .15, all p values > .22). No significant correlations were
found between respondents’mate value and jealousy or inten-
tions to engage in mate-retention behaviours neither in men
nor in women (all r values < .19, all p values > .13).

Effect of Sex, Situation and Rivals’ Attributes
on Jealousy

A 2 (participant sex: male vs female) ! 2 (situation: academic
party vs university event) ! 5 (rival characteristics: social
dominance, physical dominance, physical attractiveness, so-
cial status and seductive behaviour) mixed model ANOVA on
jealousy was performed. A significant main effect of rivals’
characteristics was observed [F(4,112) = 24.49, p < .001;
!2 = .17). Follow-up tests exploring this finding (alpha
corrected to p < .005, using a Bonferroni correction) demon-
strated that participants reported more jealousy in the presence
of attractive rivals (M = 4.54, SD = 1.58) than rivals
possessing all the other attributes [social dominance M =
4.90, SD = 1.42, t(118) = 3.47, p = .001; seductive behaviour
M = 3.88, SD = 1.87, t(118) = 7.28, p < 001; high-status M =
3.92, SD = 1.63, t(118) = 7.41, p < .001; physically dominant
M = 3.88, SD = 1.68, t(118) = 7.47, p < .001). Participants also
demonstrated higher levels of jealousy towards a socially
dominant rival than towards all the other attributes [all t
values > 3.47 = p < .001), except in comparison attractiveness
rivals. An interaction between sex and rivals’ characteristics
was also observed [F(4,112) = 25.43, p < .001; !2 = .15).

To explore the between-subjects effect, independent t tests
were carried out using a Bonferroni correction for multiple
comparisons (adjusted p = .01). Women reported significantly
higher levels of jealousy towards socially dominant rivals
[M = 5; SD = 1.07, t(117) = ! 3.33, p < .001] and towards ri-
vals expressing seductive behaviours [M = 4.35; SD = 1.73;
t(117) = ! 2.82, p = .006] than did men (respectively M =
4.07, SD = 1.86; M = 3.41, SD = 1.9). Paired t tests were car-
ried out to explore the within-subjects effect (adjusted
p < .005). Men reported higher levels of jealousy towards
attractive (M = 4.63, SD = 1.60) than towards a socially dom-
inant [M = 4.07, SD = 1.86; t(58) = ! 3.47, p = .001], high-
status [M = 4.05, SD = 1.76, t(58) = 3.39, p = .001] and seduc-
tive rivals [M = 3.41, SD = 1.90, t(58) = 5.71, p < .001]. They
also reported more jealousy towards a physically dominant
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[M = 4.44, SD = 1.67; t(58) = 4.8, p = .001] and high-status
rival [t(58) = 3.26, p = .002] than a seductive rival.
Differences between jealousy towards a physically dominant
rival and a socially dominant [t(58) = 2.47, p = .03] and a
high-status rival were observed [t(58) = 2.43, p = .02] but
did not survive a Bonferroni correction. In turn, women re-
ported higher levels of jealousy towards a socially dominant
(M = 5, SD = 1.07) rival than a physically dominant [M =
3.33, SD = 1.52, t(59) = 8.22, p < .001], high-status [M =
3.80, SD = 1.49, t(59) = 7.22, p < .001] and seductive rival
[M = 5.17, SD = 1.18, t(59) = 3.20, p = .002). They also re-
ported higher levels of jealousy towards a physically attractive
(M = 5.17, SD = 1.18) rival than towards a physically domi-
nant [t(59) = 9.22, p < .001], high-status [t(59) = 4.57,
p < .001] and seductive rival. Women also reported higher
levels of jealousy towards a seductive rival than a physically
dominant rival [t(59) = 4.28, p < .001]. Differences between
jealousy towards a high-status rival and jealousy towards a
physically dominant [t(58) = 2.56, p = .01] and a seductive
rival were observed [t(58) = 2.31, p = .02] but did not survive
a Bonferroni correction.

A 2 (sex: male vs female) ! 2 (situation: academic party vs
university event) !5 (rival characteristics: social dominance,
physical dominance, physical attractiveness, social status, se-
ductive behaviour) mixed ANCOVA on jealousy was per-
formed, controlling for self-perceived mating success and
scores on self-perceived attributes. This analysis did not return
a significant main effect of rivals’ characteristics on mate reten-
tion [F(4,106) = .63, p = .61). The interaction between sex and
rivals’ characteristics remained significant [F(4,106) = 14.61,
p < .001, !2 = .12). The effect of participants’ self-perceived
seducing behaviours on jealousy was marginally significant
[F(4,106) = 2.42, p = .06). The effects of the remaining covar-
iates and the interactions between situation and rivals’ charac-
teristics and between these two variables and sex were non-
significant (all F values < 1.40, all p values > .24).

Effect of Sex, Situation and Rivals’ Attributes
on Mate-Retention Behaviours

Initially, a 2 (participant sex: male vs female) ! 2 (situation:
academic party vs university event) !5 (rival characteristics:
social dominance, physical dominance, physical attractive-
ness, social status, seductive behaviour) mixed ANOVA on
mate-retention strategies was performed. A main effect of ri-
vals’ characteristics on mate retention was observed
[F(4,112) = 11.59, p < .001; !2 = .09]. Follow-up tests (adjust-
ed p < .005) demonstrated that intentions to use mate-retention
behaviours are higher in the presence of an attractive rival
(M = 2.20, SD = .57) than rivals possessing all the other attri-
butes [social dominance M = 2.08, SD = .47, t(118) = 4.32,
p < .001; status M = 2.02, SD = .53, t(118) = 5.65, p < .001;
physical dominance [M = 2.05, SD = .58, t(118) = 4.48,

p < .001], apart from seductive rivals [M = 2.16, SD = .64,
t(118) = 1.20, p = .23]. In turn, intentions to use mate-
retention behaviours are higher in the presence of a seductive
rival than a physically dominant [t(118) = 3.09, p < 001] or a
high-status rival [t(118) = 3.72, p < 001], but do not differ
from intentions around socially dominant [t(118) = 2.15,
p = .03] or physically attractive rivals. An interaction between
sex and rivals’ characteristics was also observed [F(4,112) =
6.16, p < .001; !2 = .05].

To explore the between-subjects effect, independent t tests
were carried out (adjusted p < .01) and, contrary to the current
hypothesis, no significant differences emerged between men’s
and women’s scores of mate retention for each of the rivals’
characteristics (all t values < 1.82, all p values < .30; see
Fig. 1). Paired t tests were carried out to explore within-
subjects effect (adjusted p < .005). Among men, a significant
difference between the frequency of mate retention around an
attractive (M = 2.11, SD = .57) and a physically dominant rival
[M = 2.04; SD = .57, t(58) = 2.88, p = .006] was observed. A
difference between mate retention around a high-status (M =
2.04; SD = .54) and an attractive rival [t(58) = 2.54, p = .01]
was observed but did not survive a Bonferroni correction.
Women reported performing mate-retention strategies more
often in the presence of an attractive rival (M = 2.30,
SD = .56) than a socially dominant [M = 2.11, SD = .47,
t(59) = 4.76, p < .001], high status (M = 2.01, SD = .52)
[t(59) = 5.37, p < .001] and physically dominant rival [M =
2.08, SD = .59, t(59) = 3.82, p < .001]. They also reported to
perform mate-retention strategies more often in the presence
of a seductive rival (M = 2.27, SD = .62) than a high-status
[t(59) = 4.19, p < .001] rival and a physically dominant rival
[t(59) = 3.35, p < .001] (see Fig. 1). A difference between
mate retention around a socially dominant and a high-status
rival was found but did not survive a Bonferroni correction
[t(59) = 2.73, p = .008].

The interactions between situation and rivals’ characteristics
and between these two variables and sex were non-significant
(F values, all p values > .22). The situation did not significantly
affect the intensity of mate-retention strategies.

A 2 (participant sex: male vs female) ! 2 (situation: aca-
demic party vs university event) !5 (rival characteristics: so-
cial dominance, physical dominance, physical attractiveness,
social status, seductive behaviour) mixed ANCOVA on mate-
retention strategies was performed, controlling for self-
perceived mating success and scores on self-perceived attri-
butes. This analysis did not return a significant main effect of
rivals’ characteristics on mate retention [F(4,106) = 3.084,
p = .84]. The interaction between sex and rivals’ characteris-
tics remained significant [F(4,106) = 5.31, p = .001; !2 = .05].
The effects of the covariates and the interactions between sit-
uation and rivals’ characteristics and between these two vari-
ables and sex were non-significant (all F values < 1.64, all
p values > .17).
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Discussion

This study investigated whether the attributes of a potential
rival influence the use of mate-retention strategies. To manip-
ulate such attributes, participants read a scenario in which their
partner was potentially flirting with an opposite-sex stranger.
Following the scenario, participants imagined their rivals hav-
ing five broad attributes (social dominance, physical attrac-
tiveness, physical dominance, high status and seductive be-
haviour). For each attribute, participants reported how jealous
they would be if the person talking to their partners possessed
those attributes and how likely they were to use different
mate-retention behaviours. The situation was also manipulat-
ed as participants were asked to imagine their partner and their
rival flirting either at a party or at an academic conference.
Results demonstrated that the rivals’ attributes play a role in
participants’ levels of jealousy and frequency of mate-
retention behaviours. These results varied according to the
sex of participants but not according to the situation.

Regarding the main effect of rivals’ attributes, individuals
reported higher levels of jealousy towards attractive and so-
cially dominant rivals in comparison to the other attributes, in
line with previous studies on jealousy (Dijkstra and Buunk
2002). Similarly, for mate retention, participants reported
higher intentions to use mate-retention strategies when threat-
ened by attractive and seductive rivals. Taken together, these
results suggest that rivals’ attributes, particularly their physical
attractiveness, play an important role in the intensity of mate-
retention behaviours. One potential reason for participants’
focus on such attributes may be that in a brief interaction, such
as the one described in the scenario, these characteristics
would be an important determinant for the success of a mate
poacher. In fact, previous research has shown that both men
and women place more importance on physical attractiveness
and sexual desirability (e.g. attractiveness, sex drive) when
selecting a partner, particularly for a short-term relationship
(Eastwick and Finkel 2008; Selterman et al. 2015; Regan et al.
2000). Therefore, if a rival is attractive, extroverted and be-
haves seductively, they will have more chance to attract a

potential mate, even if these potential mates are already taken.
Following this, threatened partners will target rivals
possessing these attributes through jealousy and mate
guarding.

An interaction was also found between rivals’ attributes
and the sex of the participant for jealousy. Specifically, women
reported higher levels of jealousy towards socially dominant
and seductive rivals than men did. This may be because a
more self-confident and spontaneous woman may more ac-
tively compete for the attention of another woman’s partner
(Dijkstra and Buunk 2002). Overall, women reported higher
levels of jealousy than men, potentially because men are more
likely to succumb to mate poaching (Adair et al. 2017).
Additionally, it may be that men perceive more extroverted
and seductive women as sexually available; therefore, these
women would be more likely to succeed in attracting one’s
partner, explaining why women target these rivals more than
men do. Moreover, the rivals’ characteristics affected jealousy
differently in men and women. In men, the attractiveness of
rivals appeared to play a more important role in their jealousy
level in comparison to the other characteristics. Although se-
ductive behaviours seem to play a role for both men and
women, for men only, physical dominance and high-status
also appeared to make men more jealous than seductive be-
haviours. This is not surprising, since women seek these attri-
butes more than men do (Little et al. 2008; Salmon 2017).
Women, similarly to men, will respond more strongly either
with jealousy or with mate-retention strategies, to an attractive
and socially dominant rival in comparison to the other attri-
butes. However, in contrast to men, a seductive rival was more
threatening than both a higher-status and a physically domi-
nant female, in line with the findings of Dijkstra and Buunk
(2002).

There was also an interaction between sex and rivals’ attri-
butes for mate-retention behaviours. We hypothesised that
women would report higher intentions to use mate-retention
strategies when the rival is described as attractive than would
men, whereas men would do so in the presence of a high-
status rival more than women would. However, no significant

Fig. 1 Frequency of mate
retention for each rival attribute in
men and women
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differences were found between the frequency of mate-
retention behaviours for each rival attribute between men
and women. Women reported slightly higher intentions to
use mate retention with an attractive rival than did men; how-
ever, this was not statistically significant. On the other hand,
men’s and women’s intentions to use mate-retention tactics
were similar when the rival was depicted as possessing high-
status. Although this seems surprising initially, Hudders et al.
(2014) found that women use luxury consumption as a self-
promotion strategy in an intrasexual competition context be-
cause this improves their chances against competitors, sug-
gesting that women feel intimidated by a high-status rival in
a similar way to men.

The study demonstrated that men reported greater inten-
tions to use mate-retention strategies around a physically at-
tractive rival than a physically dominant rival. Women, on the
other hand, feel equally threatened by an attractive and a se-
ductive rival. Women reported greater intentions to use mate-
retention strategies around an attractive and seductive rival
than around a rival with all the other attributes. However, the
level of women’s intentions to use mate-retention strategies
did not significantly differ in response to rivals displaying
seductive behaviours versus them displaying social domi-
nance. These findings demonstrate that whilst attractiveness
plays an important role for both men and women (Selterman
et al. 2015), women feel particularly threatened by rivals that
are more extroverted and behave seductively. This may be
because women who behave more seductively have higher
chances of luring someone’s partner away, explaining why
female respondents would focus their efforts on these rivals.
At the same time, socially dominant women are more attrac-
tive for men as long-term partners (Regan et al. 2000), helping
to explain why women target socially dominant rivals.
Alternatively, participants may be expressing more concerns
towards those attributes that they value themselves in a part-
ner, and, therefore, feeling more threatened by rivals
displaying such attributes.

The current study also investigated whether participants’
own attributes and mate value would play a role in their jeal-
ousy and mate-retention reactions to rivals’ attributes. The
current study did not find any significant associations between
women’s attributes and mate value and their level of jealousy
or intentions to perform mate retention. This finding contrasts
with previous research suggesting that women are more likely
to engage in social comparison (Dijkstra and Buunk 2002),
and therefore their own attributes and mate value would play a
role in how threatened they feel by rivals. On the other hand,
there was a negative correlation between men’s self-reported
attractiveness and their jealousy towards social dominance,
physical dominance and high-status in potential poachers.
This suggests that men’s jealousy depends not only on their
potential rivals’ attributes, but also on their own. Indeed, after
controlling for mate value and participants’ self-perceived

attributes, the main effect of rivals’ attributes on jealousy
and mate retention became non-significant. Such findings cor-
roborate previous research suggesting that successful mate
poaching depends on the relative mate value of the poacher
to the current partner’s mate value (Davies and Shackelford
2017). Therefore, individuals’ reactions to threats to their re-
lationships depend on their own self-perceived value as a
mate, at least in men.

This study has several limitations. First, although we ran-
domly allocated our participants to either an academic confer-
ence or party situation, we used a convenience sample (i.e.
non-random internet recruitment so participants are self-se-
lected), which can limit the generalisability of the current
findings. Whilst not addressed here, there may be variation
across cultures (Nascimento and Little 2019) and future stud-
ies can examine if the relationship between rivals’ character-
istics and jealousy are similar or different across cultures.
Another limitation is the use of self-report measures, which
are subject to social desirability and which may have influ-
enced participants’ honesty to admit the performance of neg-
ative mate-retention strategies. For example, participants will
be less likely to admit that they would slap someone else’s
face to protect their relationships against threats. Additionally,
in each scenario, we have highlighted one isolated and specif-
ic attribute for the rivals. However, in real life, rivals are more
complex and possess a mixture of different traits and attri-
butes. When these attributes are combined, they may trigger
different mate-retention strategies to those considered in the
current study. Therefore, the extent to which the current find-
ings may be applied to naturalistic contexts is limited.

Despite such limitations, this study represents an initial
attempt to manipulate rivals’ attributes to understand their
impact on mate-retention behaviours. This is important for
two reasons. First, studies on mate selection, attraction and
retention usually focus on two attributes: attractiveness and
status. This study has addressed a wider range of attributes
and demonstrated how attributes such as social dominance
and seductive behaviours influence intentions to perform
mate-retention behaviours. The second is that studies on mate
retention have been mainly correlational whereas the current
study examined this topic experimentally. Taken together, the
current findings help confirm the findings of previous studies
demonstrating the evolutionary function of jealousy and mate
retention as adaptive mechanisms designed to detect and deal
with potential threats to a relationship.
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