
Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1 September 2020 | Volume 11 | Article 574168

REVIEW
published: 24 September 2020

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.574168

Edited by: 
Lin Zhang,  

Ningbo University, China

Reviewed by: 
Yongjun Zhang,  

Stony Brook University, United States
Congcong Han,  

Shandong Normal University, China

*Correspondence: 
Xiaoyi Fang  

fangxy@bnu.edu.cn

Specialty section: 
This article was submitted to  

Evolutionary Psychology,  
a section of the journal  
Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 19 June 2020
Accepted: 20 August 2020

Published: 24 September 2020

Citation:
Hou J, Shu T and Fang X (2020) 

Influence of Resources on Cue 
Preferences in Mate Selection.

Front. Psychol. 11:574168.
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.574168

Influence of Resources on Cue 
Preferences in Mate Selection
Juan Hou1, Tianxin Shu1 and Xiaoyi Fang2*

1 Department of Philosophy, Anhui University, Hefei, China, 2 Institute of Developmental Psychology, Beijing Normal University, 
Beijing, China

According to the research on the influence of resources on mate selection, the amount 
of financial resources affects an individual’s choice of “luxuries” and “necessities” among 
mate selection cues, while the amount of time resources affects cue diversity. However, 
for a long time, researchers only paid attention to the impact of financial resources and 
ignored the role of time resources. Therefore, this paper draws lessons from the relevant 
research on the influence of time on decision-making and proposes to study mate selection 
from the perspective of decision-making. Additionally, current research concerning the 
influence of resources on the choice of a spouse focuses more on results and neglects 
to examine the process. Therefore, based on the relevant theories, this paper makes 
several theoretical assumptions regarding the influence mechanism of resource availability 
on mate choice decisions, gender differences, and the actor-partner effect.
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INTRODUCTION

Mate selection is an important link in the continuous development of human society and a 
complex decision-making problem (Svenson, 1996; Candolin, 2003; Li et  al., 2016d). Mate 
selection involves not only the cue preference of individuals in the choice of partners but 
also the methods used by individuals in mate choice (Liu et  al., 2011). This paper focuses 
on cue preference in the choice of partners.

Resources, as an important bargaining chip in mate selection, play a decisive role in the 
process of mate choice decision-making and have attracted the attention of many researchers 
(Buss, 1989; Yong and Li, 2012; Li et  al., 2016a; Chen and Yao, 2018; Tian et  al., 2019). 
Numerous other factors also affect individual preferences for mate cues, such as culture, the 
actual sex ratio, values, mate value, aesthetic standards, the mate selection purpose, and resource 
acquisition ability (Buss, 1989; Chang et  al., 2011; Durante et  al., 2012; Dillon et  al., 2013). 
This paper mainly discusses the impact of resources.

Generally, the amount of resources influences the dimension and degree of the preference 
for mate selection cues in the mate selection decision. For example, men with more financial 
resources have higher requirements regarding women’s physical attractiveness (Janssens et  al., 
2011; Yong and Li, 2012; Li et  al., 2016a), while women consider men’s resources regardless 
of their resources (Townsend, 1989; Khallad, 2005; Vigil et  al., 2006). In addition, an increase 
in their own financial resources will lead women to pay more attention to the appearance 
and character of men (Gangestad and Simpson, 2000; Lu et  al., 2015).
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Regarding the impact of resources on mate choice, money 
is an obvious factor, but resources include not only money 
but also time (Leclerc et al., 1995). The time resource discussed 
in this paper refers to the time available to individuals from 
the beginning of the mate choice decision to the completion 
of the mate choice decision. Studies have found that an abundance 
of time will affect the process and outcome of mate selection 
(Liu et al., 2011). When time resources are sufficient, individuals 
tend to consider more dimensions of mate preference, while 
the opposite is true when time resources are scarce. The amount 
of time resources also affects the information-processing mode 
of mate selection; that is, do people use rational analytical 
methods or heuristic methods of bounded rationality to make 
mate choices? (Liu et  al., 2011; Li et  al., 2016d). Unfortunately, 
the research on the influence of time resources on mate selection 
has not advanced since the cited publications, and additional 
research is required concerning the influence of time resources 
on mate selection and its mechanism.

Time and money display both similarities and differences. 
As a resource, time has much in common with financial resources, 
as both are limited resources that can be saved, spent or utilized 
(Li and Huang, 2013; Mogilner and Norton, 2016). However, 
time resources also possess several unique characteristics different 
from the characteristics of financial resources (Mogilner and  
Aaker, 2009; Li and Huang, 2013; Gino and Mogilner, 2014; 
Zhao, 2015; Hershfield et  al., 2016). As one example, time 
resources cannot be  replenished. Once lost, they cannot 
be  recovered. Therefore, individuals may be  more cautious 
with respect to spending time resources. Time resources also 
have no social exchange significance. In addition, because 
time resources have no material substance, they are conceptually 
vaguer and more difficult to measure than financial resources, 
and, therefore, individuals are less sensitive to sunk time 
costs than to sunk money costs (DeVoe and Pfeffer, 2007; 
Zhao, 2015). Moreover, time resources cannot be  stored. 
Thus, although a day lasts the same 24  h for everyone, 
everyone’s financial resources differ. Finally, the value of time 
resources is unstable and changes according to an individual’s 
experience and age, while financial resources are subject to 
a unified value metric.

Based on the preceding discussion, this paper summarizes 
the relevant theories and studies on the influence of resources 
on cue preference in mate selection decisions while considering 
the two aspects of money and time. In addition, it presents 
a theoretical description of the influence mechanism of resources 
on mate selection decisions.

THEORETICAL MODEL

Researchers have proposed theoretical models of mate selection 
from several perspectives. In the early stage of this research, 
mate selection was typically studied from the perspective of 
evolutionary psychology as a means of reproduction. However, 
mate selection is both a biological instinct and a result of 
socialization. For example, positive assortative mating theory, 
complementarity theory, and social exchange theory elaborate 

the relationship between resources and mate selection from 
the perspective of sociology. In recent years, researchers have 
proposed considering mate selection as a type of decision made 
in pursuit of optimization. Therefore, a theoretical model that 
captures the influence of resources on decision-making would 
represent a valuable reference.

Reproduction: Genetic Optimal 
Perspective
Researchers have different views on how resources are integrated 
to achieve optimal reproduction. Evolutionary psychologists 
argue that the ultimate goal of human mate selection behavior 
is to reproduce and that all individual mate selection strategies 
aim to preserve and optimize the actor’s own genes.

According to the theory of parental investment proposed 
by Trivers (1972), the purpose of mate selection is the 
continuation of the race, and both men and women have 
different incentives due to their different parental investments. 
That is, women value money more, while men value appearance 
more. Because women invest more in the reproduction and 
raising of their offspring and take more initiative, they pay 
more attention to the characteristics that are conducive to the 
raising of offspring, such as economic resources and social 
status. Of course, the requirements for these characteristics 
can also be  used to screen for good male genes. To favor 
genetic continuation, the male, as a passive selector, tends to 
focus on the female’s appearance and other characteristics with 
respect to gene optimization rather than valuing extensive 
economic resources.

Reproductive strategy theory, which also focuses on offspring 
investment, emphasizes the influence of early family life 
experience on mate selection. Belsky (1991) divided reproductive 
strategies into high reproductive strategies and low reproductive 
strategies according to the amount of investment in offspring. 
Individuals with high reproductive strategies tend to invest 
more emotion and resources in their offspring and are therefore 
more interested in their partner’s personality and parenting 
resources. Accordingly, it can be  assumed that the amount of 
an actor’s own resources will also affect his or her mate 
preference. In contrast, in a low reproductive strategy, the 
amount of an individual’s own resources may not affect the 
mate selection preference.

Life-history theory focuses on how individuals allocate time, 
resources, and energy effectively for survival and reproduction 
(Roff, 2001; Belsky, 2010; Dunkel et  al., 2013); the process of 
allocation constitutes the life-history strategy. Life-history 
strategies can be divided into fast strategies and slow strategies. 
Fast strategies focus on offspring quantity, while slow strategies 
focus on offspring quality. Life-history theory holds that the 
main task of the entire life history of an individual is to 
balance resource allocation because resources are limited. In 
the process of resource allocation, two main investment directions 
are concerned, namely, physical investment and reproduction 
investment. Physical investment refers to individuals’ use of 
resources to maintain their physical health and intellectual 
growth, while reproductive investment refers to individuals’ 
use of resources for social activities related to reproduction, 
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such as same-sex competition and raising offspring. As a key 
link in reproduction investment, mate selection is of course 
inseparable from the allocation of time and resources. Therefore, 
does the amount of resources that an individual can offer in 
a trade-off affect his or her preference regarding the characteristics 
of a mate? In fact, mate selection requirements change in 
response to changes in environmental cues (Roney, 2003; 
Janssens et  al., 2011; Yong and Li, 2012), and the amount of 
resources that an individual possesses affects trade-offs in the 
process of mate selection.

Sexual strategies theory divides mate selection strategies into 
long-term and short-term sexual strategies from the perspective 
of evolutionary psychology. Long-term sexual strategies refer 
to mate selection strategies aimed at establishing long-term 
and stable sexual relationships, while short-term sexual strategies 
refer to a mate selection strategy aimed at establishing short-
term sexual relationships, such as one-night stands (Buss and 
Schmitt, 1993, 2016). These different sexual strategies have 
developed based on different adaptations of both sexes for the 
purpose of successful reproduction. In different sexual strategies, 
individuals have different preferences in mate selection. 
Individuals who adopt long-term sexual strategies pay more 
attention to resources and personality, and there are further 
differences between men and women. In contrast, individuals 
with short-term sexual strategies pay more attention to physical 
features, and there is no gender difference (Li, 2007). Studies 
have found that men prefer short-term partners, while women 
tend to seek long-term partners (Buss and Schmitt, 1993), but 
when women have more financial resources, their preference 
for short-term partners increases (Gangestad and Simpson, 2000). 
It can be  inferred that individuals with fewer resources who 
adopt long-term sexual strategies will pay more attention to 
resource-related characteristics because they are in high demand, 
while individuals who adopt short-term sexual strategies may 
be  less affected by their own resources in these circumstances.

Society: The Optimal Match Perspective
Complementarity theory (Winch, 1958) argues that when mate 
selection is manifested as a psychological need and personal 
motivation, individuals tend to refer to their own needs and 
choose a member of the opposite sex whose characteristics 
complement their own. Accordingly, Becker (1974) predicted 
that individuals with fewer financial resources would tend to 
choose mates with more financial resources, but later studies 
found the opposite (Lui and Suen, 1999). However, it was 
also found that women with fewer financial resources paid 
more attention to their partner’s economic status (Vigil et  al., 
2006), while no such result was found for men (Chen and 
Yao, 2018). Therefore, there may be  gender differences in 
resource complementarity.

Positive assortative mating theory (Buss, 1985) emphasizes 
that individuals choose partners with characteristics similar to 
their own. Therefore, individuals tend to choose a member of 
the opposite sex with similar values, socioeconomic status, 
and educational level (Watkins and Meredith, 1981; Lui and 
Suen, 1999; Deng et al., 2014). In the research on animal mating, 
the same matching principle has been found (Jiang et al., 2013). 

The matching of biological characteristics can be  explained 
from a genetic perspective, that is, the reduction of genetic 
variation (Alvarez and Jaffe, 2004). The matching of social 
characteristics is the result of socialization. Individuals of 
similar social and economic status have similar social living 
environments. Therefore, it is beneficial for them to find 
partners with matching social characteristics to facilitate adaption 
to a shared social life.

According to social exchange theory, mate selection is a 
process of seeking resource exchange (Edwards, 1969; Homans, 
1974; Kieserling, 2019). This theory emphasizes that when 
making mate decisions, individuals are attracted to people who 
have the resources that they require. Stimulus-value-role theory 
also holds that the maintenance of romantic relationships is 
based on the fair exchange of resources between men and 
women (Murstein, 1980). That is, the amount of resources is 
a key influence on preference when choosing a mate. To better 
adapt to social life, individuals must consider the resource 
requirements for their partners according to the amount of 
their resources to achieve the best resource exchange and 
matching. For example, women with money resources pay less 
attention to men’s money resources (Kasser and Sharma, 1999; 
Eagly et  al., 2004) and, in contrast, raise their demands on 
men’s economic resources (Chen and Yao, 2018).

Social learning theory (Hayes, 1995) argues that preference 
in mate selection is influenced by the social status of men 
and women and the power of socialization. In a patriarchal 
society, men are in a dominant socioeconomic position and 
have more choices in choosing a mate. Therefore, they have 
higher requirements regarding women’s appearance. In such a 
context, women are in a relatively disadvantaged position, and 
thus, compared with men, it is more difficult for women to 
survive independently. Therefore, they tend to seek resource-
rich men of their own socioeconomic status when choosing 
a mate, and they care much less about the physical features 
of men. Through learning this social reality, individuals develop 
different decision-making behaviors.

Similarly, the mate selection gradient theory emphasizes 
a matching method of “men seeking low and women seeking 
high,” which reflects the influence of a large social structure 
on a small family structure. In fact, the mate selection decision 
behavior of individuals is the result of socialization, and 
individuals tend to choose the partner who represents the 
best social match. Specifically, men prefer women who are 
below them in, e.g., socioeconomic status or education level, 
to gain the dominant position in the family. In contrast, 
women are more likely to choose partners who are superior 
to them in economic ability, educational background, and 
other aspects (Wei, 2013). According to this theory, in the 
socialization process, people develop different gender role 
expectations regarding their partners, which affects how 
different individuals treat resources when selecting a mate. 
Therefore, the influence of the amount of resources of both 
men and women on preferences in mate selection should 
be  reflected in different dimensions. Namely, this influence 
results in the difference between men who value appearance 
and women who value money.
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Based on such gender differences between men and women, 
Buss (1989) maintained that when women had more financial 
resources, the difference between women’s preference for financial 
resources and men’s preference for appearance would disappear. 
Later studies demonstrated that when women’s financial resources 
increase, they pay less attention to their spouse’s financial status 
(Eagly and Wood, 1999; Kasser and Sharma, 1999) and exhibit 
an increasing preference for physical attractiveness (Gangestad 
and Simpson, 2000). However, other researchers found that 
an increase in women’s financial resources did not reduce their 
attention to their partners’ financial resources (Townsend, 1989; 
Wiederman and Allgeier, 1992). Therefore, gender differences 
in the influence of resources on mate choice decisions are 
worthy of further research.

Therefore, resources play an important role in mate selection. 
Different individuals make different trade-offs and resource 
exchanges when making mate choice decisions and determine 
whether they improve the quality of future generations or 
enhance social adaptation. However, although early researchers 
contributed a substantial number of useful outcomes regarding 
the influence of resources on mate selection, they limited the 
studied resources to money, while neglecting the importance 
of time resources.

Thinking: Optimal Decision-Making 
Perspective
Mate selection is a complex decision-making process (Harte 
et  al., 1994; Candolin, 2003; Liu et  al., 2011). To achieve the 
purpose of mating, the process of choosing a mate is based 
on an analysis of information. At present, several theoretical 
models have been used to investigate the influence of the 
amount of resources on decision-making; this research is of 
substantial significance for us in examining the influence of 
the amount of resources on the decision-making behind mate 
selection. These theoretical models also provide insight into 
the effect of time resources on mate selection.

The attentional focus model notes that a lack of time 
resources will affect an individual’s attention to the object 
and scope in the task environment and limit attention more 
to task-related factors (Karau and Kelly, 1992). The mate 
selection decision is a heuristic search process with limited 
rationality, and time urgency will affect the information-
processing mode of the subjects with respect to mate selection 
cues (Liu et  al., 2011). Individuals under high time pressure 
exhibit task focus, while non-task focus occurs if abundant 
time is available (Li et  al., 2015). Based on the definition of 
time resources in this paper, we  assume that there is no 
essential difference in the significance of time resources for 
individuals between the mating decision task in the experiment 
and the mating decision in reality. Thus, according to the 
attention-focus model, we speculate that individuals who lack 
time pay more attention to the traits that they value most 
when making mate selection decisions because of the limited 
scope of the attention focus. In contrast, individuals with 
copious time pay more attention to a wider range of traits 
and have more diversified dimensions of cue preference when 
making mate selection decisions. Whether time resources play 

different roles in the experiment and the real mate selection 
decision process needs to be  verified by future research.

According to the mindset theory, different resources activate 
different sets of thoughts. The introduction of money will 
activate the value maximization mindset of individuals, while 
the introduction of time will lead individuals to assume an 
emotional mindset (Liu and Aaker, 2008). The introduction 
of the concept of money leads individuals to pay more attention 
to the practical value of products and to pursue the 
maximization of their own economic interests, while the 
introduction of the concept of time creates a tendency among 
individuals to think about information related to personal 
meaning, such as emotions and experiences (Liu and Aaker, 
2008; Mogilner and Aaker, 2009; Tong et al., 2013). According 
to this theory, it can be  assumed that financial and time 
resources will activate different thinking patterns in the mate 
selection decision-making process, thereby influencing the 
preference of individuals in mate selection. Individuals 
stimulated by financial resources will pay more attention to 
the characteristics related to such resources when seeking 
value maximization, while individuals affected by time resources 
will pay more attention to the personality characteristics of 
a potential mate and the compatibility of their outlooks when 
emotions start to develop. Further experiments are required 
to test these claims.

The dual system action model for decision-making (Sloman, 
1996; Kahneman and Frederick, 2002; Sun et al., 2007) divides 
the decision-making and reasoning systems into (1) a heuristic 
system based on intuition and (2) an analytical system based 
on rationality. When making decisions, an increase in time 
pressure caused by a lack of time resources will drive 
individuals to rely more on automatic and rapid heuristic 
strategies and reduce the use of slower but more comprehensive 
and effective analytical strategies (Saini and Monga, 2008; 
Li et  al., 2016c). However, the amount of financial resources 
will affect how heavily individuals weigh their own resources 
(Hansen et  al., 2013). In the decision-making process, 
individuals tend to employ a rational analysis process but 
engage in less emotional participation. Therefore, one can 
speculate that the cognitive changes caused by financial 
resources are influenced by the rational analysis system, while 
the emotional changes caused by time resources are driven 
by the heuristic system.

Nicieza and Metcalfe (1999) two-system priming model 
notes that there are two major subsystems in the decision-
making process of individuals, specifically the hot system and 
the cold system. The hot system primarily refers to the emotional 
system, which is physiologically based on the amygdala and 
dominates emotion-driven behavior. The cold system is the 
cognitive system, which is physiologically based on the 
hippocampus and frontal lobes and governs rational, thoughtful, 
strategic, and planned behavior. A lack of time resources will 
make individuals feel anxiety and tension, which will affect 
their judgment in decision-making (DeVoe and Pfeffer, 2011; 
Young et  al., 2012; Kocher et  al., 2018), and the amount of 
financial resources will affect the individual’s cognition of the 
decision-making situation and of the allocation and balance 
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of resources (Hansen et  al., 2013). Thus, we  can infer that 
time resources mainly concern the hot system, while financial 
resources mainly concern the cold system.

Thus, time and financial resources influence mate selection 
decisions through different action mechanisms, namely, through 
cognitive channels (money) and through emotional channels 
(time).

THEORETICAL CONCEPT OF THE 
INFLUENCE MECHANISMS

The classical economic theory holds that the ideal decision 
proceeds from the rational evaluation and comparison of various 
options and that emotional factors can interfere with rational 
analysis and reduce the efficiency of decision-making; these 
factors can only play a negative role when we attempt to make 
optimal decisions. However, modern researchers believe that 
emotions are as important to decision-making as cognition 
(Olofsson et  al., 2008; Pessoa, 2008; Quartz, 2009). Therefore, 
based on the preceding analysis, this paper describes a possible 
cognitive and emotional influence mechanism for financial and 
time resources with respect to cue preferences in mate 
selection decisions.

Influence Mechanism of Financial 
Resources: Cognitive Dominance
From the previous theoretical discussion, we  can observe 
that financial resources affect individuals’ perception of their 
own resources and self-worth and their cognition of a situation 
with respect to resource distribution and tradeoffs. That is, 
the amount of financial resources affects individuals’ self-
esteem, mate value, and sense of power. Specifically, the 
amount of financial resources affects individuals’ cognition 
of their sense of self-wealth (Li et  al., 2016a) and affects 
their self-esteem (Twenge and Campbell, 2016). In particular, 
an increase in financial resources will improve individuals’ 
self-perceived mate value (Shackelford et  al., 2005; Howie 
and Pomiankowski, 2018). The amount of financial resources 
also affects individuals’ sense of power and control with 
respect to decision-making situations (Li et  al., 2016b).

Mediating Effect of Self-Esteem
We assume that self-esteem plays a mediating role in the 
influence of financial resources on mate selection decisions. 
Specifically, the amount of financial resources can make 
individuals feel subjectively rich or poor (Nelson and Morrison, 
2005; Li et  al., 2016a). An individual’s socioeconomic status 
is closely related to his/her level of self-esteem; when the 
individual’s socioeconomic status is higher, the corresponding 
level of self-esteem is higher (Zhang and Postiglione, 2001; 
Chen et  al., 2014; Twenge and Campbell, 2016). The amount 
of an individual’s financial resources reflects his or her 
socioeconomic status to a certain extent. Thus, one can 
speculate that when an individual possesses more financial 
resources, the corresponding level of self-esteem is higher. 
An individual’s level of self-esteem also affects his or her 

mate selection strategy, and this effect varies between genders 
(Kielser and Baral, 1970; Jiang and Gong, 2015). For example, 
men with different levels of self-esteem prefer women with 
different personalities (Gong, 2014).

Mediating Effect of Mate Value
There are good reasons to suppose that mate value plays a 
mediating role in the influence of financial resources on 
mate preference. Self-concept is an individual’s subjective 
perception and judgment of his or her physiological state, 
personality, attitude, social role, past experience, and other 
aspects (Ling et  al., 2016). Based on this definition, the 
subjective sense of wealth provided by financial resources is 
strongly related to self-concept, and mate value, as a basic 
part of self-concept, should also be  influenced by such 
resources (Millar et  al., 2019). Researchers have found that 
mate value has a significant predictive effect with respect to 
the mate selection strategy (Surbey and Brice, 2007; Zhang 
et  al., 2016). The amount of financial resources that a man 
possesses is a positive predictor of his mate value (Shackelford 
et  al., 2005), and individual self-perceived mate value has a 
significant impact on cue preferences in mate selection (Surbey 
and Brice, 2007; Back et  al., 2011; Reeve et  al., 2016). 
Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that mate value plays 
a mediating role in the influence of financial resources on 
cue preferences in mate selection.

Mediating Effect of the Sense of Power
One assumption is that the sense of power plays a mediating 
role in the relationship between financial resources and mate 
selection. For consumers, deprivation of financial resources 
reduces the sense of personal power and resource control 
(Li et  al., 2016b), whereas high power leads individuals to 
raise their standards of mate selection. There are also gender 
differences in the influence of the sense of power on the mate 
selection decision. In the mate selection decision, women’s 
standards for partner personality are not affected by power, 
but as men’s sense of power increases, their demand for women’s 
character qualities will increase significantly (Zheng and Chi, 
2013; Laurin et  al., 2016). These findings suggest that the 
sense of power is likely to be  a mediating variable between 
financial resources and mate selection.

Influencing Mechanism of Time 
Resources: Emotion Dominates
Based on the previous theoretical analysis, time resources 
primarily influence the mate selection decision through the 
emotional path. Specifically, a lack of time resources will generate 
anxiety, fear, and other emotions that affect individuals’ cue 
preferences in mate selection.

Mediating Effect of Anxiety
According to several empirical physiological studies, a lack of 
time resources will activate individuals’ anxiety, thereby affecting 
the outcome of mate selection decisions. When time resources 
are lacking, an individual’s emotional arousal sensitivity will 
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be  improved (Bland et  al., 2016); time pressure will rapidly 
increase neuron functioning through corticosteroids and 
norepinephrine (Karst et al., 2005) and cause emotional activation, 
and individuals will be  more likely to experience emotions, 
such as anxiety, that influence decision-making.

Regarding emotion and decision-making, neuroscience studies 
have found a high degree of overlap between the decision-
related brain regions and the neural circuits of emotion, which 
may reflect the neural basis for emotion’s effect on decision-
making (Luo et al., 2012). The research on event-related potential 
also provides valuable information regarding the relationship 
between emotion and decision-making. Gehring and Bortfeldt 
(2002) recorded feedback-related negativity (FRN) located in 
the anterior gyrus of the cingulate belt in an economic decision-
making game experiment. The anterior cingulate gyrus is closely 
related to emotional function and plays a crucial role in people’s 
evaluation of behavior. This evaluation can affect expectations 
regarding the emotional experience caused by a decision or 
affect the emotional state at the time of the decision, which 
influence decision-making behavior. The same study also showed 
that individuals with high anxiety had lower FRN than people 
with low trait anxiety. A lack of time resources will result in 
the accumulation of negative emotions, such as individual 
anxiety, and affect decision-making through the emotional path 
(Li et  al., 2016c). Mate selection is a complex decision-making 
process (Candolin, 2003). Therefore, we can assume that anxiety 
plays a mediating role in the influence of time resources on 
mate selection.

Mediating Effect of Fear
A lack of time resources may induce an individual’s fear 
and affect the mate selection decision. When time resources 
are scarce, people experience a sense of pressure (Young 
et  al., 2012; Li et  al., 2015; Li, 2017). In a study on death 
threats, researchers found that activating individuals’ death-
related awareness, i.e., mortality salience, would shorten their 
perceived temporal extension, while individuals’ fear of death 
was also significantly activated (Zhou, 2019) because of the 
time pressure caused by the shortened perceived lifetime. 
Therefore, time pressure may induce an unconscious fear of 
death. Regarding fear, researchers found that fear affects 
individuals’ decision-making about risk and affects decision-
making events with known and unknown probabilities in 
various ways (Bouffard, 2015; Wang, 2018; Yang et al., 2018). 
Fear also has a significant impact on individual trust decisions 
(Qiao et  al., 2018). Therefore, the choice of a spouse can 
also be  influenced by fear.

In the field of mate selection, although there is no study 
that directly measures the influence of individual fear emotions 
on mate selection decisions, several researchers have 
experimentally verified that the initiation of the threat of death 
can significantly affect the life-history strategy and mate selection 
criteria of individuals (Griskevicius et  al., 2013; Laran and 
Salerno, 2013; Wang and Chen, 2016). According to life-history 
theory, individuals derive life-history strategies in the process 
of resource allocation (Belsky, 2010). The threat of death may 
induce the individual’s fear by making that individual feel a 

lack of time resources, which affects the mate selection decision. 
Therefore, we  hypothesized that fear plays a mediating role 
in the influence of time resources on mate selection.

Interaction Between Cognition and 
Emotion
According to the two-system priming model, in the decision-
making process, the cold and hot systems generally work 
together but only because different stimuli will result in situations 
in which the cold and hot systems play a dominant role. 
Therefore, we believe that the influence mechanisms of monetary 
and temporal stimuli are not completely independent of one 
another. In fact, studies have found that monetary stimuli can 
affect individuals’ anxiety (Ma et  al., 2015), while temporal 
stimuli can affect individuals’ cognitive judgment (Li et  al., 
2016c). In addition, cognition and emotion also interact (Ran, 
2009; Barajas, 2015). Emotions influence individual decision-
making by playing a motivational role (Song et  al., 2010), and 
high self-esteem and a high sense of power can reduce individuals’ 
anxiety (Gao, 2015; Zhang et  al., 2018). In addition, high 
individual self-esteem helps alleviate fear (Harmon-Jones et al., 
1997; Zhang and Zuo, 2006). Therefore, we assume that financial 
resources affect mate selection mainly through cognitive pathways, 
that time resources affect mate selection mainly through 
emotional pathways, and that cognitive pathways affect emotional 
pathways (Figure  1).

RESEARCH PROSPECTS

Influence Mechanism of the Resource 
Amount on the Mate Selection Decision
This paper reviews and draws lessons from the theoretical 
models related to the influence of resources on mate selection 
and finds that a large number of studies have focused on 
results rather than process. Although achievements have been 
made, the internal mechanism of this influence remains unclear, 
and the psychological process requires additional study. 
Regrettably, the research on resources is too narrowly focused 
and neglects the investigation of time resources. Therefore, 
based on the relevant theories, this paper makes several theoretical 
assumptions regarding the influence mechanism of resource 
availability on mate choice decisions (Figure  1).

We hypothesize that financial resources influence mate choice 
decisions primarily through the mediation of self-cognition 
(including self-esteem, mate value, and sense of power; see Figure 1, 
paths 1, 2, and 3), whereas time resources influence mate choice 
decisions primarily through the mediation of emotions (including 
anxiety and fear; see Figure  1, paths 5, 6, and 7). The amount 
of financial resources will also affect individuals’ emotional state 
(see Figure  1, path 4). Studies have found that more financial 
resources can alleviate the impact of negative emotions on 
individuals, particularly painful emotions (Zhou et  al., 2009; Ma 
et  al., 2015; Vohs, 2015). Self-cognition also affects emotion (see 
Figure  1, path 8). For example, high self-esteem can alleviate 
anxiety and fear (Harmon-Jones et  al., 1997; Gao, 2015), and 

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Hou et al. Resources on Cue Preference in Mate Selection

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 7 September 2020 | Volume 11 | Article 574168

individuals with high power traits experience lower anxiety and 
depression (Zhang et  al., 2018).

This paper summarizes previous studies and proposes the 
cognitive and emotional pathways of resource influence on 
the mate choice decision and the interaction between the 
two pathways. However, some areas that have not been 
elucidated in previous studies are still worth thinking about. 
For example, do money and time resources have different 
effects on the outcome of mate choice decisions because of 
different influencing mechanisms? Previous studies found that 
money resources can affect individuals’ extent of preference 
for partners’ economic status and appearance (Vigil et  al., 
2006; Laurin et  al., 2016; Li et  al., 2016a), whereas time 
resources can more significantly affect individuals’ thinking 
on the number of dimensions of partner characteristics (Liu 
et  al., 2011; Li et  al., 2016d). Therefore, are the effects of 
money and time resources on mate selection decisions reflected 
in the degree and dimension of preferences, respectively? In 
addition, previous studies found the impact of money resources 
on emotions (Ma et  al., 2015); however, no studies exist on 
the impact of time resources on individual self-cognition. 
Will time resources affect individuals’ perception of their 
value? This area of concern remains for future research.

Long-Term and Short-Term Strategies for 
Mate Selection
Life-history theory divides life-history strategies into fast and 
slow strategies (Belsky, 2010; Dunkel et  al., 2013). Individuals 
with different life-history strategies tend to choose different 
mating strategies. Individuals who adopt the fast strategy may 
be  inclined to choose the short-term sexual strategy to obtain 
more mating opportunities, while individuals who adopt the 
slow strategy are more likely to choose the long-term sexual 
strategy to ensure offspring quality. The amount of money 
and time resources will then affect the preferences of individuals 
with different mate selection strategies (Gangestad and Simpson, 
2000; Vigil et  al., 2006).

Previous research on the influence of resources on mate 
selection has produced inconsistent conclusions due to the 
lack of a clear distinction between long-term and short-term 

mate selection. By reviewing previous studies, it was found 
that most of the literature on the influence of resources on 
mate selection begins with long-term mate selection and that 
the amount of men’s financial resources was not relevant to 
their requirements regarding the resource acquisition ability 
and beauty of potential partners (Wiederman and Allgeier, 
1992). However, without clearly distinguishing between short- 
and long-term mate selection, other studies found that an 
increase in financial resources will lead men to increase their 
requirements regarding the appearance of their partners (Yong 
and Li, 2012; Li et  al., 2016a). Regarding women’s choice of 
a spouse, with respect to long-term spouse selection, studies 
have found that an increase in financial resources will lead 
women to pay more attention to the economic status of their 
partner (Townsend, 1989; Khallad, 2005), and several studies 
have noted that an increase in monetary resources will reduce 
a woman’s demand for male economic resources (Kasser and 
Sharma, 1999; Eagly et al., 2004) and increase her requirements 
with respect to male appearance (Gangestad and Simpson, 
2000). Women with low financial resources, however, pay more 
attention to the financial resources of the opposite sex (Chen 
and Yao, 2018) and commitment under the condition of long-
term mate selection (Vigil et  al., 2006), while they value both 
appearance and money in short-term mate selection (Vigil 
et  al., 2006). Because of these inconsistent conclusions, it is 
necessary to distinguish long-term from short-term mate selection 
in the process of studying the influence of resources on the 
mate selection decision and thus clarify the inconsistencies in 
recent research conclusions.

Cultural Background
Evolutionary psychologists believe that culture does not 
influence mate preferences because of “universal human nature.” 
Buss (1989) studied the individual’s mate preference in 37 
cultures and found gender differences in women’s preference 
for economic resources and men’s preference for appearance, 
and the gender difference was consistent across cultures. 
According to the social learning theory, the individual’s mate 
preference is acquired during the socialization process; therefore, 
different social cultures affect the individual’s mate preference. 

FIGURE 1 | Path diagram of resource influence on mate choice preference.
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The study points out that Chinese people pay more attention 
to family-related conditions and traits when choosing a spouse, 
whereas Americans pay more attention to the fit of religion 
and values (Yue et  al., 2005; Pan, 2018), and the age space 
for Americans to choose a spouse is significantly greater 
than that for Chinese people (Yue et  al., 2005). Some studies 
suggested that mate choice cues can be divided into “necessities” 
and “luxuries.” Individuals value “necessities” (such as physical 
attractiveness) under the condition of fewer resources and 
consider “luxuries” (such as creativity) under the condition 
of more resources (Li et  al., 2002; Chen and Yao, 2018). 
This has been found in both China and the United  States; 
however, the definition of “necessities” in mate preference 
is different in these two cultures. Chinese subjects rated 
loyalty and health more as “necessities,” whereas American 
subjects rated intelligence, physical appearance, and economic 
resources as “necessities.” Therefore, the influence of culture 
is not as extreme, and future research into cultural contexts 
may be  able to strike a balance between evolutionary and 
social perspectives.

In addition, this influence from culture may change as a 
result of social development. For example, a study of Israelis’ 
and Americans’ mate preferences found that Israelis value physical 
appearance more than Americans—a reversal from the study 
by Buss et  al. a decade ago (Buss et  al., 1990; Hetsroni, 2000). 
Some studies (Yue et  al., 2005; Chen et  al., 2012) also found 
that the gender gap in mate preference of Americans is smaller 
than that of the Chinese, and the gender role pattern in mate 
choice is gradually becoming more neutral. Moreover, American 
subjects generally require less financial resources from their 
partners and attach greater importance to spiritual traits (Yue 
et al., 2005; Pan, 2018). That is to say, the importance of economic 
resources for American subjects is decreasing. Whether this is 
because of different economic levels or cultural backgrounds 
remains to be  further discussed. In recent years, little research 
has been done in this field on cultural background. Under the 
background of current world social development, of great 
theoretical significance is to study the role of culture in the 
influence of resources on mate selection decisions.

Gender Differences and the Actor-Partner 
Effect
Based on previous studies, there is a gender difference in the 
influence of individual resources on mate choice decisions. 
According to parental investment theory, sexual strategy theory, 
complementarity theory, social learning theory, and mate selection 
gradient theory, men and women prefer different characteristics 
in the process of mate selection decisions, and the amount 
of resources may have different dimensions of influence on 
men and women. In the case of fewer financial resources, 
women attach more importance to the economic status of 
partners in long-term mate selection, while men attach more 
importance to the fidelity of women (Chen and Yao, 2018). 
Regardless of the long- or short-term conditions for mate 
selection, with an increase in financial resources, men will 
increase their requirements regarding the physical appearance 
of their partners (Wiederman and Allgeier, 1992; Li et  al., 
2016a), while women value economic conditions, appearance 
and character (Wiederman and Allgeier, 1992; Gangestad and 
Simpson, 2000; Lu et  al., 2015). Therefore, we  should take 
note of gender differences in investigating the influence 
mechanism of resources.

The matching feature of gender is also a topic worth 
studying. When discussing the influence mechanism of the 
amount of resources on the decision of choosing a partner, 
we  should pay attention to the particularity of the research 
object and discuss the mutual influence between men and 
women, i.e., the actor-partner effect in statistics. More 
specifically, the actor-partner effect includes the actor effect, 
which refers to the effect of individuals on their own outcome 
variables, and the partner effect, which refers to the effect 
of individuals on the outcome variables of the other party 
in the paired relationship (Cook and Kenny, 2005; Kenny 
and Ledermann, 2010). According to the positive assortative 
mating theory, individuals tend to seek individuals with 
characteristics similar to their own, such as their cultural 
and educational background and social and economic status, 
which may be  influenced by certain gender matching factors, 
while the research object of mate selection itself is characterized 

FIGURE 2 | Male and female gender actor-partner effect model of the influence of monetary resources on mate choice preference.
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by paired matching. The matching characteristics of the research 
objects make the data provided by individuals in the paired 
relationship nonindependent; thus, the characteristics of one 
individual may affect the relevant characteristics of the other 
(Cook and Kenny, 2005).

For example, resources influencing the mate selection decision 
through cognition and emotion (see Figure 2, paths 1, 2, and 3), 
during the process, a male with more resources is subject to 
cognitive or emotional factors that affect his mate choice 
decisions and the match of women (as shown in Figure  2, 
paths 4 and 2). Will women’s cognition or emotion affect men’s 
cognition and emotion and thus affect men’s choice of a mate 
(see Figure  2, paths 5 and 2)? In view of the matching 
characteristics of males and females, it is necessary to examine 
the actor-partner effect on the influence mechanism.
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