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Abstract—

 

Do men seek more short-term mates than women? Buss
and Schmitt (1993) showed a pattern of mean difference in the ideal
number of sexual partners men and women desired over various time
frames. We replicated these mean sex differences (e.g., ideal number
over the next 30 years: 

 

M

 

s 

 

�

 

 7.69 and 2.78 for men and women, re-
spectively), but in both data sets the sampling distributions were
highly skewed. In Study 1, we found few sex differences in medians
across time frames (e.g., ideal number over the next 30 years: 

 

Mdn

 

 

 

�

 

1 for both men and women). In Study 2, most college men (98.9%) and
women (99.2%) said they wanted to settle down with one mutually ex-
clusive sexual partner at some point in their life, ideally within the
next 5 years. Neither medians in number of partners desired overall
before settling down (replicating Study 1) nor medians in short-term
partners desired before settling down (

 

Mdn

 

 

 

�

 

 0) differed significantly
by gender. Rather, men and women concurred: Short-term mating is

 

not what humans typically seek.

 

Do men and women differ in the number of short-term partners
that they seek? Sexual strategies theory (Buss & Schmitt, 1993) argues
that the answer to this question is yes. Buss and Schmitt (1993) argued
that, although men and women should seek both short-term and long-
term relationships, “because of a fundamental asymmetry between the
sexes in minimum levels of parental investment, men devote a larger
proportion of their total mating effort to short-term mating than do
women” (p. 205). According to Buss and Schmitt, one prediction that
stems from this assumption is the following: “For any given period of
time (e.g., a month, a year, a decade, or a lifetime), men will desire a
larger number of mates than will women” (p. 210). This desire for a
large number of (presumably short-term) mates helps solve a problem
that, according to sexual strategies theory, men confront in pursuing
short-term, but not long-term relationships (viz. “the problem of part-
ner number,” p. 207). In fact, Buss and Schmitt reported a mean differ-
ence in the number of partners men (

 

M

 

 

 

�

 

 16) versus women (

 

M

 

 

 

�

 

 4)
desire in the next 30 years.

Do these findings support the claim that men seek more short-term
mates than do women? Because the question Buss and Schmitt (1993)
posed to their participants did not specify the nature of the relation-
ships men and women seek, this question cannot be answered directly.
Still, the mean number of mates desired is large for men compared
with women (e.g., over the next 30 years: 

 

M

 

s 

 

�

 

 16 vs. 4). Therefore,
this pattern might suggest, at least indirectly, that men typically desire
more short-term mates than women.

There are many problems, however, with this inference. Later, we
return to the problem of directly assessing the number of relationships
of each type (e.g., short term, intermediate term, long term) that men
and women desire. First, however, we consider the problem with indi-
rectly inferring differences for men and women in preferences for
short-term mates from mean values of the number of mates desired.

Buss and Schmitt’s (1993) indirect inferences rely heavily on 

 

t

 

-test
comparisons of means. This matters both conceptually and statisti-
cally. Buss and Schmitt did not merely argue for sex differences in ex-
pressed behavior, they argued that these are due to fundamental
evolved sex differences in minimal levels of parental investment (e.g.,
pregnancy, labor, and nourishing young vs. mere insemination). The
logic of sexual strategies theory, so tied to nonoverlapping gender dif-
ferences in biological propensities (e.g., to produce sperm or not; to
bear offspring or not), seems consistent with the expectation that cer-
tainly, the typical man and the typical woman would differ in their
sexual strategies.

Moreover, open-ended sexual-preference and behavior data are apt
to be heavily skewed (Rothspan & Read, 1996). As distributions be-
come progressively more skewed, means become increasingly poor
measures of the typical response. In such cases, it “has been argued
that a comparison of medians is more appropriate . . . because medians
generally lie closer to the ‘bulk’ of the data” (Wilcox & Charlin, 1986,
p. 264). Not surprisingly, therefore, researchers who report numbers
of sexual partners routinely use medians (e.g., Davies et al., 1992;
King et al., 1994).

Still, the conventional wisdom has been that even when distribu-
tions are badly skewed or replete with outliers, resulting in means that
are not representative of the “typical” response (Wilcox & Charlin,
1986), the inferences derived from 

 

t

 

 tests are still accurate (e.g., Bo-
neau, 1960; Box, 1954; Glass, Peckham, & Sanders, 1972). Even if
psychologists once thought this, today’s statisticians certainly dis-
agree, as 

 

t

 

 tests are sensitive to even moderate violations of the as-
sumptions (e.g., normality and homogeneity of variance) of these tests
(Cliff, 1993; Wilcox, 1992, 1994, 1996). Violations of these assump-
tions can affect both Type I and Type II errors. When assumptions of
the 

 

t

 

 test are violated, “the actual probability of a Type I error can be
substantially higher or lower than the nominal 

 

�

 

 level” (Wilcox, 1997,
p. 70). Similarly, Tabachnick and Fidell (1996) noted, “Especially
worrisome is that an outlier can produce either a Type I or a Type II er-
ror, with no clue in the analysis as to which is occurring” (p. 381).
Furthermore, nonrobustness and statistical inferences are apt to be-
come more problematic as “skewness or kurtosis of the sampled popu-
lation departs increasingly from its normal-distribution value” (Bradley,
1982, p. 87), rendering 

 

t

 

 tests inferior to other two-sample (e.g., non-
parametric) tests (Cressie & Whitford, 1986; Neave & Granger, 1968;
Wilcox, 1990). Therefore, medians and inferential tests associated
with them may—for a variety of conceptual and statistical reasons—
provide a better vehicle to examine a hypothesis about evolved, bio-
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logically based, gender differences. Thus, our goal in Study 1 was to
reexamine men’s and women’s preferences for number of sexual part-
ners desired over various time periods using tests appropriate to the
nature of the sample data and compatible with measures of central ten-
dency normally reported for sexual-experience data.

 

STUDY 1

Method

 

A total of 266 undergraduate students at the University of Southern
California (107 men and 159 women)

 

1

 

 participated for course credits.
As in a study reported in Buss and Schmitt (1993), participants esti-
mated how many sexual partners they would “ideally” like to have
over a series of time intervals (i.e., during the next month, 6 months, 1
year, 2 years, 3 years, 4 years, 5 years, 10 years, 20 years, and 30
years, and during a lifetime).

 

Results

 

Replicating mean differences

 

Our first goal was to examine the extent to which our data repli-
cated those reported by Buss and Schmitt (1993). Although Buss and
Schmitt did not mention this in their original report, apparently in ana-
lyzing their data regarding ideal number of partners desired over vari-
ous time frames, they winsorized

 

2

 

 every score of 100 and above to a
value of 99 (D. Schmitt, personal communication, August 16, 1999).
To replicate their findings, we followed the same procedures. Further-
more, in performing 

 

t

 

 tests for the 11 time periods outlined by Buss
and Schmitt, we conducted both standard 

 

t

 

 tests and Welch’s tests, the
latter of which do not make the assumption of homogeneity of vari-
ance (Wilcox, 1996). As is apparent in Table 1, we replicated Buss and
Schmitt’s pattern of mean gender differences in ideal number of part-
ners desired across various time frames using standard 

 

t

 

 tests (

 

p

 

 

 

�

 

.05). We also replicated the results for all but one time period using
Welch’s test (

 

p

 

 

 

�

 

 .05); that one time period, 6 months, yielded a mar-
ginal effect (

 

p

 

 

 

�

 

 .081). Thus, it is clear that we replicated Buss and
Schmitt’s results when using their statistical procedures.

However, as the data in Table 1 indicate, it is difficult to argue that
these means represent the typical response or the bulk of the data for
either men or women. For example, for the 30-year time period,
77.4% of the men and 73.4% of the women provided a response that
was less than their respective group mean. The problem is even worse
if the effect of outliers is not partially reduced by winsorizing values
above 100 to a score of 99. In the 30-year nonwinsorized data, for ex-
ample, the mean score for men is 64.32, and 97.2% of the male partic-
ipants fall below this value. Even after winsorization, these data are
highly skewed (e.g., 

 

Z

 

 

 

�

 

 18.48 for men and 

 

Z

 

 

 

�

 

 21.22 for women for

the 30-year time period, 

 

p

 

 

 

�

 

 .0000000001).

 

3

 

 With increasing viola-
tions of the assumptions of 

 

t

 

 tests, their usefulness is undermined
(Cliff, 1993), with unpredictable impacts on Type I (Brown & For-
sythe, 1974; Keselman, Keselman, & Games, 1991) and Type II (Wil-
cox, 1996) error; this is particularly problematic for L-shaped
distributions (Bradley, 1982). We encountered an L-shaped distribu-
tion in each of these 11 time frames. The problem is perhaps most
readily grasped by looking at a graphic illustration of one of these
nonnormal distributions. As is indicated in Figure 1 (percentage distri-
bution of men’s and women’s ideal number of partners in the next 30
years), the modal response for both men and women is 1. Further-
more, 52% of men and 66% of women wanted no more than 1 partner.

 

Medians: A better measure of the typical response of men
and women

 

For the 30-year data, using the Maritz-Jarrett procedure, a statisti-
cal test used to compare medians (Wilcox, 1996), we found the test
statistic 

 

MJ

 

 had a value of 0 and a 95% confidence interval of 

 

�

 

1.46 to
1.46. Thus, the median test indicated that there was not a statistically
significant sex difference in the ideal number of sexual partners men
and women desired over the next 30 years. Only 2 of the 11 time inter-
vals (i.e., “over the next 3 years”: 

 

Mdn

 

s 

 

�

 

 2 for men and 1 for women,

 

p

 

 

 

�

 

 .043; “in your lifetime”: 

 

Mdn

 

s 

 

�

 

 3.5 for men and 1 for women, 

 

p

 

 

 

�

 

.005) yielded significant sex differences (for all others, 

 

p

 

 

 

� 

 

.1). When

 

1. Because of missing data, the number of participants per item ranged
from 104 to 107 for males and from 157 to 159 for females.

2. Buss and Schmitt’s (1993) procedure is a modified winsorization proce-
dure. Winsorization technically involves empirically determining the number
of scores in the distribution identified as “outliers” and then pulling in the dis-
tribution to the value that is the next most extreme value on each end of the tail
(Wilcox, 1996).

 

Table 1.

 

Mean ideal number of partners and percentage of 
observations below this mean for men and women

 

Men Women

Time period Mean
Percentage
below mean Mean

Percentage
below mean

1 month 1.42 82.1 0.67 42.8
6 months 2.52 82.2 0.87 32.1
1 year 3.05 86.9 1.02 88.1
2 years 3.51 80.4 1.29 77.8
3 years 4.44 79.2 1.53 70.9
4 years 5.12 80.2 1.72 67.5
5 years 5.95 77.1 2.03 74.8
10 years 6.56 78.3 2.32 70.9
20 years 8.20 79.2 2.56 72.2
30 years 7.69 77.4 2.78 73.4
Lifetime 9.90 74.0 3.80 69.8

 

Note.

 

 For each of the 11 time periods, standard 

 

t

 

 tests showed men and
women significantly differed from one another (

 

p

 

 

 

�

 

 .05). Welch’s test
replicated these effects (

 

p

 

 

 

�

 

 .05) for all but the 6-month time period (

 

p

 

 

 

�

 

.081).

 

3. We were unable to find 

 

Z

 

-score tables that listed 

 

Z

 

 scores greater than
6.0. That value (6.00) corresponds to a 

 

p

 

 value of .0000000001. In addition,
David Buss and David Schmitt were kind enough to send us a copy of their
data for this set of items used in Buss and Schmitt (1993), and we examined
these data for skewness. Results indicated similar problems with skewness
(e.g., 

 

Z

 

 

 

�

 

 8.94 for men and 

 

Z

 

 

 

�

 

 16.8 for women for the 30-year time period, 

 

p

 

 

 

�

 

.0000000001).
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Bonferroni adjustments for multiple tests were employed, no differ-
ences were significant. Thus, unlike 

 

t

 

 tests, median analysis yielded
little consistent support for a significant sex difference in the number
of sexual partners desired over time.

Because men and women in this sample typically desired few sex-
ual partners over long periods of time, it seems unlikely that the rela-
tionships desired were short-term ones. Nevertheless, there is a
problem in making inferences about short-term mating strategies from
these data, both in our own work and in the work of Buss and Schmitt
(1993). In order to make inferences about short-term mating prefer-
ences, one needs to directly ask about the numbers of short-term sex-
ual partners men and women desire. We did so in the following study.

 

STUDY 2

Method

 

A total of 346 undergraduate students at the University of Southern
California (89 men and 257 women) participated for course credits.
Participants completed a survey in which they indicated whether they
intended to settle down with one mutually exclusive sexual partner at
some point in their life. If they answered “yes,” they specified how far
into the future they ideally wanted to make this commitment and the
total number of sexual partners they desired in this time frame. Fi-
nally, participants indicated how many of this total number of partners
desired they would ideally like to be short term (e.g., a one-night
stand, brief affair, etc.), intermediate term (e.g., dating relationship,
steady partner), and long term (e.g., marriage partner). Participants
were reminded that the numbers of desired short-, intermediate-, and
long-term relationships should add up to the number given for the total
number of relationships desired.

 

Results

 

Only 1 male and 2 females reported that they did not intend to set-
tle down with one mutually exclusive sexual partner. This represents
only 1.1% of the male and 0.8% of the female sample.

 

4

 

 Of those par-
ticipants who did intend to settle down at some point, 15.5% of males
and 18.9% of females indicated that they had already made this com-
mitment. Results among the remainder of the participants indicated
that both men and women ideally wanted a median of 5 years before
settling down with one mutually exclusive sexual partner.

Among participants who intended to settle down but who had not
already done so, men (

 

Mdn

 

 

 

�

 

 3) tended to desire more sexual partners
before making a commitment than did women (

 

Mdn

 

 

 

�

 

 2), but this dif-
ference was not statistically significant, 

 

MJ

 

 

 

�

 

 1.06, 

 

p

 

 

 

�

 

 .20. Further-
more, contrary to sexual strategies theory, men and women did not
differ in their desired number of short-term sexual relationships. In
fact, the median value for both sexes was zero. In addition, males and
females indicated that they ideally wanted the same number of long-
term partners (viz. 

 

Mdn

 

 

 

�

 

 1). To the extent that men differed from
women, it was in desiring more intermediate-term sexual relationships
(defined as a dating relationship or a steady partner). Specifically, women
ideally wanted a median of 1 of these relationships before settling down
with one mutually exclusive sexual partner, whereas men wanted a me-
dian of 2. This difference was marginally significant, 

 

MJ

 

 

 

�

 

 1.74,

 

p

 

 

 

�

 

 .08.

 

4. Because two cells had an expected value less than 5, we used a Fisher’s
exact test to assess whether men and women differed in their desire to settle
down with one mutually exclusive partner. Results indicated no gender differ-
ence (one-sided 

 

p 

 

�

 

 .595).

Fig. 1. Percentage of men and women desiring a specified number of sexual partners over the next 30 years. Because of spatial constraints, con-
tinuous data points are shown only up through 20 on the x-axis. Clearly, this tail is much longer and more extended than can be represented here.
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GENERAL DISCUSSION

 

Do men and women differ in the number of short-term partners
that they desire? Although Buss and Schmitt (1993) suggested that
asking about the number of partners that men and women desire over
various time frames enables one to infer desire for short-term partners,
they did not directly assess the number of short-term partners sought,
and whether this number differed by gender. We addressed this prob-
lem in two ways. First, Buss and Schmitt’s argument is an indirect
one: If the sex difference in mean number of partners was large, this
might suggest that many of these additional partners might be short-
term ones. But there were conceptual and statistical problems with this
indirect measure; analysis of both our data and Buss and Schmitt’s
original data shows that the distributions are highly skewed, indicating
that medians are a better measure of central tendency. Examining me-
dians of sexual partners desired in various time frames, however, re-
sulted in few sex differences. Second, we directly asked the question
of interest: How many short-term partners (as well as intermediate-
term and long-term partners) do men and women seek? In Study 2, we
conceptually replicated the lack of a median difference in total number
of sexual partners desired by men and women. More specifically, not
only did we not find significant median differences in the number of
short-term sexual partners men and women desired, but this median
number was zero. These findings certainly appear contrary to the pre-
diction of sexual strategies theory (Buss & Schmitt, 1993). Further-
more, they are even more striking if males, more than females, inflate
the number of desired sexual partners because of social-desirability
concerns (Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, & Michaels, 1994).

One of the major predictions often cited in support of sexual strate-
gies theory (Buss, 1999; Buss & Schmitt, 1993) is precisely the pre-
diction of relevance here: “For any given period of time (e.g., a month,
a year, a decade, or a lifetime), men will desire a larger number of
mates than will women (solution to the problem of number)” (Buss &
Schmitt, 1993, p. 210). “Because of a fundamental asymmetry be-
tween the sexes in minimum levels of parental investment, men devote
a larger proportion of their total mating effort to short-term mating
than do women” (Buss & Schmitt, 1993, p. 205). The problem of
number, according to sexual strategies theory, is a problem that per-
tains to short-term mating only. But, as we discussed earlier, men and
women do not differ in numbers of short-term partners sought. How
problematic is this finding for sexual strategies theory? As Buss and
Schmitt (1993) themselves noted, “Because this first set of predic-
tions, involving various aspects of men’s solutions to the problems of
short-term mating, is so central to Sexual Strategies Theory, it is per-
haps expedient to examine the empirical results of the studies testing
these predictions before shifting to the other three quadrants of the
theory. Empirical failure of this first set of predictions would jeopar-
dize the entire theory . . .” (p. 210).

Furthermore, we have systematically examined other predictions in
the first quadrant of sexual strategies theory and found very little overall
support for them (Miller, Pedersen, & Putcha, 2001). For example, Buss
and Schmitt (1993) argued that “men devote a larger proportion of their
total mating effort to short-term mating than do women” (p. 205). But
Buss and Schmitt did not directly examine whether men and women actu-
ally differ in their proportion of effort (e.g., time or money) devoted to
short-term mating relative to all mating (i.e., short, intermediate, and long
term). When we did so, no sex differences emerged (Miller et al., 2001).

These findings notwithstanding, we believe that evolutionary ac-
counts of sexual behaviors are apt to offer considerable insight into

specieswide universals, as well as within-species variability. But there
are numerous additional potential conceptual and methodological
roadblocks that must be overcome (see Miller et al., 2001). For exam-
ple, conclusions about evolutionary processes are apt to stand the test
of time only to the extent that researchers can eliminate alternative ex-
planations for their findings (DeSteno & Salovey, 1996). In addition,
researchers need to address the numerous problems associated with
inferring distal causal mechanisms (e.g., evolutionary processes) from
proximal self-report outcome measures, including falling prey to the
“fallacy of affirming the consequent” (Pedhazur & Schmelkin, 1991,
p. 198). Better delineation of what is meant by mechanisms and what
is evidence for distinct mechanisms is also clearly needed (Graziano,
Jensen-Campbell, Todd, & Finch, 1997). How can one infer a mecha-
nism’s causal role without adequately specifying and assessing how
changes in the parameters of the underlying mechanisms are linked to
output?

Furthermore, as primatologists have noted, “attempts to model the
evolution of human mating strategies should incorporate current pri-
matological data sets and phylogenetic perspectives” (Fuentes, 2000,
p. 602). In fact, most primatologists do not classify humans as having
a short-term mating system, but instead classify humans as having a
predominately long-term mating system, either monogamous or po-
lygynous (Dixson, 1998; Hrdy, 1981/1999).

 

5

 

 Humans fit with monog-
amous and polygynous primates, and not with short-term maters, on a
variety of parameters, including small testicle size and low sperm
counts (Dixson, 1998) and low white cell counts associated with low
rates of sexually transmitted diseases (Nunn, Gittleman, & Antonov-
ics, 2000).

Although one-night stands and brief affairs with strangers probably
occurred from time to time in humans’ evolutionary heritage, they
may not have had a significant influence on evolved mechanisms for
mating strategies for either men or women. The data reported here are
consistent with the view (Miller & Fishkin, 1997) that both men’s and
women’s desire to bond with their mates is an evolutionary story with
long and deep roots.
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