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ABSTRACT Although persotiality characteristics figure prominently iti
what people want iti a mate, little is known about precisely which personality
characteristics are most important, whether men and women differ iti their
personality preferences, whether individual women or men differ in what
they want, and whether individuals actually get what they want. To explore
these issues, two parallel studies were conducted, one using a sample of dating
couples (A'= 118) and one usitig a sample of married couples (Â  = 216). The
five-factor model, operationalized in adjectival form, was used to assess
personality characteristics via three data sources—self-report, partner report,
and independent interviewer reports. Participants evaluated on a parallel 40-
item instrument their preferences for the ideal personality characteristics of
their mates. Results were consistent across both studies. Women expressed a
greater preference than men for a wide array of socially desirable personality
traits. Individuals differed in which characteristics they desired, preferring
mates who were similar to themselves and actually obtaining mates who
embodied what they desired. Finally, the personality characteristics of one's
partner significantly predicted marital and sexual dissatisfaction, most
notably when the partner was lower on Agreeableness, Emotional Stability,
and Intellect-Openness than desired.

This research was supported in part by NIMH Grant MH44206 to David M. Buss and
by a Jacob K. Javits Graduate Research Fellowship to Todd K. Shackelford. Corre-
spondence pertaining to this manuscript should be addressed to David M. Buss,
Department of Psychology, University of Texas at Austin, Austin, TX 78712.

Joumal of Personality 65:1, March 1997.
Copyright © 1997 by Duke University Press.



108 Botwinetal.

Personality characteristics figure prominently in unstmctured nomina-
tions of what people want in a mate (Langhome & Secord, 1955).
Both women and men say they want a mate who is kind, understand-
ing, dependable, sociable, stable, and intelligent. Personality traits
such as these have made their way onto more stmctured instmments
designed to assess mate preferences (Buss & Bames, 1986; Hill, 1945;
McGinnis, 1958), but not in a systematic fashion. A few personality
descriptors have been sprinkled throughout mate preference instm-
ments designed to assess an array of qualities, such as physical
appearance, economic resources, and education level. No prior studies
have undertaken a systematic evaluation of what men and women
desire in a broad array of personality characteristics, such as that rep-
resented by the five-factor model (Goldberg, 1982; John, Angleitner,
& Ostendorf, 1988; McCrae & Costa, 1985, 1987; Norman, 1963).

Two theoretical orientations provide some preliminary hypotheses
about the role of personality in mate selection and marital happiness—
one stemming from conceptions of assortative mating and one stem-
ming from evolutionary psychology.

Assortative Mating and Personality

Perhaps the most well-documented theory of human mating is that
likes attract likes— t̂hat men and women become coupled with those
who are similar to themselves (Buss, 1985; Thiessen & Gregg, 1980).
This notion has received voluminous support in dozens of studies that
show that people positively assort on age, ethnicity, religious back-
ground, height, weight, socioeconomic status, values, political orienta-
tion, and even nose breadth and earlobe length. When it comes to
personality characteristics, however, there is little evidence for positive
assortment, at least for the two traits that have been examined most
commonly—^Extraversion and Neuroticism (Eysenck, 1981). Lacking,
however, is a broader-gauged evaluation of assortative mating for per-
sonality that encompasses not just these two factors, but an array of
personality factors, such as that captured by the five-factor model.

A key question with any finding of assortative mating is this: What
causal processes lead to assortment? Many causal processes have been
proposed as candidates. One is propinquity, the notion that one tends to
marry those that are near at hand. Regardless of conceptions of roman-
tic love, the "one and only" typically lives within driving distance
(Buss, 1985). Cultural institutions such as colleges and universities
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may promote assortative mating by preferentially admitting those who
are similar with respect to certain variables such as intelligence, moti-
vation, and in some cases social skills. Little is known, however, about
one potentially powerful cause of assortative mating: Do men and
women actively desire those who are similar to themselves? And do
people's desires in a mate drive them to select those who embody their
preferences?

Evolutionary Psychology of
Personality Mate Preferences

A second key issue pertains to sex differences. Evolutionary psychol-
ogy provides a metatheory for predicting when men and women will
be similar or dissimilar psychologically (Buss, 1995). Specifically,
men and women are predicted to be essentially the same in all domains
where they have faced similar adaptive problems over human evolu-
tionary history. Only in those narrow pockets where men and women
have confronted recurrently different adaptive challenges are the sexes
predicted to differ, according to this metatheory.

The proclivities of another to cooperate, to reciprocate, and to en-
gage in mutualism for common goals are predicted to be central mate
selection criteria for both sexes in the context of long-term mating
(Buss, 1989a, 1994). And there is evidence that Agreeableness, in part,
covaries with commitment proclivities (Ellis, 1995). Since both sexes
have faced the problem of sectiring a cooperative, committed partner,
we predicted that both sexes would value Agreeableness in potential
long-term mates because it provides a strong cue to these proclivities.

Men and women differ, however, in the domain of obligatory
parental investment (Trivers, 1972). To produce a single child, women
over evolutionary history have had to incur a 9-month investment of
intemal fertilization, placentation, and gestation, as well as subsequent
investments of lactation. Men, in contrast, can produce a child without
these heavy costs—in principle, by a single act of sex. Because the
minimum obligatory parental investments of the sexes have recur-
rently differed, the benefits to the high-investing sex (women) of being
highly discriminating, and the costs of being indiscriminate, are higher
for women. Thus, women were predicted to be more discriminating
across a wide array of personality characteristics.

Furthermore, in species that show some male parental investment,
such as ours, and where male variance in resources that can be in-
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vested is sufficiently high, women could select men in part based on
their ability and willingness to invest resources in themselves and their
offspring. Because men's resources are often closely connected with
position in dominance hierarchies, women were predicted to place
greater value on personality characteristics that lead to social ascen-
dance and resotirce acquisition. Within the five-factor model, Surgency
would be an obvious candidate. Conscientiousness and Intellect-Open-
ness, however, would also be candidates for sex-linked personality
preferences, given the link between intelligence and income (Jencks,
1979) and between Conscientiousness and Intellect-Openness and the
usage of effective tactics of hierarchy negotiation (Kyl-Heku & Buss,
1996). It should be noted, however, that the personality trait of Intel-
lect-Openness correlates only modestly with tested intelligence
(McCrae & Costa, 1985).

Discrepancies from Personality Ideals

A fact of human mating is that individuals sometimes cannot get what
they want. Desirable mates are always in short supply compared with
the numbers that seek them, especially when there is consensus about
what qualities are desired (Buss & Bames, 1986). Therefore, many
end up mated with individuals who depart from their ideals to differ-
ing degrees. It is reasonable to predict, therefore, that individuals
whose mates deviate more from their ideals will be less satisfied than
those mated with persons who embody their desires.

Goals of Studies of Dating a n d Married Couples

In order to examine the role of personality in mate selection and mari-
tal satisfaction, we conducted two parallel studies—one on a sample
of relatively young dating couples, the other on a somewhat older stun-
ple of newly wed couples. The dating couples were targeted to secure
an assay of the personality preferences at an early stage in the mate
selection process. The newlywed couples, drawn from the larger com-
munity, were targeted because they akeady had made a long-term
mate choice. Both samples permitted an evaluation of personality mate
preferences, personality characteristics of target individuals, and per-
sonality characteristics of their mates.

The primary goals of these two studies were (a) to identify which
personality characteristics individuals view as desirable in a long-term
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mate; (b) to test hypotheses that the sexes might differ in how exacting
they are on a variety of personality dimensions, and on the dimensions
of Conscientiousness and Intellect-Openness in particular; (c) to eval-
uate the degree to which dating and married couples are assortatively
mated for personality characteristics; (d) to determine whether individ-
uals actively prefer those who are similar to themselves in personality,
(e) to assess whether the expressed preferences in a mate correspond
to the actual mate attained; and (/) to determine whether failure to
get what one wants— t̂hat is, being mated with someone who is dis-
crepant from one's personality ideals—significantly predicts marital
tinhappiness.

METHOD

Participants

Dating couples. Two samples were used in this study. Participants in both
samples received a small sum of money and personal feedback for their partic-
ipation in the study. Participants in the first sample were 118 undergraduates
comprising 59 dating couples. Couples were recruited through classes, fliers
placed in dormitories, and advertisements placed in the student newspaper. To
ensure a reasonable period of contact between the target participants, couples
were required to have been dating each other for a minimum of 6 months.

Newlywed couples. The second sample consisted of 214 individuals comprising
107 newlywed couples. These individuals were recmited by obtaining the
public records of mardage licenses issued within Washtenaw County, Michi-
gan. Couples who had been married less than 1 year at the time of the data
collection were invited to participate in the study through mail solicitation.
See Buss (1989b, 1991) for further details on the nature and composition of
this sample.

Materials

Along with a larger battery of assessment instruments used for other pur-
poses, the following instmments were used in this study. These instmments
were interspersed within the test battery.

Confidential biographical questionnaire. This questiotinaire solicited informa-
tion about physical and demographic characteristics, personal habits, and
family background. To establish comparability between previous studies of
assortative mating and this study, we included a number of markers used in
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other studies. These variables included age, height, weight, personal habits,
religious convictions, political convictions, and educational background.

Trait rating adjectives—self-report. The five-factor model of personality was
assessed through 40 bipolar adjective pairs. These adjectives represent markers
for the dimensions of Surgency, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Emo-
tional Stability, and Intellect-Openness. The adjective pairs were drawn from
the highest-loading pairs of adjectives from a factor analysis conducted by
Goldberg (1983). Participants were presented with a list of adjective pairs
with the numbers 1 to 7 printed between the two anchors.

Participants were asked to read each adjective pair and to circle the number
that best described them generally. They completed the self-report version
of this instrument at home in their spare time. The complete list of rating
scales used is as follows: passive-active, unenergetic-energetic, dominant-
submissive, timid-bold, conforming-independent, humble-proud, quiet-talkative,
retiring-sociable (Surgency); cold-warm, disagreeable-agreeable, critical-
lenient, stubbom-flexible, suspicious-trusting, unfair-fair, selfish-selfiess, stingy-
generous (Agreeableness); undependable-reliable, negligent-conscientious,
careless-careful, disorganized-well-organized, lazy-hardworking, untradi-
tional-traditional, liberal-conservative, impractical-practical (Conscientious-
ness); emotionally unstable-emotionally stable, insecure-secure, nervous-at
ease, high-strung-relaxed, temperamental-even-tempered, emotional-unemo-
tional, envious/jealous-not envious/jealous, subjective-objective (Emotional
Stability); and uncultured-cultured, ignorant-knowledgeable, stupid-intelli-
gent, imperceptive-perceptive, uncreative-creative, simple-complex, uncuri-
ous-curious, unanalytical-analytical (Intellect-Openness).

Trait ratings—partner report. In a testing session in which the couples were
physically separated, each participant described their partner on the same 40
bipolar trait instrument.

Trait ratings—interviewer reports. Following the testing sessions, each cou-
ple was interviewed by a pair of interviewers, one man and one woman, from
a rotating team of interviewers. Different teams of interviewers were used in
each sample. Questions posed during the interview included how the partners
met, what initially attracted them to each other, and their judgments of their
similarities and differences with their partner. Each interview lasted approxi-
mately 40 minutes. Directly following the interview, each interviewer inde-
pendently rated each participant on the 40 bipolar adjective pairs. Ratings
from the two interviewers were unit weighted and then summed to secure
more reliable indexes of each dimensioti.

Mate preference ratings. A parallel version of the trait rating questionnaire
was designed to assess mate preferences for personality traits. This question-



Personality and Mate Preferences 113

naire was based on the same 40 pairs of trait rating adjectives used in the
instruments mentioned above. The instmctional set requested that participants
rate each adjective pair in terms that "best corresponds to your preference in a
potential spouse."

Marital satisfaction. This questionnaire measured the following domains of
marital satisfaction: general marital satisfaction (Thinking about things all
together, how would you say you feel about your marriage?), intimacy (How
do you feel about your spouse as someone to confide in about things that are
important to you?), and sexual satisfaction (How do you feel about your sex-
ual relationship?). Each of these items was rated on a scale of 1 (unsatisfied)
to 7 (extremely satisfied). In addition, the following item was rated on a 4-
point scale, from 1 (untme) to 4 (extremely true): There is a great deal of love
and affection expressed in our marriage. The following items were rated on a
scale of 1 (never) to 5 (all the time): {a) I enjoy the time I spend with my
spouse; {b) How often do you and your spouse laugh together? and (c) How
often do you and your spouse have a stimulating conversation?

Procedure
The same procedure was used in both samples. Participants completed the
self-report instruments at home in their spare time. Subsequently the couples
were scheduled for testing sessions. During the testing sessions participants
were physically separated from their partners to preserve the independence of
their ratings. These sessions typically lasted 3 hours. Participants completed
the partner report ratings, the personality mate preference ratings, and the
marital satisfaction inventory during this session. These instruments were
separated and interspersed throughout a larger battery of instruments. Toward
the end of the testing session, each couple was brought together and inter-
viewed for approximately 40 minutes. Immediately following the interview,
the male and female interviewers independently rated each participant on the
40-item bipolar rating scales.

RESULTS

Assortment for Background Variables

Table 1 shows the couple correlations for age, weight, height, con-
sumption of cigarettes and alcohol, political and religious orientation,
and academic background for the dating couples and newlywed cou-
ples separately. Both dating couples and married couples were
strongly assorted for age, .55 and .68, respectively. These correlations
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Table 1
Cross-Person Correlations for Background Variables

Background variable

Age
Weight
Height
Alcohol consumption
Cigarette consumption
Political views

(conservative vs. liberal)
Religious, self
Religious, family
Catholic
Jewish
Protestant
No religious preference
Verbal SAT
Math SAT
High-school GPA
College GPA
College percentile rank
Years of education completed
Highest academic degree eamed

Dating couples

55***
-.03
-.07

.46***

.89***

.15
44***
.10
.19
.22
.05
—
.41**

-.10
-.08

—
—
—
—

Newlywed couples

.68***

.00

.04
57***
51***

.49***

.60***

.16

.50***

.50***
50***

.31"
34***
29**
.37**
.31**
.40***

a. N= 16 couples for these variables.
**p < .01
***p < .001.

are comparable to the strong couple correlations for age foimd in pre-
vious studies (Buss, 1984; Price & Vandenberg, 1980). Partners in
these samples were essentially uncorrelated for weight and height,
whereas prior studies have found small but significant positive couple
correlations for these variables. Consumption habits—^both for alcohol
and cigarettes—showed strong partner similarity, as has been found in
prior studies of assortative mating.

Dating couples were essentially uncorrelated in their political orien-
tation, whereas newlywed couples were strongly correlated. This dif-
ference may suggest that in the transition between dating and getting
married, couples either selectively break up with those who do not
share their political orientations, or that partners converge in their
political views by the first year of marriage. Both dating and married
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couples were strongly assorted for religiosity, although more so for
married than for dating couples. Interestingly, couples were not assorted
for Ihe degree of religiosity of their family of origin. The findings also
showed that married couples were assorted for a specific religion,
although this was not tme of dating couples. Again, this may suggest a
selective attrition of disassorted couples on specific religion, or a con-
vergence over time by the first year of marriage, or both.

The academic backgrounds of the two samples were sufficiently dif-
ferent to preclude direct comparison of assortment for these variables.
The dating couples were largely college students, most of whom had
taken standardized tests such as the SAT. The newlywed couples, in
contrast, were selected from the general population, and hence many
had not taken standardized college admissions tests. Nonetheless, it is
clear that the married couples were modestly assorted for education, as
indexed by number of years of education and highest degree obtained.

Factor Analyses of Trait Adjectives

Although the 40 bipolar adjectives were selected based on the factor
analyses reported by Goldberg (1983), we sought to confirm the cor-
rectness of the five-factor solution for the married and dating couples
data. We conducted a series of principal component analyses using
varimax rotation for each of the three data sources—self-report, part-
ner report, and composited reports by the two interviewers. In each
case, the expected five-factor solution emerged, accounting for 42%,
47%, and 68% of the variance, respectively. Ftirthermore, a parallel
analysis was performed on the 40 items, composited with unit weight-
ing from each of the three data sources. Five factors also emerged,
which accounted for 55% of the variance.

The factor stmcture originally found by Goldberg (1983) was
largely replicated in each of these four solutions, although in each case
there were a few individual items that did not have their highest load-
ings on the expected factor. In each of these cases, however, the items
showed loadings nearly as high on the expected factors. In examining
the items that were "misplaced" in each of the four factor analyses,
there were no consistencies from analysis to analysis. In the self-report
data source, for example, the item "analytic-unanalytic" had its highest
loading on Agreeableness rather than on Intellect-Openness. However,
in the partner report, interviewer report, and composite data source
analyses, this item had its highest loadings on the "correct" factor of
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Intellect-Openness. To take another example, the item "even-
tempered-temperamental" had its highest loading in the interviewer
analyses on Agreeableness, rather than on the "correct" factor of Emo-
tional Stability. In the three other analyses, however, it had
its highest loading on Emotional Stability. The item "traditional-
untraditional" had its highest loading in the partner report data source
analyses on Intellect-Openness, rather than on Conscientiousness. For
the self-report, interviewer report, and composite analyses, however,
this item showed the highest loading on the "correct" factor of Consci-
entiousness.

Given these analyses, it was concluded that the five-factor solution
initially described by Goldberg (1983) represented the most robust
factor solution. Prior reports on this data set have used composite
scores, representing sums with unit weighting, across the three data
sources, with each given equal weight (Buss, 1991). To preserve com-
parability with these previous reports, we decided to continue using
these composite scores in this report. To verify that these composite
scores accurately captured the factor solution, however, we created
factor scores based on the analysis of the composited scores. We then
correlated these factor scores with the original composites. These cor-
relations were as follows: Surgency (.94), Agreeableness (.86), Con-
scientiousness (.96), Emotional Stability (.93), and Intellect-Openness
(.91). Thus, it was concluded that the composite scores adequately
captured the factor stmcture, and they were used in subsequent analy-
ses where appropriate.

Reliability of Trait Ratings and
Personality Partner Preferences

Table 2 shows the intemal consistency reliabilities, as indexed by
alpha (Cronbach, 1951), for the personality ratings for all three data
sources, for the two samples of couples separately. For the self-report
and partner report, all reliabilities were in the moderate range for both
samples. They ranged from .62 to .77 for the self-report data sotirces
and from .57 to .78 for the partner report data sources. Alpha reliabili-
ties for the interviewer ratings were evaluated after the two interviewer
ratings were composited.

To generate data-source generalizable indexes of each of the major
personality dimensions and to streamline the presentation of results
where appropriate, data on personality descriptions from the three
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Table 2
Cronbach's Coefficient Alpha Reliabilities for

Trait Rating Adjectives

117

Scales

Self-report
Surgency
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Emotional Stability
Intellect-Openness

Partner report
Surgency
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Emotional Stability
Intellect-Openness

Interviewer report
Surgency
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Emotional Stability
Intellect-Openness

Aggregate ratings
Surgency
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Emotional Stability
Intellect-Openness

Preference ratings
Surgency
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Emotional Stability
Intellect-Openness

Dating couples

.75

.63

.71

.72

.63

.74

.78

.70

.71

.57

.92

.88

.86

.84

.92

.89

.89

.86

.84

.92

.62

.58

.68

.46

.66

Newlywed couples

.11

.62

.72

.73

.65

.74

.77

.74

.11

.73

.90

.88

.88

.83

.92

.90

.88

.88

.83

.92

.67

.69

.69

.62

.69

somces were combined. Prior to creating composite scores, the
convergence between the two interviewers and among the three data
sources was examined. The correlations across participants between
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the two interviewers were as follows: Surgency (.66, .55), Agreeable-
ness (.48, .43), Conscientiousness (.54, .56), Emotional Stability (.52,
.48), and Intellect-Openness (.62, .51) for the dating couples and new-
lywed couples, respectively. Perhaps because of securing two indepen-
dent ratings from the interviews, the subsequent alpha reliabilities
were somewhat higher than for self-report and partner report, ranging
from .83 to .92.

Correlations were computed across participants between the person-
ality ratings provided by the participants, their spouses, and the
summed interviewers. Surgency and Conscientiousness showed the
highest convergence across data sources, with mean correlations of .52
and .51, respectively. Agreeableness, perhaps the most heavily saturated
with an evaluative component, showed the lowest convergence across
data sources (mean correlation of .24). Overall, this level of conver-
gence is comparable to that achieved by other studies of personality
ratings across multiple data sources (McCrae & Costa, 1985, 1987).

The three data sources were then composited, with unit weighting,
to form aggregate measures of the five factors. These aggregate scores
can be expected to be more valid than any of the individual data
sotirces, because tme score variance will cumulate, whereas the unique
method variance associated with each individual data source will not
cumulate. These composite scores all achieved adequate reliability,
ranging from .84 and .83 for Emotional Stability for the dating and
newlywed couples, respectively, to .92 and .92 for Intellect-Openness
for the dating and newlywed couples, respectively.

Also shown in Table 2 are the alpha reliabilities for the personality
mate preference ratings. All were in the moderate range, from .46 to
.68 for dating couples, and from .62 to .69 for the married couples.

Sex Differences in Personality Ratings

Tables 3 and 4 show the means, standard deviations, and t tests for sex
differences for each of the data sources separately, as well as for the
composites across data sources. For both the dating and newlywed cou-
ples, men scored higher than women on Emotional Stability for each
data source, as well as for the aggregate scores. These findings replicate
the commonly found sex difference on this dimension (Eysenck &
Eysenck, 1975; Feingold, 1994). No other significant sex differences
emerged that were replicable across both samples and all data sources.
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Table 3
Sex Differences on Five Factors in Dating Couples: Self-Report,

Partner Report, Interviewer Report, and Aggregate Ratings

Scales

Self-report
Surgency
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Emotional Stability
Intellect-Openness

Partner report
Surgency
Agre-eableness
Conscientiousness
Emotional Stability
Intellect-Opetiness

Interviewer report
Surgency
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Emotional Stability
Intellect-Openness

Aggregate ratings
Surgency
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Emotional Stability
Intellect-Opetiness

Men(iV =

Mean

5.01
4.99
4.85
4.79
5.64

5.08
5.21
4.82
4.94
5.31

4.01
4.24
4.32
4.37
4.28

4.65
4.80
4.63
4.68
5.02

105)

SD

.70

.62

.71

.67

.61

.87

.87

.88

.74

.62

.84

.60

.62

.58

.70

.68

.53

.65

.52

.54

Women

Mean

4.97
5.00
4.91
4.18
5.67

4.80
5.23
4.87
4.16
5.35

4.24
4.39
4.28
3.92
4.27

4.66
4.85
4.67
4.08
5.08

{N= 106)

SD

.81

.63

.79

.88

.54

.68

.69

.68

.81

.51

.86

.52

.62

.62

.70

.64

.42

.56

.59

.42

t statistic

0.24
-0.09
-0.44

4.11***
-0.27

1.86
-0.16
-0.34

5.31***
-0.42

-1.46
-1.40

0.31
4.02***
0.08

-0.53
-0.53
-0.30

5.87***
0.52

***p < .001.

Sex Differences in Personality Mate Preferences

Evaluation of the means for the personality preferences suggests that
Agreeableness and Intellect-Openness were the two most valued per-
sonality characteristics by both sexes. Examination of the standard
deviations for the personality preferences reveals that they were gener-
ally lower than the standard deviations for actual standings on these
dimensions, as gauged by self-, partner, or interviewer reports. This
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Table 4
Sex Differences on Five Factors in Newlywed Couples: Self-Report,

Partner Report, Interviewer Report, and Aggregate Ratings

Scales

Self-report
Surgency
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Emotional Stability
Intellect-Openness

Partner report
Surgency
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Emotiotial Stability
Intellect-Openness

Interviewer report
Surgency
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Emotional Stability
Intellect-Openness

Aggregate ratings
Surgency
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Emotional Stability
Intellect-Openness

Men(^

Mean

5.04
4.88
5.17
4.83
5.46

5.13
5.36
5.19
5.09
5.59

4.57
4.45
4.84
4.78
4.64

4.91
4.89
5.07
4.90
5.24

= 105)

SD

.70

.55

.67

.68

.62

.86

.83

.92

.77

.70

.94

.87

.85

.66

.92

.69

.55

.68

.52

.55

Women

Mean

4.99
5.00
5.31
4.33
5.41

4.86
5.02
5.21
4.05
5.30

4.55
4.69
4.85
4.32
4.59

4.80
4.90
5.12
4.23
5.11

(A'=106)

SD

.78

.65

.76

.87

.51

.11

.74

.74

.87

.64

.91

.69

.78

.71

.85

.68

.49

.61

.61

.49

t statistic

0.52
-1.42
-1.52

4 Q5***

0.71

2.09*
3.14**

-0.24
9.26***
3.36**

0.14
-3.03**
-0.11

5 15***
0.66

1.10
-0.10
-0.74

8.80***
2.32*

*p < .05
**p< .01
***p < .001.

suggests, but does not unambiguously document, greater consensus in
the desires for the personality characteristics of mates than occurs
among the actual selected partners themselves.

At the level of individual items, the following are the 20 personality
attributes most valued by men in potential mates, rank ordered from
most to least valued: reliable, warm, fair, intelligent, knowledgeable.
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conscientious, tmsting, hardworking, secure, at ease, emotionally stable,
perceptive, even-tempered, energetic, practical, curious, sociable, cre-
ative, well-organized, and relaxed. The analogous top-rated desires of
women were warm, reliable, fair, intelligent, knowledgeable, tmsting,
secure, hardworking, emotionally stable, at ease, perceptive, lenient,
conscientious, energetic, generous, sociable, curious, well-organized,
flexible, and relaxed. Thus, there was extensive overlap between the
sexes, with men and women sharing 17 of the top 20 most desired traits.

From these data, it is clear that each of the five factors had a socially
desirable pole (cf. Paulhus, Bmce, & Trapnell, 1995). The means for
all five scales were well above the 4.0 neutral point. It is within these
contexts—a clear desirable pole for each of the five factors and large
overlap between the sexes in what traits are desired—that the sex dif-
ferences must be evaluated.

Table 5 shows the means, standard deviations, and t tests for sex
differences for the personality mate preferences, for the two samples
separately. In sharp contrast to the similarity between the sexes in their
standing on all dimensions of the five factors except for Emotional
Stability, men and women differed in their desires for the personality
characteristics in an ideal partner.

The preference total score— t̂he sum across all 40 trait rating scales—
can be viewed as an index of the degree to which a person is exacting,
or requires high levels, of all socially desirable traits. Examination of the
preference total shows that women were more exacting or extreme in
theii" desires for the five factors. The finding, consistent across both sam-
ples of participants, supports the hypothesis based on Trivers's (1972)
theory of parental investment that women will generally be more choosy
and exacting in their desires in potential mates.

Across both samples of participants, women consistently were more
exacting on the Surgency and Intellect-Openness factors. An analysis
of the individual adjective scales composing Surgency was particu-
larly revealing. Significant sex differences were found in preferences
for mates who were dominant (? = -4.33, jcx.OOOl; f = -3.46,
p < .001, for dating couples and newlywed couples, respectively). In
contrast, no significant differences were found at the item level for
sociable, talkative, or proud. These results suggest that the power,
ascendance, or dominance theme of Stirgency was especially valued by
women, whereas the sociable theme showed no sex difference (see Wig-
gins, 1991). These findings support the hypothesis that the sexes differ
on personality attributes known to be linked with resource acquisition.
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Table 5
Sex Differences for Preferences on Five Factors in Dating and

Newlywed Samples

Dating couples

Preference dimension
Surgency
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Emotional Stability
Intellect-Openness
Preference total

Newlywed couples

Preference dimension
Surgency
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Emotional Stability
Intellect-Openness
Preference total

Men(;^

Mean

5.09
5.56
5.17
5.18
5.62
5.33

Men (A'

Mean

5.02
5.49
5.36
5.20
5.47
5.31

/=53)

SD

.44

.43

.50

.46

.49

.30

- 103)

SD

.61

.55

.56

.60

.55

.42

Women (/

Mean

5.31
5.71
5.22
5.26
5.89
5.48

Women (A

Mean

5.29
5.84
5.57
5.49
5.73
5.58

^=57)

SD

.52

.47

.63

.49

.50

.32

f=104)
SD

.55

.50

.63

.54

.56

.39

t statistic

-2.33*
-1.74
-0.47
-0.87
-2.89**
-2.56*

/ statistic

-3.68***
-4.48***
-2.77**
-4.22***
-3.88***
-5.03***

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001.

In the newlywed sample, but not the dating sample, women also were
more exacting in their desires for a partner who is agreeable. A large sex
difference also was found in preference for the individual item of gen-
erosity, with women placing greater value than men on this mate charac-
teristic {t = - 2.87, p < .005, for dating couples; t = -A.\%,p< .0001, for
newlywed couples). This suggests that women value a man's willing-
ness to channel resources, in addition to his ability to attain them.

Conscientiousness and Emotional Stability were significantly more
desired by women than by men in an ideal mate in the newlywed sam-
ple but not in the dating sample. The reasons for the presence of these
sex differences in one sample, but not in the other, are not immedi-
ately apparent.

The cross-characteristic assortment correlations (e.g., analyses that
examine whether people who are high in Extraversion, for example.
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tend to marry people who are high in Conscientiousness) did not
reveal any consistent pattem across the samples. Thus, there was no
evidence in these data for consistent cross-character assortment for
personality.

Assortative Mating for Personality

Table 6 shows the assortative mating coefficients for the five personal-
ity factors. Using the self-report data source alone, there was only one
significant assortative mating coefficient—^for Conscientiousness for
the married couples. The partner report data source showed similarly
low levels of assortment, with only one coefficient reaching signifi-
cance (-.23, p < .05, for Surgency for the married couples). In con-
trast, the interviewer data source showed significant assortment for
Agreeableness and Intellect-Openness for both samples. The compos-
ite meastires of personality showed significant assortment across both
samples for Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, and Intellect-Open-
ness. It is clear that the significant correlations for the Agreeableness
and Intellect-Openness composites were driven primarily by the inter-
viewer data source. Whether the differences between the different data
sources were due to the greater validity of the interviewer scores or to
possible contamination due to shared method variance in the inter-
viewer and composite scores, cannot be determined from these analy-
ses. We can conclusively mle out positive assortative mating for
Stirgency and for Emotional Stability—significant positive correla-
tions did not occur for any data source for either of the two samples.
Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, and Intellect-Openness, in contrast,
are candidates for low-level positive assortment.

Do Individuals Prefer Partners
Similar to Themselves?

Table 7 shows the correlations between individuals' personality char-
acteristics and the personality characteristics they desired in potential
mates. Characteristics are shown separately for men and women, for
the dating and newlywed couples, and for the self-report and composite
personality scores. Across all four subsamples, individuals preferred
partners who were similar to themselves on personality characteristics.
This preference was especially strong for partners who were similar
in Intellect-Openness and Conscientiousness. These findings support the
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hypothesis that individuals actually prefer partners who are similar to
themselves in personality.

Do Individuals Have Partners Who Embody
Their Preferences?

Table 8 shows the correlations between the preferences that individu-
als express for the ideal personality characteristics of their mate and
the actual personality characteristics of the obtained mate. Across
three of the four subsamples—women from both samples and married
men— t̂here were modest but consistently positive correlations between
the desired and the actual personality characteristics displayed by the
partner. The correspondence between what people wanted versus what
they got was especially strong for Surgency and Intellect-Openness.
These findings were obtained using the self-report data source alone,
as well as using the composite personality scores, suggesting that the
finding is robust.

Despite the modest tendency for individuals to have partners who
corresponded to their personality preferences, these same correlations
suggested individual differences. Some individuals may get what they
want, whereas others do not.

Personality, Discrepancies from Personality
Ideals, and Marital Satisfaction

To examine the discrepancy between participants' obtained versus
ideal mate, we created difference scores between the preferences each
individual expressed for the ideal personality of their mate and their
reports of their spouse's personality for each of the five personality
factors separately. Next, we conducted a series of hierarchical multiple
regressions, using the marital satisfaction items as dependent vari-
ables. Two blocks of predictor variables were entered into each equa-
tion. Eirst, the spouse's self-reported personality scores for the five
factors were entered (self-report was used in these analyses to preserve
independence—individuals' descriptions of their partner's personality
and ratings of satisfaction with their marriage might be contaminated
due to shared variance, and hence the composite personality measures
were inappropriate in this context). The second block of predictors
consisted of the discrepancy scores for each of the five factors.
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The results were consistent across all the analyses—there were sig-
nificant main effects of participants' partner's personality on marital
satisfaction, but the discrepancy scores between partners' personalities
and their mate's ideal for each factor of personality did not contribute
any unique variance above and beyond the partner's personality scores.

The zero-order correlations between participants' marital satisfac-
tion scores and their partner's personality scores obtained indepen-
dently through the partner's self-report are shown in Table 9. Having a
partner who is agreeable was an especially strong predictor of marital
satisfaction for both sexes. Having an agreeable partner was associ-
ated with higher general marital satisfaction, greater sexual satisfac-
tion, and viewing the spouse as loving, affectionate, a source of shared
laughter, and a source of stimulating conversation.

The other personality factors consistently linked with marital satis-
faction were Conscientiousness, Emotional Stability, and Intellect-
Opermess, with the latter two being especially strong. Men whose
wives scored high on Conscientiousness were significantly more sexu-
ally satisfied with the marriage. Women whose husbands scored high
on Conscientiousness were generally more satisfied, as well as being
happier with the spouse as a source of stimulating conversation. Both
sexes who had spouses high on Emotional Stability were generally
more satisfied, viewed their spouse as a source of encouragement and
support, and enjoyed spending time with their spouse. Similarly, both
sexes whose spouses scored high on Intellect-Openness were gener-
ally satisfied with the marriage and perceived that a lot of love and
affection were expressed in the marriage. Women whose husbands
scored high on Intellect-Openness viewed their husbands as a source
of stimulating conversation—^the strongest link shown in Table 9, with
a correlation of .45 {p < .001). This link was positive, but not signifi-
cant, for husbands' satisfaction and their wife's personality.

In sum, the personality of one's spouse appears to have important
links with satisfaction with one's marriage, both generally and in
terms of specific components. Discrepancies from ideal personality,
however, do not contribute any unique variance to marital satisfaction
above and beyond the personality of the spouse.

DISCUSSION

The results from these studies of dating and married couples provide
strong evidence that personality plays a critical role in mate selection



Personality and Mate Preferences 129

and marital happiness. Several major conclusions about the role of
personality in mating can be drawn from these studies: (a) Women are
generally more exacting in personality mate preferences, desiring
higher levels of a variety of socially desirable personality characteris-
tics in potential mates; (b) these sex differences are especially strong
and consistent across samples for Surgency and Intellect-Openness;
(c) couples show low levels of assortment for personality, significantly
so for the dimensions of Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, and Intel-
lect-Openness using the composite personality measures, but not sig-
nific£intly for the self-reports alone; (d) men and women both desire
mates who are similar to themselves in personality; (e) men and
women actually are mated with individuals who embody their prefer-
ences, although there are clear individual differences in the degree of
such embodiment; (/") individuals who have a mate high on Agreeable-
ness, Emotional Stability, and Intellect-Openness are more satisfied
with their maniage; and (g) having a mate who is discrepant from
one's ideal does not contribute any unique variance to marital satisfac-
tion above and beyond the partner's personality. These conclusions
will be discussed in tum.

Sex Differences in Personality Mate Preferences

Across both samples of couples, women expressed more extreme pref-
erences for the personality characteristics of their ideal mate. This
finding supports Trivers's (1972) theory of parental investment and
sexual selection. The sex that invests more in offspring is proposed to
be more exacting and discriminating in their choice of a mate. Since
women undergo an obligatory 9 months of intemal fertilization, gesta-
tion, and placentation in order to produce a child, whereas men's oblig-
atory investment can be as little as a single act of sex, it is clear that
women are the heavier investing sex, at least initially. Both men and
women can invest heavily in a long-term relationship. Thus, it is inter-
esting that women are more exacting than men across a range of per-
sonality characteristics, even in the long-term mating context.

Across the two samples of couples, the sex differences were partic-
ularly consistent for the factors of Intellect-Openness and Surgency.
Replicable sex differences in mate preferences occurred at the item level
for partners who were active and dominant (Surgency), as well as intel-
ligent, knowledgeable, and perceptive (Intellect-Openness). Replicable
sex differences also occurred at the item level in preferences for mates
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who were fair, warm, and generous (Agreeable), secure, at ease, and
emotionally stable (Emotional Stability), and hardworking (Conscien-
tious). Since many of these qualities are reliable predictors of resource
acquisition over time, women's greater desire for them may reflect a
more general preference for men likely to be successful providers. That
generosity was especially desired by women suggests that the willing-
ness to share resources, not merely possession of resources, is a critical
personality factor in mate selection (Buss, 1994).

Despite the consistent sex differences, it is clear that women and
men generally desired the same qualities in a mate. Intellect-Openness
and Agreeableness were consistently the most valued personality fac-
tors by both sexes. Emotional Stability and Conscientiousness also
were highly valued. The sex differences in personality mate prefer-
ences must be evaluated within the context of these overall similarities
between the sexes in the ideal personalities of potential mates.

Assortative Mating Based on Personality

Although assortative mating based on intelligence, values, religiosity,
age, and interests has long been documented, the evidence for assorta-
tive mating in the personality domain has been inconsistent. Most
summaries of the assortative mating literature conclude that assort-
ment for personality is either trivial or absent (Eysenck, 1981; Jensen,
1987). These conclusions may stem in part from the fact that Extraver-
sion and Neuroticism have been the two most frequently examined
personality factors in mating and, in the current studies, these are pre-
cisely the personality factors that showed absent or trivial levels of
assortment.

The five-factor model, in contrast, subsumes an array of personality
factors beyond Extraversion and Neuroticism. In the current studies,
Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, and Intellect-Openness all showed
significant levels of assortative mating for both the dating and the
newlywed couples, at least when using the personality measures com-
posited across data sources. The degree of assortment documented for
these factors is lower than that typically found for IQ, which averages
approximately .45, but higher than for many physical characteristics,
which average approximately .10 (Jensen, 1978; Spuhler, 1968). In
sum, at least three personality factors showed a modest level of assor-
tative mating using the composite measures, and this occurred among
dating couples as well as among married couples.
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One critical question is what causal processes led to the observed
assortment? Our studies showed that men and women expressed pref-
erences for those who were similar to themselves. This preference for
mates who are similar was especially strong for Conscientiousness (aver-
age correlation of .50 on the composite measures) and Intellect-Openness
(average correlation of .47 on the composite measures). These findings
lend support to the hypothesis that assortment for personality, to the
degree that it occurs, may be caused by articulated preferences and active
selection, rather than by a more passive process such as mere proximity.

Another finding that supports this hypothesis is that the men's and
women's preferences were positively correlated with the personality
characteristics of the mates obtained. By themselves, these correlations
are ambiguous with respect to causality, because it is possible that in-
dividuals come to prefer the qualities of those whom they have already
selected. Nonetheless, in conjunction with the other findings—that
individuals express strong preferences and that their preferences corre-
spond to their own personality characteristics—^these findings are at
least consistent with the hypothesis that personality preferences actu-
ally affect mate selection, as is known to be the case with other prefer-
ences such as for a particular age of a mate (Buss, 1994).

Marital Happiness, the Fulfillment of Desire,
and the Adaptive Landscape

Not all individuals succeed in getting what they want. Some end up
with dating partners or spouses who deviate from their ideals and dis-
play personality characteristics that are not desired. In these two stud-
ies, we found that most people preferred mates who were high on
Agreeableness, Emotional Stability, and Intellect-Openness. Having a
mate low on these qualities was linked in both sexes with marital and
sexual unhappiness. At the individual differences level, however, dis-
crepancies from the ideal mate did not add to marital dissatisfaction
above and beyond the main effects of the spouse's personality. Thus,
the personality of one's spouse played a role in participants' marital
happiness, but individual discrepancies from ideals did not appear to
add incremental predictive variance.

The evolutionary hypothesis articulated earlier anticipated that
women would express preferences for husbands high on Surgency,
Conscientiousness, and Intellect-Openness, which they did. Although
we did not predict this in advance, one might also predict that women
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who are successful in attracting partners high on these qualities would
be more satisfied with their marriage. Our results yielded only a partial
confirmation of this prediction—women who had husbands high on
Conscientiousness and Intellect-Opermess tended to be more generally
satisfied than women who had husbands low on these dimensions. The
results for Surgency, however, provided no support for the evolution-
ary prediction. Furthermore, having a husband high on Agreeableness
and Emotional Stability was also significantly linked with marital sat-
isfaction. Clearly, a more sophisticated theory of marital satisfaction
than the current one is warranted by these data (cf. Shackelford &
Buss, in press).

In conclusion, these studies provide evidence that personality plays
an important role in the mating process. Both men and women have
well-articulated desires for the personality characteristics they want in
a mate. They tend to select mates who are similar to themselves and
who embody their ideals. Having a mate who shows certain personal-
ity characteristics, particularly low Agreeableness, low Emotional Sta-
bility, and low Intellect-Openness, is linked with marital dissatisfaction.
Those who have mates who fulfill their desires for high Agreeable-
ness, high Emotional Stability, and high Intellect-Openness show
higher levels of marital happiness.

A few years ago. Buss (1989c, 1991) speculated that the personality
factors represented by the five-factor model may in part capture
important features of the "adaptive landscape" of humans—dimen-
sions of the social world that are important for solving a variety of
social adaptive problems. Selecting a mate is one such adaptive prob-
lem. Attempted solutions to this adaptive problem can bring a mate
who will bestow a bounty of resources and with whom one can coor-
dinate and synchronize action to attain mutual goals. Other attempted
solutions lead to the imposition of heavy costs and strident failure to
achieve harmonious coordination. Personality appears to play a key
role for individuals as they traverse the adaptive landscape of mating.

REFERENCES

Buss, D. M. (1984). Toward a psychology of person-environment (PE) correlation: The
role of spouse selection. Joumal of Personality and Social Psychology, 47, 361-377.

Buss, D. M. (1985). Human mate selection. American Scientist, 73, 47-51.
Buss, D. M. (1989a). Sex differences in human mate preferences: Evolutionary

hypotheses tested in 37 cultures. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 12,



Personality and Mate Preferences 135

Buss, D. M. (1989b). Conflict between the sexes: Strategic interference and the evoca-
tion of anger and upset. Joumal of Personality and Social Psychology, 56,
735-747.

Buss, D. M. (1989c, June). A strategic theory of trait usage: Personality and the adap-
tive landscape. Paper presented at the Workshop on Personality Language, Univer-
sity of Groningen, Department of Psychology, The Netherlands.

Buss, D. M. (1991). Conflict in married couples: Personality predictors of anger and
upset. Joumal of Personality, 59, 663-^88.

Buss, D. M. (1994). The evolution of desire: Strategies of human mating. New York:
Basic Books.

Buss, D. M. (1995). Psychological sex differences: Origins through sexual selection.
American Psychologist, 50, 164-168.

Buss, D. M., & Bames, M. (1986). Preferences in human mate selection. Joumal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 50, 559-570.

Cronbach, L. J. (1951). Coefficient alpha and the intemal structure of tests. Psychome-
trika, 16, 297-334.

Ellis, B. J. (1995). Investment in dating relationships. Unpublished doctoral disserta-
tion. University of Michigan, Ann Arbor.

Eysenck, H. J. (1981). A model for personality. New York: Springer-Verlag.
Eysenck, H. J., & Eysenck, S. B. G. (1975). Eysenck Personality Questionnaire man-

ual. San Diego: Educational Testing Service.
Feingold, A. (1994). Gender differences in personality: A meta-analysis. Psychologi-

cal Bulletin, 116, 429^56.
Goldberg, L. R. (1982). From ace to zombie: Some explorations in the language of

personality. In C. D. Spielberger & J. N. Butcher (Eds.), Advances in personality
assessment (Vol. 1, pp. 203-234). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Goldberg, L. R. (1983, June). The magical number five, plus or minus two: Some con-
siderations on the dimensionality of personality descriptors. Paper presented at the
Gerontology Research Center, National Institute on Aging/National Institutes of
Health, Baltimore.

Hill, R. (1945). Campus values in mate selection. Joumal of Home Economics, 37,
554-558.

Jencks, C. (1979). Who gets ahead? The determinants of economic success in
America. New York: Basic Books.

Jensen, A. R. (1978). Genetic and behavioral effects of nonrandom mating. In R. T.
Osbome, C. E. Noble, & N. J. Wey (Eds.), Human variation: Biopsychology of
age. race, and sex (pp. 51-105). New York: Academic Press.

John, O. P, Angleitner, A., & Ostendorf, F. (1988). The lexical approach to personal-
ity: A historical review of trait taxonomic research. European Joumal of Personal-
ity, 2, \71-205.

Kyl-Heku, L. M., & Buss, D. M. (1996). Tactics as units of analysis in personality
psychology: An illustration using tactics of hierarchy negotiation. Personality and
Individual Differences, 21, 497-517.

Langhome, M. C, & Secord, P. F. (1955). Variations in marital needs with age, sex,
marital status, and regional composition. Joumal of Social Psychology, 41, 19-37.

McCrae, R. R., & Costa, P. T, Jr. (1985). Updating Norman's "adequate taxonomy":



136 Botwin et al.

Intelligence and personality dimensions in the natural language and in question-
naires. Joumal of Personality and Social Psychology, 49, 710-721.

McCrae, R. R., & Costa, P T, Jr. (1987). Validation of the five-factor model of per-
sonality across instruments and raters. Joumal of Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy, 57,, U-9Q.

McGinnis, R. (1958). Campus values in mate selection. Social Forces, 35, 368-373.
Norman, W. T. (1963). Toward an adequate taxonomy of personality attributes: Repli-

cated factor structure in peer nomination personality ratings. Joumal of Abnormal
and Social Psychology, 66, 574-583.

Paulhus, D. L., Bruce, M. N., & Trapnell, P. D. (1995). Effects of self-presentation
strategies on personality profiles and their structures. Personality and Social Psy-
chology Bulletin, 21, 100-108.

Price, R. A., & Vandenberg, S. G. (1980). Spouse similarity in American and Swedish
couples. Behavior Genetics, 10, 59-71.

Shackelford, T. K., & Buss, D. M. (in press). Marital satisfaction in evolutionary psy-
chological perspective. In R. J. Stemberg & M. Hojjat (Eds.), Satisfaction in close
relationships. New York: Guilford.

Spuhler, J. N. (1968). Assortative mating with respect to physical characteristics.
Social Biology, 15, 128-140.

Thiessen, D. D., & Gregg, B. (1980). Human assortative mating and genetic equilib-
rium: An evolutionary perspective. Ethology and Sociobiology, 1, 111-140.

Trivers, R. L. (1972). Parental investment and sexual selection. In B. Campbell (Ed.),
Sexual selection and the descent of man, 1871-1971 (pp. 136-179). Chicago:
Aldine.

Wiggins, J. S. (1991). Agency and communion as conceptual coordinates for
the understanding and measurement of interpersonal behavior. In W. M. Grove &
D. Cicchetti (Eds.), Thinking clearly about psychology: Volume 2. Personality and
psychopathology (pp. 89-113). Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.




