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Mate preferences provide unique windows into evolved mating psychology and extant cultural values. The
current study used two research instruments—one ranking and one rating—to examine mate preferences in
Brazil. We compared modern Brazilians (n = 1186) with a Brazilian sample studied three decades earlier, in
1984 (n=630). Mate preferences formutual attraction and love, kindness, and intelligence remained important
and relatively invariant over time. Sex differences inmate preferences for cues to fertility (relative youth, physical
attractiveness) and resources (earning capacity, financial prospects, social status) also remained relatively invari-
ant over time. Several changes in mate preferences emerged over time for both men and women, including a
stronger preference for mates who have good financial prospects and a dramatic decline in the desire for chil-
dren. Discussion highlights limitations of the study, and stresses the importance ofmate preferences aswindows
into evolved mating psychology and both the expression and reflection of cultural values.
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Mate preferences are scientifically important in several contexts (Buss
& Schmitt, 1993). First, mate preferences influence who is chosen and
who is excluded frommating, influencing the direction of sexual selection
(Darwin, 1871). Second, preferences determine who is considered high
and low in mate value. Mate value, in turn, influences variables ranging
from the desirability of the mate one can attract to social status (Buss,
2015). Mate value is a key component of association value, and is impor-
tant in friendships, coalitions, and kin relationships (Sugiyama, 2005).
Third, mate preferences influence which mate attraction and retention
tactics are effective—tactics that embody qualities desired by the in-
dividual someone is trying to attract or retain (Schmitt & Buss, 1996).
Fourth, mate preferences provide a window into cultural values, that is,
what people collectively deem socially acceptable or unacceptable.
Changes in mate preferences over time can assay the cultural changes of
values, and also reflect extant cultural values (Lei, Wang, Shackelford, &
Buss, 2011; Kamble, Shackelford, Pham, & Buss, 2014). The study of
human mate preferences across cultures and across time represents an
important ongoing scientific endeavor. Yet surprisingly little is known
aboutwhichmate preferences remain stable over time andwhich change.

Brazil is especially interesting for studying mate preferences. Brazil
is one of themost diverse cultures in theworld, containing descendants
of Indigenous peoples, Portuguese settlers, as well as African, European,
and Asian immigrants. Brazil has experienced a 50% increase in

population size from 1984 to 2014. It has also experienced a rapid rise
in online dating sites like Tinder, OKCupid, andMatch.com, increasingly
used to findmating partners. Brazil experienced a significant decline in
fertility, with the Total Fertility Rate declining from 4.4 children per
woman in 1980 to 1.77 children per woman in 2013 (Cavenaghi &
Alves, 2011; Rios-Neto, 2012).

The Brazilian economy has also experienced a significant transfor-
mation, especially during the past decade. Beginning in 2004, GDP
(Gross Domestic Product) per person grew at a rate of 2.5% from 2004
to 2014, which is more than three times faster than the rate from
1995 to 2003 (Weisbrot, Johnston, & Levebvre, 2014).

With these considerable changes in economy, population size,
marriage patterns, and fertility, a key question is whether Brazilian
mate preferences have remained stable or changed over the past
several decades.

The dramatic cultural changes in Brazil also provide opportunities to
test key evolutionary hypotheses about evolved sex differences in mate
preferences. Because fertility cannot be observed directly, evolutionary
hypotheses have predicted that men more than women value physical
appearance in mates because appearance provides a wealth of ob-
servable cues to fertility, such as clear skin, full lips, and lustrous hair
(Buss, 1989; Symons, 1979; Trivers, 1972). Because human fertility de-
clines with age, evolutionary psychologists also hypothesized that men
have evolved preferences for young mates (Symons, 1979; Williams,
1975).Women, relative tomen,must investmore resources in their off-
spring (e.g., ninemonths of pregnancy). Thus, evolutionists predict that
women have evolved preferences for mates who are able to acquire
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resources andwhoarewilling to invest resources in them. These sex dif-
ferences have been widely documented to be universal across cultures
(e.g., Badahdah & Tiemann, 2005; Buss, 1989; Khallad, 2005; Kamble
et al., 2014; Lei et al., 2011; Li et al., 2002). This study was partly de-
signed to examine whether these sex differences persist in a culture
that has undergone dramatic social and economic changes over the
past 30 years.

1. Methods

1.1. Participants

The present research consisted of a 1984 Brazilian sample of 630
people (355 females and 275 males) and a 2014 sample of 1186
Brazilians (719 females and 467 males). For the 1984 sample, we used
data from the 37-Culture Mate Selection Project (Buss, 1989). Partici-
pants in 1984 were drawn from several different cities within Brazil:
Brasilia, São Paulo, Curitiba, and Rio de Janeiro. The 2014 sample was
draw from several different places (universities, companies and health
clinics) and participation was voluntary. Seventy per cent of the sample
came from 4 major states in Brazil (Minas Gerais, Amazonas, São Paulo
andRiode Janeiro). The remaining30% consisted of participants from15
other states in Brazil. For relationship status, the 2014 sample consisted
of 27.2% married people, 30% dating or engaged, 3.2% divorced and 39%
were single people. The 1984 sample consisted of 11% married people
and 89% single people.

1.2. Materials

Participants completed a Brazilian Portuguese version of the Mate
Preference Scale (Buss, 1989). The instrument has two sections: ranking
and rating. For the ranking, participantswere presentedwith 13 charac-
teristics potentially present in mates or marriage partners, and ranked
them from the Most Desirable (1) to the Least Desirable (13) in a mate
(see Buss & Barnes, 1986). For rating, participants were presented
with 18 factors/characteristics. Participants rated whether each was
indispensable (3 points), important, but not indispensable (2 points),
desirable, but not very important (1 point) and irrelevant or unimportant
(0 points). Both instruments were translated from English into Brazilian
Portuguese by a bilingual speaker and back-translated by a second bilin-
gual speaker. A third bilingual speaker resolved discrepancies.

2. Results

2.1. Age and mate preferences in a partner

Table 1 shows participant's ages, ages at which they preferred to
marry, and age difference preferred between themselves and their
spouse. Participants from the 2014 sample were older than participants
from the 1984 sample by roughly four years. We correlated age with
mate preferences (see Tables 4 and 5). The correlations were uniformly
low.With few exceptions, the age correlationswere not significant across

either sex across time. Two exceptions occurred for the 2014 sample.
First, the importance attached to chastity (virginity)was negatively corre-
lated with age; older individuals valued this attribute slightly less than
younger individuals. Second, older individuals valued “healthy” in
a mate slightly more than younger individuals.

In the 1984 sample, the age at which participants preferred to
marry differed significantly between men (28.71 years) and women
(24.63 years). We found similar sex difference in the 2014 sample
(men: 28.15 years; women: 24.99 years). These sex differences in age-
at-marriage preferences are consistent with those documented in other
cultures (Buss, 1989; Lei et al., 2011).

Men from both samples preferred spouses younger than themselves
(1984: 3.22 years younger; 2014: 2.38 years younger). Brazilianwomen
preferred spouses older than themselves—4.01 and 3.59 years older for
the 1984 and 2014 samples, respectively. These sex differences have
large effect sizes, with ds of 2.20 and 1.07. These are among the largest
sex differences documented in the psychological literature (see,
e.g., Cohen, 1988; Geary, 2009).

2.1.1. Cultural changes in mate preferences
Tables 2 and 3 show sex differences and cross-time differences in

mate preferences for the ranking (Table 2) and rating instruments
(Table 3)—means, standard deviations, t-tests for sex differences,
t-tests for cross-time differences, and d statistics for magnitudes of ef-
fect. Because the samples are not strictly comparable, we err conserva-
tively, interpreting only cross-time differences that show moderate or
large effect sizes, as gauged by Cohen's d statistic (Cohen, 1988).

2.1.2. Mate preferences that changed in valuation over time
Among themost dramatic changes is the decline in importance of “de-

sire for home and children” (d=−1.00 for men and−0.62 for women)
(Table 3). On the ranking instrument, both sexes decreased in the impor-
tance of a mate who “wants children.” These preference changes corre-
spond to the dramatic drop in actual fertility rates in Brazil over the past
few decades. For men, the importance of “chastity” decreased, from 0.93
in 1984 to 0.38 in 2014 (Table 3), closer to low levels of valuation seen
in western European countries such as Sweden and The Netherlands.
This finding comports with cultural changes seen in other countries,
such as mainland China, India, and the United States, which also experi-
enced a marked decrease in the importance of chastity in a spouse over
the past few decades (Buss, Shackelford, Kirkpatrick, & Larsen, 2001;
Kamble et al., 2014; Lei et al., 2011).

2.2. Sex differences in mate preferences

2.2.1. Resources
Evolutionary hypotheses predict sex differences in the importance of

“good earning capacity,” “good financial prospects,” and the qualities
linked with resource acquisition, such as “social status” and “ambition
and industriousness.” These were among the largest sex differences at
both times; women, relative to men, placed substantially more impor-
tance on these qualities. The magnitude of the sex difference on “good

Table 1
Age and age preference for marriage.

Age variable 1984 2014 Sex diff. 1984 Sex diff. 2014 Cross-time diff

t d t d t d

Age of participants Male 22.84 (4.59) 26.74 (6.57) 3.11⁎⁎ −0.25 −1.11 0.07 −8.68⁎⁎⁎ 0.66
Female 21.72 (4.47) 27.16 (6.27) −14.60⁎⁎⁎ 0.95

Age prefer to marry Male 28.71 (3.92) 28.15 (9.94) 12.24⁎⁎⁎ −1.09 5.10⁎⁎⁎ −0.30 0.81 −0.07
Female 24.63 (3.60) 24.99 (10.63) −0.57 0.04

Age difference preferred between self and spouse Male −3.22 (3.38) −2.38 (5.12) −23.53⁎⁎⁎ 2.20 −17.96⁎⁎⁎ 1.07 −2.07⁎ 0.18
Female 4.01 (3.22) 3.59 (5.88) 1.14 −0.08

⁎⁎⁎ p b .001.
⁎⁎ p b .01.
⁎ p b .05.
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