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Human beings are some of the only species that will regularly mate for life with a single partner. 

There are many theories as to the reasons why humans choose to mate for life. Of these reasons, people 

may choose life partners due, at least in part, to the resources that can be acquired through such a 

partnership, such as housing, financial security, and assistance in raising offspring. Males and females 

typically provide different resources in the context of a long-term relationship. From an evolutionary 

perspective, females typically provide the gestational period of carrying the offspring, the risk associated 

with the birthing process and are often responsible for raising said offspring as well. The male typically 

offers food, shelter, protection to both the mother and any offspring, as well an intangible good, such as 

social status. The choice of partner based on resource and offspring attainment can be explained using 

Parental Investment Theory (PIT). PIT is characterized by the idea that the sex who must invest more 

time and resources when producing offspring will be choosier when selecting a mate (Trivers, 1972). In 

almost all cases, the choosier sex is the female, who selects a male mate who can provide resources 

aiding in the reproductive process (Trivers, 1972). While PIT can accurately account for a variety of 

aspects of human mate choice, there are aspects of human mating that are not as easily explained, such as 

those in the LGBTQ+ community. Cognitive theories, which focus on the thought process and feelings 

behind long-term mate choice, may provide answers to questions left by evolutionary theories. 

A study exploring LGBTQ+ individual’s experience with self-esteem and the traits these 

demographics seek in a long-term partner is necessary because it will grow and expand upon the 

knowledge of human mate preference that already exists. The addition of the LGBTQ+ community in 

this line of research helps move the study of human mating towards inclusion. The hypothesis of the 

present study is that the mating preference for those who identify as being part of the LGBTQ+ 

community will be better explained by a cognitive model, while the mating preference of heterosexual 

participants will be better explained by an evolutionary model.

Introduction

• Participants: Students 18-29 years old with an average age of 21.6 years for 

heterosexual participants (SD = 2.1) (N = 38), and an average age of 20.9 years for 

LGBTQ+ participants (SD = 1.8) (N = 64).

• Instruments: Questionnaire for participants to first rate traits regarding their own self-

perception and how they rate those same traits in a partner.

• Procedure: A demographic questionnaire, and self-perception/long-term partner 

questions via SurveyMonkey.

• Statistical Analysis: A total linear regression was performed on the results to 

determine correlation between an individual’s self-perception and their mate preference 

for both the heterosexual and LGBTQ+ groups.
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While this study was successful in finding evidence to support cognitive theories of 

mate preference, there were several limitations. This survey was collected via an online 

platform and posted on social media, thus relying on self-selection. This results in an 

inability to adequately generalize results to the larger population of interest. The sample 

sizes were also small, with sample size varying between the heterosexual and LGBTQ+ 

groups.

Given that human sexuality and mate preference is multifaceted, there are likely other 

variables that can impact the criteria one uses in mate selection. The ability to openly 

express one’s sexuality, specifically regarding those who identified as LGBTQ+, is an 

important aspect to consider. Additionally, the participant pool was largely college students, 

which are typically more progressive and accepting. A 2018 short film titled “illuminate” 

came from a study from interviews of LGBTQ+ people who are or had been unable to freely 

self-express (Gupta, 2018). The interviewers found that being in the closet causes 

sociopolitical trauma, which is the trauma of a marginalized person living in a society that is 

not built for them (Gupta, 2018). 

In future studies completed on this subject, using a random sampling method would 

aid in the generalizability of the study. Measuring other variables such as whether one is 

open with their sexuality would help provide background into a person’s answers in a future 

survey. Finding a geographically diverse range of participants can also provide more insight 

and variety in responses. Additional longitudinal studies could also be performed comparing 

a person’s partner preferences versus who they end up pair bonding with.

Humans choose a long-term partner based on more than evolutionary mechanisms. In 

evolutionary theories, like PIT, males and females provide different resources and therefore 

are seeking resources different than those they provide. This can only explain some aspects 

of human mate preference. They fundamentally cannot be applied to individuals that are 

unable to sexually reproduce. In contrast, a cognitive model of mate preference may 

adequately explain the criteria by which an individual, regardless of sexual orientation, 

chooses a long-term partner. While PIT can explain certain aspects of human mating from an 

evolutionary standpoint, it cannot explain the full spectrum of human mating and 

relationship formation. Cognitive theories can fill the gaps that are left by evolutionary 

theories.

Results

Included in this study are 102 questionnaire respondents, ranging in age from 18-29 years 

(heterosexual: n = 38, mean age = 21.6, SD = 2.1; LGBTQ+: n = 64, mean age = 20.9, SD = 

1.8). Responses from people who selected “Other” regarding sexuality were excluded, as the 

present study focused on individuals with a clearly defined sexual orientation.

Overall, individuals who rated themselves higher on any given attribute rated those same 

qualities in a potential future long-term partner as equally as important [linear regression: df = 

1, F = 983.528, p < .0001, R2 = .912]. For both heterosexual and LGBTQ+ individuals, the 

overall mate-preference score was significantly positively related to the overall self-

perception score [heterosexuals’ linear regression: df = 35, F = 573.46, p < .0001, R2 = .944 

(see Figure 1); LGBTQ+s’ linear regression: df = 60, F = 445.39, p < .0001, R2 = .883 (see 

Figure 2)]. For both sexual orientations, a simple linear regression provided a better model fit 

as compared to a no-linear regression model.
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