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ABSTRACT 

 

Two experiments provide evidence that affective and motivational states associated with mating 

may play an important role in guiding risk decision-making processes. Study 1 revealed a 

positive relationship between sexual arousal and risk-taking, but only in men who were exposed 

to a romantically available opposite sex individual who purportedly would view their risk-taking 

performance. Study 2 demonstrated a positive relationship between mating motivation and risk-

taking, but only in men who had been exposed to images of highly attractive females. Taken 

together, results suggest that affective/motivational states associated with mating may promote 

risk-taking, but that these effects are sex-specific, and are sensitive to situational context. This 

research highlights the utility of using an evolutionary approach to understand affective and 

motivational determinants of risky decision-making.  

 



1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

When faced with potentially risky decisions, what factors guide people’s choices? In 

answering this question, traditional theories of decision-making have tended to focus on 

cognitive factors. The process of decision-making under uncertainty has been conceptualized 

primarily as a matter of rationally weighing perceived outcome costs and benefits in order to 

arrive at a decision (Edwards, 1992). Although rational processes reflect important determinants 

of decision making processes, a growing body of evidence suggests that motivation and emotion 

play a central role as well (Lerner & Keltner, 2001; Loewenstein, Weber, Hsee, & Welch, 2001; 

Maner & Schmidt, 2006).  

Much of the recent work on affect and choice has been guided by appraisal theories (e.g., 

Lerner & Keltner, 2000, 2001). This research suggests that choices made under uncertainty are 

influenced by emotions because emotions are associated with certain patterns of psychological 

appraisal (e.g., level of certainty and control). Although this has provided a psychologically 

proximate account of decision-making, it falls short of specifying the more ultimate functions 

that affective and motivational determinants of choice may serve. An evolutionary perspective 

provides an overarching theoretical framework useful for linking affective influences on decision 

making to ultimate adaptive functions associated with survival and reproduction.  

 

An Evolutionary Approach to Risky Decision-Making 

 

Evolutionary theories suggest that emotions and goals motivate specific cognitive and 

behavioral tendencies designed ultimately to increase reproductive success (see Griskevicius et 

al., 2007; Maner et al., 2005). Recent research has begun to apply an evolutionary perspective to 

understand affective influences on decision making. Fessler, Pillsworth, and Flamson (2004), for 

example, showed that the emotion of disgust led women (but not men) to make less risky choices 

(as compared with a control condition). In contrast, the emotion of anger led men (but not 

women) to make riskier choices (as compared with a control condition). In interpreting these 

findings, Fessler and colleagues emphasized that disgust may help women avoid risks associated 

with exposure to contagion, an especially pernicious adaptive problem for women because of 

potential infection of offspring (Fessler & Navarrete, 2003). Conversely, anger may lead men to 

risk harm by aggressing against rivals, a challenge faced by men throughout evolutionary history 

(Wilson & Daly, 1985; Van Vugt, De Cremer, & Janssen, 2007). Thus, these findings begin to 

highlight some of the ultimate adaptive functions served by affective and motivational influences 

on choice. 

From an evolutionary perspective, differential reproductive success is one of the main 

forces driving evolutionary processes among sexually-reproducing organisms. It should come as 

no surprise, then, that motives designed to enhance reproductive success are capable of 

profoundly influencing cognition (e.g., Maner et al. 2005, 2007) and behavior (Gonzaga, Turner, 

Keltner, Campos, & Altemus, 2006; Stephan, Berscheid, & Walster, 1971). One motive that may 

play a particularly important role in guiding choice under uncertainty is the desire to procure a 

high quality mate. This motive is hypothesized to influence decision making in ways that 

facilitate the goal of reproductive success (see Ariely & Lowenstein, 2005). The current work 

examines the impact of this motivation on the decision making process.  

There are clear reasons to suspect that mating motivation – and the associated affective 

state of sexual arousal – will increase risky decision making, but that this effect will be limited to 
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men. Throughout evolutionary history, men and women have faced somewhat different mating 

related challenges. Women have a more limited reproductive capacity than do men (Symons, 

1979; Williams, 1975). This results primarily from two biological facts. The first is that women 

generally can only have one offspring at a time whereas male reproduction is limited only by the 

number of women that a man can impregnate. The second biological factor that limits female 

reproductive capacity is that women are only capable of reproducing during the period from 

menarche to menopause (without the aid of in-vitro fertilization) whereas men theoretically can 

reproduce from puberty until death. These sex differences in reproductive capacity lead to the 

number of reproductively capable males vastly exceeding the number of fertile females. As a 

result, women generally have greater choice of potential sexual partners, whereas men have a 

greater tendency to compete with one another over potential mates (Trivers, 1985).  

Some theorists have hypothesized that sex differences in risky behavior result primarily 

from sex differences in intrasexual competition (Daly and Wilson, 1994, p. 277). Indeed, among 

men, risky behaviors have potential for displaying personality characteristics such as social 

dominance and ambition – characteristics that are highly desired by women seeking a romantic 

partner (Buss, 1989; Li et al., 2002). Men who are perceived as dominant and ambitious should 

therefore have more success in gaining access to fertile mates. Because increased male risk-

taking is thought to be ultimately derived from intrasexual competition over potential mating 

opportunities, we predict that mating motives will increase risk-taking among men (see Daly & 

Wilson, 2001).   

Women, on the other hand, are not expected to display risky behavior as a result of 

mating motivation. Men desire women with physical characteristics that signal high reproductive 

capacity, but not dominance (e.g., Li et al., 2002). Because these physical cues are the primary 

qualities of interest to men, women would not benefit from displaying behavioral cues such as 

risk taking. Therefore, women – even those who are sexually aroused and currently interested in 

procuring a mate – are not predicted to display a pronounced proclivity toward risk-taking. This 

is consistent with work suggesting that men, but not women, increase their propensity for risk-

decision making when in the presence of an audience (Daly & Wilson, 2001).  

 

Hypothesized Moderating Variables 

 

Because male courtship displays involving risk can result in significant costs, mating 

motives may promote risk-taking selectively – that is, only when circumstances indicate that 

risk-taking is likely to result in a reproductively beneficial mating opportunity. One situational 

cue that might moderate the relationship between mating motives and risk-taking pertains to 

whether an available female is present. Risky acts, like other mate attraction strategies, are more 

likely to pay off reproductively if a desired partner is romantically available. If a female is not 

single then a costly courtship display might have a chance of success via luring her away from 

her current partner, but this could carry other risky costs such as retaliation of that partner. Thus, 

a display to a female who is clearly available would be most beneficial, as it would carry a high 

potential payoff while minimizing the potential cost. 

A second characteristic hypothesized to moderate the relationship between a man’s 

mating motives and his propensity for risk-taking pertains to the reproductive potential of his 

female audience. Because risk-taking often involves potential costs, men are expected to engage 

in risky behaviors primarily when they are primed with female characteristics indicating a high 

degree of fertility. Characteristics that men generally consider to be physically attractive have 
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been shown to reflect a woman’s fertility and reproductive potential (Symons, 1979, 1995). 

Therefore, we expect that mating motives will be associated with increased risk-taking primarily 

among men who are primed with physically attractive women, as opposed to average-looking 

women. 

 

The Current Research 

 

The current research tested the prediction that mating motivation and its allied affective 

state of sexual arousal are associated with risky decision making, but only in men, and only when 

particular features of the situation signal that a risk-taking display may increase the likelihood of 

attaining a high-quality mate. We test three such situational features. First, because risky displays 

are potentially costly, men are expected to take risks particularly when a female audience will 

observe the act of risk-taking. Second, if a woman is not romantically available (e.g., because she 

already is involved in committed relationship with another person) then efforts to impress her 

might not outweigh the potential costs associated with a risky behavior. We therefore 

hypothesize that mating motives should promote risk-taking especially when in the presence of 

an available female. Third, interest in procuring a mate might promote risk-taking especially 

when a man is primed with physical attractiveness cues indicating a highly desirable female 

mating opportunity.   

Study 1 tested the hypothesis that sexual arousal in men (but not women) will be 

positively associated with risk-taking, primarily when they think that a romantically available 

female will view their performance. Study 2 tested the hypothesis that male (but not female) 

sexual motivation will be positively associated with risk-taking, primarily after viewing 

attractive opposite-sex faces. 
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STUDY 1 

 

 In Study 1, men and women were exposed to an opposite sex confederate. Some were 

told that the confederate would form an impression of them based on their performance on a risk-

taking task. Others were told that their performance on the task would remain private. 

Participants also received information regarding the romantic availability of the target: Some 

participants learned that their partner was romantically available and interested in meeting 

someone whereas others learned that their partner was engaged to be married. The participants’ 

level of sexual arousal was measured via self-report. We hypothesized that sexual arousal in men 

(but not women) would be positively associated with risk-taking, but only when they think that a 

romantically available female will view their performance.  

 

Method 

 

Participants 

One hundred eighty one undergraduate general psychology students (89 women and 92 

men) participated. Participants received course credit as compensation. 

 

Design and Procedure 

The study used a 2x2x2 (participant sex by target availability by private vs. public) 

between-subjects design. Participants were randomly assigned to condition. 

Participants were told that they would be interacting with another participant (actually a 

confederate). They would first interact via videotaped messages, and then later would interact 

face-to-face. Participants were told that the purpose of the experiment was to examine how 

people form impressions of each other based upon limited information.  

 Next the participants completed a practice version of a behavioral risk-taking task – a 

modified version of the Balloon Analogue Risk Task (Lejuez et al., 2002)(see below for 

procedural details regarding the BART). The purpose of the practice task was to acquaint 

participants with the task.  

The experimenter told the participants that while they were performing the practice 

BART, a video interview was conducted with their partner and that the participant would watch 

this video in order to form an impression of their partner. In actuality, the video presented a 

relatively attractive opposite sex confederate. In the video, the confederate answered several 

questions about his/her experiences with classes and social life that semester. These questions 

were designed to be neutral and were all identical across conditions with the exception of the 

final question, which pertained to the confederate’s relationship status. In the control condition 

(unavailable partner) the confederate said that he/she was engaged to be married. In the 

experimental condition (available partner) the confederate instead said that he/she was not 

currently in a relationship and was interested in meeting someone. 

 Following the video of their purported partner, participants performed the BART to 

provide a behavioral measure of risk-taking. Prior to starting the BART participants received 

instructions that included one of the experimental manipulations (private vs. public). Participants 

in the private condition were told that their performance would be completely confidential and 

that nobody would see the results of their performance. Participants in the public condition 

instead were told that their partner would see a summary of their performance on this task prior 

to their face-to-face meeting. They were also told that their partner would be asked to form an 
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impression of them based on their task performance.   

The BART provides a reliable and valid measure of one’s basic propensity for risky 

decision-making. Performance on this task predicts many forms of real world risk-taking (Lejuez 

et al., 2003). In the BART, participants pump up a series of 15 virtual balloons on the computer 

in order to accrue as many points as possible (see Figure 1). If a balloon was pumped too many 

times, it exploded, and the participant lost all points from that balloon. If a balloon was not 

pumped many times, it was less likely to explode, but fewer points would be earned. Each 

balloon had an unpredictable explosion threshold. Participants were told that task performance 

reflects the extent to which one possesses desirable personality characteristics such as ambition 

and extraversion. This was done to make salient the potential social benefits of doing well on the 

task.  

Once the balloon was pumped to the desired level, the participant clicked a button labeled 

“collect” in order to collect the points from that balloon. Consistent with previous research (e.g., 

Lejuez et al., 2002; Maner, Gailliot, Butz, & Peruche, 2007) the number of pumps per 

unexploded balloon served as the dependent variable in our primary analysis. We performed 

secondary analyses on the number of balloons exploded by each participant, as well as on the 

total number of points earned.    

 At the end of the BART, participants completed an 11-point self-report measure of sexual 

arousal, which was masked by its inclusion in a group of unrelated ratings. Finally participants 

were probed for suspicion and debriefed. 

 

 
Figure 1: Modified BART Task 
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Results 

 

Eleven participants were excluded from analysis because they revealed during debriefing 

that they either did not believe that they would actually be meeting another participant or were 

aware of the true purpose and hypothesis of the study.  Two participants were excluded because 

of a computer malfunction. One participant was an outlier (greater than 3 SDs above the mean) 

on the BART task and two were outliers (greater than 3 SDs above the mean) on self-reported 

sexual arousal. The excluded participants were distributed evenly across conditions.  

A 2x2x2 Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) (participant sex by partner availability by 

privacy by level of sexual arousal) with sexual arousal included as a continuous variable was 

conducted.  Risk-taking (as measured by the average number of pumps per unexploded balloon 

on the BART) served as the primary dependent variable. This analysis revealed a significant 

four-way interaction (F(1, 149) = 4.69, p < .05, η2
 = .03). The interaction was probed by 

examining the correlation between sexual arousal and risk-taking within participant sex, partner 

availability, and privacy conditions. These correlations are provided in Table 1. 

This analysis revealed that the aforementioned four-way interaction was driven by a 

strong positive relationship between sexual arousal and risk-taking in men who were told that a 

romantically available female would be viewing a summary of their performance on the BART 

task (r(19) = .71, p < .01). This was the only group for which there was a significant correlation 

between sexual arousal and risk-taking.  

 

Table 1: Correlations between Sexual Arousal and Risk-taking 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

                         Males            Females 

          -----------------------------------   ------------------------------------------ 

          Partner    Partner     Partner    Partner 

          Available Unavailable    Available  Unavailable 

          -----------------------------------   ------------------------------------------ 

           r (n)       p   r (n)        p     r (n)         p     r (n)         p 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Private       -.22 (19) .36 .27 (22) .23   -.01 (20)  .96  -.12 (19)  .62 

 

Public        .71 (19) .001       -.19 (22) .40   -.12 (22)  .59  -.02 (22)  .93 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Two similar 2x2x2 ANCOVAs were conducted with the total number of exploded 

balloons and total points earned on the BART serving as the dependent variables. For number of 

balloons exploded, we observed a marginally significant four-way interaction (F(1, 149) = 3.54, 

p = .06, η2
 = .02). Follow-up analyses revealed a significant positive relationship between sexual 

arousal and number of exploded balloons (r(19) = .67, p < .01) that was apparent only among 

men who were told that a romantically available female would be viewing a summary of their 

performance on the BART (see Table 2).  
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Table 2: Correlations between Sexual Arousal and number of exploded balloons 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

                         Males            Females 

          -----------------------------------   ------------------------------------------ 

          Partner    Partner     Partner    Partner 

          Available Unavailable    Available  Unavailable 

          -----------------------------------   ------------------------------------------ 

           r (n)       p   r (n)        p     r (n)         p     r (n)         p 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Private       -.24 (19) .33 .23 (22) .23   -.14 (20)  .54  -.32 (18)  .19 

 

Public        .67 (19) .002       -.26 (22) .24   -.03 (22)  .90  -.029 (21)  .67 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

 On the measure of total points earned, no overall interaction was observed (F(1, 149) = 

1.73, p = .19, η2
 = .01). However, similar to the earlier analyses, we observed a significant 

positive relationship between sexual arousal and points earned (r(19) = .60, p < .01) in men who 

were told that a romantically available female would be viewing their performance on the BART 

task. No such relationship was observed under any other conditions (see Table 3).  

 

Table 3: Correlations between Sexual Arousal and total score 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

                         Males            Females 

          -----------------------------------   ------------------------------------------ 

          Partner    Partner     Partner    Partner 

          Available Unavailable    Available  Unavailable 

          -----------------------------------   ------------------------------------------ 

           r (n)       p   r (n)        p     r (n)         p     r (n)         p 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Private        .04 (19) .88 .22 (22) .32   -.06 (20)  .81  -.09 (19)  .73 

 

Public        .60 (19) .006         .06 (22) .81   -.22 (22)  .33  -.05 (22)  .81 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Discussion 

 

 Results of study 1 are consistent with our hypothesis that sexual arousal would be 

associated with risk-taking (as measured by average number of pumps, as well as number of 

exploded balloons), but that this relationship would be found only in men who believed that an 

opposite sex target who was romantically available would view their performance. No 

relationship between sexual arousal and risk-taking was found in men who thought that their 

partner would not see their results, or who thought that their partner was romantically 

unavailable. Consistent with evolutionary theories that emphasize sex differences in intrasexual 

competition and mating strategies, no relationship between sexual arousal and risk-taking was 

observed in women under any conditions. Notably, we observed that among men who thought an 

available female would see their performance, the risk-taking strategy did not seem to result in 
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greater rewards, in the form of higher total numbers of points earned. 

 The findings of Study 1 should be considered in light of the study’s limitations. First, the 

measure of sexual arousal was obtained after the risk-taking measure, which limits the ability to 

conclude that sexual arousal served as a precursor to risk-taking. Second, although sexual arousal 

are mating motivation are inextricably linked (e.g., Stephen et al., 1971), they are not identical 

and there would be added utility to assessing mating motivation more directly. Third, both 

confederates in the study were relatively attractive, and thus we cannot know what effect the 

attractiveness of a potential mate would have on risk-taking. Study 2 was designed in part to 

address this limitation.    

 

STUDY 2 

 

In Study 2 we attempted to replicate and improve on Study 1. To evaluate effects 

associated with the physical attractiveness of a desired mating partner, participants view a set of 

either attractive or unattractive opposite sex faces prior to performing a risk-taking task. After 

viewing these faces, participants provided a measure of mating motivation, and then played a 

game of blackjack, which provided a behavioral measure of risk-taking. We predicted that 

mating motivation in men (but not women) would be positively associated with risk-taking, but 

only when they were primed attractive female faces. 

 

Method 

Participants 

One hundred thirty nine undergraduate general psychology students (78 women and 61 

men) participated. Participants received course credit as compensation. 

 

Design and Procedure 

 Upon arrival to the study, participants were told that the purpose of the experiment was 

to test recognition memory for faces and that during the course of the experiment they would 

view a number of faces on the computer, participate in a filler task, and then perform a memory 

test. Participants were randomly assigned to view either ten attractive or ten unattractive opposite 

sex faces on a 17 inch color CRT monitor.  All of the facial images had been pre-rated on 

attractiveness by a panel of undergraduates and were selected for use in this experiment based 

upon these ratings (see Table 4 for pre-ratings). The order in which the images were presented 

was randomized across participants. Each participant viewed ten images for a period of 5 

seconds per image. To ensure that participants fully processed the faces, they were told that their 

memory for the faces would be assessed later in the session. After viewing the images, 

participants indicated their current level of mating motivation (“How currently motivated are you 

to pursue romantic/sexual interests?”). This question was embedded among a set of irrelevant 

distractor items (ex: “How currently motivated are you to pursue your academic interests?”). 

 Participants then completed a number of rounds of Blackjack, which served as the 

dependent measure. This task was adapted from a similar task used by Galinsky, Gruenfeld, and 

Magee (2003). Participants were given a brief summary of how the game of Blackjack is played 

before they started the task. The Blackjack task consisted of 11 hands, with the opportunity to 

either take a risk and “hit” (take another card and risk going over a total of 21) or avoid the risk 

and “stay” (do not take another card). Of these 11 hands, three were designed to be “clear hit” 

rounds and three were designed to be “clear stay” rounds – i.e., the best choice was very clearly 
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to take another card or not take another card. In the remaining five rounds, the best choice was 

not clear, and decisions on these rounds constituted the dependent variable. In these rounds, the 

sum of the participant’s cards was 16, and both a hit and a stay were reasonable choices. The 

dependent measure of risk-taking was the number of times participants chose to take another 

card on these five trials. At the end of the session, participants were probed for suspicion and 

debriefed. 

 

Table 4: Attractiveness pre-ratings of facial stimuli 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

          Males            Females 

        -----------------------------------       ----------------------------------- 

                       Mean     SD     Mean     SD 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Unattractive              4.00     1.93     3.44     1.58 

Faces 

 

Attractive              6.21     2.23     7.94     1.68 

Faces 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Note: Based upon 9-point rating; higher numbers indicate greater attractiveness. 

 

Results 

 

 Five participants were excluded from analysis because they revealed during debriefing 

that they were aware of the hypothesis of the experiment. Excluded participants were evenly 

divided between conditions. Our primary analysis focused on the relationship between mating 

motivation and risk-taking, and whether this relationship differed by priming condition. We 

performed a 2x2 ANCOVA (participant sex by condition) with mating motivation included as a 

continuous predictor variable. Results indicated a significant three way interaction (F(1,126) = 

5.32, p < .05, η2
 = .04). 

 In order to understand this interaction, we examined the relationship between mating 

motivation and risk-taking within participant sex and condition. This analysis revealed that the 

previously reported three way interaction was driven by males who viewed attractive female 

faces prior to playing blackjack. In this cell there was a strong positive correlation between 

motivation to pursue romantic/sexual relationships and risky behavior (r(24) = .55, p < .01). No 

significant correlation between these variables was found in the other conditions (See Table 5). 
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Table 5: Correlations between Risk-taking and Romantic/Sexual Motivation 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

          Males            Females 

        -----------------------------------       ----------------------------------- 

              r (n)       p        r (n)        p 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Unattractive          -.24 (32)  .19   .16 (38)  .34 

Faces 

 

Attractive           .55 (24) <.01   .19 (40)  .24 

Faces 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Discussion 

 

Across several risky blackjack trials men were more likely to make the riskier choice to 

take another card when they were motivated to pursue sexual interests, but only when they had 

viewed attractive female faces prior to playing. No relationship between mating motivation and 

risk-taking was found in men who viewed unattractive female faces.  This is consistent with the 

hypothesis that male risk-taking will be positively associated with sexual motivation only when 

primed with physical attractiveness cues indicating the presence of a desirable mating 

opportunity.  Notably, as in Study 1, no relationship between mating motivation and risk-taking 

was observed in women under any conditions. 

  

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

 

 The results of these two experiments are consistent with the hypothesis that mating 

motivation (and its allied affective state of sexual arousal) promotes risky decision making, but 

only in men, and only when specific features of a situation signal that a risk-taking display may 

increase the likelihood of attaining a desirable, high-quality mate. Study 1 provided evidence for 

a positive relationship between sexual arousal and risk-taking, which was apparent only when 

men thought that a romantically available woman would be viewing their performance. Study 2 

again suggested a positive relationship between men’s motivation to pursue sexual interests and 

their level of risk-taking behavior, but only when they had viewed highly attractive female faces 

prior to being faced with a number of risky decisions. 

Our findings are consistent with the notion that decision-making is influenced by 

fundamental social motives ultimately in service of reproductive success. The fact that a 

relationship between sexual arousal and risk-taking was only observed in men is consistent with 

a large body of previous research suggesting a high degree of intrasexual competition among 

males, but not females. Male intrasexual competition may manifest itself in patterns of risky 

decision-making, which could serve as a signaling device in the context of mating.  

The results of the current work also serve to further illustrate the role of specific emotions 

in decision making. Our studies are consistent with previous research suggesting that specific 

emotions such as anger and disgust can affect risk-taking in functional ways (see Fessler, 

Pillsworth, & Flamson, 2004). This functionalist perspective should be considered in light of 

alternative perspectives that emphasize general dimensions of emotion such as valence and level 
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of arousal. Leif and Baumeister (1996), for example, showed that anger and embarrassment both 

lead to increased risk-taking and concluded that unpleasant, high arousal emotions promote risk-

seeking. More recently, however, researchers have tended to build on valence-based approaches, 

and recent data suggest that more specific functional attributes of emotions, rather than just 

valence or arousal, may cause changes in risk-taking. Lerner and Keltner (2001), for example, 

showed that fear, which is an unpleasant, high arousal emotion, produces risk-aversion, not risk-

seeking. This is consistent with literature suggesting that fear is an emotion designed to help 

people avoid forms of peril. The current work extends functionalist theories of affect and 

decision-making to the domain of mating and, moreover, shows that affective influences on 

choice are moderated in predictable ways by functionally relevant aspects of the situational 

context. 

The current research demonstrates the utility of conceptualizing basic decision-making 

processes in terms of the ultimate adaptive functions those processes may serve. Indeed, rational, 

economic models of choice cannot easily account for the pattern of effects observed in the 

current studies, without also taking into consideration background factors associated with sexual 

selection and evolutionary models of sex differences in intrasexual competition. The current 

findings also extend appraisal theories of emotion and choice, which tend to focus rather 

narrowly on proximate psychological factors that shape the decision-making process. General 

emotional appraisals alone cannot easily account for the patterns of data observed in these 

studies. Hence, the current studies build on a body of theory and research suggesting the 

importance of incorporating adaptationist thinking into models of judgment and choice (see Daly 

& Wilson, 2001).   

 The current research may have important practical implications for understanding 

potentially dangerous forms of risky decision-making. Previous research, for example has 

indicated that when men are sexually aroused, they are more willing to engage in morally 

questionable behavior in order to gain sexual gratification and more willing to engage in unsafe 

sex (Ariely & Lowenstein, 2005).  Mating motivation may also make men more susceptible to 

financial risks. For example, the presence of attractive opposite sex players, dealers or waitresses 

in a casino may lead players to make riskier decisions that could increase their likelihood of 

financial loss. Another implication of the current research is that people whose mating motives 

are chronically active (e.g. sociosexually unrestricted individuals; see Simpson & Gangestad, 

1991) might adopt a potentially dangerous pattern of behavior that reflects a general increase in 

risk-taking across a range of behavioral domains. 

 

Limitations of the Current Research 

 

Limitations of the current research should be considered. First, the social stimuli in these 

experiments consisted of videotaped confederates (Study 1) and static pictures on a computer 

screen (Study 2). Although this may approximate real-world mating contexts, additional research 

is needed to evaluate the extent to which the current results generalize to other real-world 

contexts. A second limitation to both of these experiments is the reliance on self-report measures 

(sexual arousal in Study 1 and motivation to pursue romantic/sexual relationships in Study 2). 

Although these self-report questions were masked by their inclusion in sets of distractor items, 

the responses are still subject to the limitations of self-reports (e.g., the presence of social 

desirability; demand characteristics). Future research should attempt to replicate our findings 

using more direct implicit measures or physiological measures designed to tap mating related 
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motivational and affective states. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Risk-taking, by its very definition, reflects an important type of decision-making that has 

the potential to result in the incursion of costs or the receipt of benefits. In explaining people’s 

propensity for taking risks, traditional models typically have focused on cognitive factors – for 

example, perceptions of the relevant costs and benefits. Our work illustrates the important role of 

affect and motivation, and highlights the fact that sometimes risk-taking can serve self-

presentational functions in the context of human mating. The current research therefore joins 

forces with other recent literature suggesting that affect and motivation can play a key role in 

guiding choice.  

This research also helps bridge the gap between traditional affective models of decision 

making, which focus on proximate characteristics of emotion and motivation, and models that 

focus on the more underlying adaptive functions served by affective and motivational influences 

on choice.  It is becoming increasingly clear that both of these perspectives contribute to the 

field’s understanding of decision making. The interaction between specific emotions and specific 

contextual factors can influence decision-making processes in the ultimate service of 

reproductive success.  
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APENDIX A: SELF-REPORT MEASURE OF EMOTION USED IN STUDY 1 

For the scales below, please describe how you feel right now. 

Right now, how happy do you feel? 

        |‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐| 

Not at all happy                  In the middle                Completely happy 

 

Right now, how frightened do you feel? 

        |‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐| 

Not at all frightened                 In the middle                     Completely frightened 

 

Right now, how powerful do you feel? 

        |‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐| 

Not at all powerful                 In the middle                        Completely powerful 

 

Right now, how sexually aroused do you feel?* 

        |‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐| 

Not at all sexually aroused               In the middle          Completely sexually aroused 

 

Right now, how romantically aroused do you feel? 

        |‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐|‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐| 

Not at all romantically aroused               In the middle              Completely romantically aroused 

 

 *Responses to this item were used in analyses. 
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APPENDIX B: SELF-REPORT MEASURE OF MOTIVATION USED IN STUDY 2 

To what extent would you describe yourself as currently motivated toward: 
   
                             Not at all             Very much  
   
1. Academic achievement              1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
              
2. Pursuing my romantic/sexual interests*  1  2  3  4  5  6  7   
 
3. Living in comfort and security     1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
 
4. Meeting attractive members of the    1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
    opposite sex 
 
5. Obtaining love and affection      1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
 
6. Helping other people in need     1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
   
7. Keeping yourself in good physical shape  1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

 

 *Responses to this item were used in analyses. 
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APPENDIX C: HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 
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APPENDIX D: INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
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