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Abstract  

Exposure to mating cues activates the goal to signal one’s mate value to members of the 

opposite sex. This mate attraction goal may render men perceptually ready for products that 

signal their mate value to women. As men’s mate value is partly determined by their financial 

prospects, men may be more likely to notice products that would signal their financial 

resources to women. The current study demonstrates that exposure to a sexily dressed woman 

increases single men’s likelihood of noticing status products in a visual display. Not only do 

these findings further support the link between conspicuous consumption and male mating 

strategies, they are the first to demonstrate perceptual readiness for indirect (i.e., products) 

rather than direct (i.e., opposite sex individuals) means for reproduction. 
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Can buy me love. Mate attraction goals lead to perceptual readiness for status products. 

 

Exposure to sexy women or images thereof increases men’ s temporal impatience for money 

(Van den Bergh, Dewitte, & Warlop, 2008; Wilson & Daly, 2004), heightens their self-

reported financial aspirations and ambition (Roney, 2003), and even interferes with their 

cognitive functioning (Karremans, Verwijmeren, Pronk, & Reitsma, 2009). Presumably, 

exposure to mating cues like (images of) sexy women triggers a mating goal in men 

(Maner, Gailliot, & DeWall, 2007a), which, in turn, raises men’ s interest in means that would 

help to reach this goal. The current report shows that exposure to mating cues increases single 

men’ s perceptual readiness for status goods, testifying to a spontaneous activation of financial 

concern following the activation of a mating goal.  

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND  

 

Over the course of our evolutionary past sex differences in minimum parental investment 

have given rise to sex differences in mate preferences (Bjorklund & Shackelford, 1999; 

Trivers, 1972). Men have an evolved preference for mates who are physically attractive (Buss 

& Barnes, 1986; Feingold, 1992). In particular, men favor potential mates who exude youth 

and health (Buss & Schmitt, 1993) as these qualities signal female fertility (Buss & Barnes, 

1986). In contrast, women have developed a preference for men who are willing and able to 

invest maximally in their partner and offspring (Geary, 2000). Adequate economical resources 

serve as a potent investment cue (Hill & Buss, 2008). Therefore, women tend to prefer men 

with great ambition and diligence, traits related to high social status and financial prosperity 

(Li, Bailey, Kenrick, & Linsenmeier, 2002).  
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For both men and women, reproduction involves two subgoals. The mate selection 

goal involves screening opposite sex individuals. This allows men and women to eliminate 

non-suitable mates from consideration and to focus on suitable prospects. At the same time, 

men and women not only want to detect a suitable partner but also want to demonstrate their 

own mating value to the potential partners they are interested in. The latter goal is the mate 

attraction goal. Mate attraction involves signaling that one possesses the traits that the 

opposite sex values. The current paper focuses on the male mate attraction goal.  

Goals lead the cognitive system in pursuit of a desired end state. Goal activation leads 

to a more positive evaluation of objects that serve to attain the activated goal (i.e., evaluative 

readiness, Ferguson, 2008) which makes  the object more likely to be approached (Ferguson 

& Bargh, 2004). For instance, sandwiches become more attractive when people are hungry 

(Goukens, Dewitte, Pandelaere, & Warlop, 2007). At the same time, an activated goal may 

render people more likely to notice objects in their environment that serve to attain it (i.e., 

perceptual readiness, Bruner, 1957). For example, thirsty people are more apt to notice or 

identify words associated with means that directly serve to reduce one’ s thirst, like water, 

soda, juice, cup, glass, bottle, and to notice a bottle of water in their environment (Aarts, 

Dijksterhuis, & De Vries, 2001). 

The activation of a mate selection goal leads to perceptual readiness to notice 

attractive opposite sex members in one’ s environment (e.g., Maner and colleagues, 2003, 

2007a, 2007b). Also, around ovulation, women display perceptual readiness for attractive men 

(Anderson et al., in press). In turn, the activation of a mate attraction goal leads to evaluative 

readiness, or an increased intention to signal one’ s own mating value (Griskevicius et al., 

2007). For men, this entails signaling their (potential) access to financial resources. Hence, 

after exposure to mating cues, men report more ambition and report attaching more 

importance to wealth (Roney, 2003). Because consumption of status products signals that the 
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owner has the ability to acquire a high social status and corresponding resources (Colarelli & 

Dettmann, 2003; Wegener, 1992), it signals men’ s mate quality (Saad, 2007); this idea is 

supported by the link between public status consumption and testosterone levels in men (Saad 

& Vongas, 2009). Accordingly, after inducing romantic desires, men express a higher intent 

to purchase luxury products or expensive brands and a lower intent to spend on functional 

products (Griskevicius et al., 2007).  

 

PRESENT RESEARCH 

 

While several studies indicate that mating cues lead to an evaluative readiness in men for 

status consumption (e.g., Griskevicius et al., 2007; Sundie et al., in press), we show that 

mating cues also lead to perceptual readiness for status products. This extends prior research 

as it shows that mating cues not only trigger concern about financial resources through the 

process of deliberate, strategic thinking–as is potentially the case in studies on evaluative 

readiness-but also more spontaneously. In this regard, it is also important that, in contrast to 

many previous studies that demonstrate a link between conspicuous consumption and mating, 

the mating goal was activated implicitly, and outside any experimental task, through the 

presence of a sexily dressed female experimenter. Further, extant research on the effects of 

mating cues on men’ s interest in conspicuous consumption has ignored relationship status. 

We show that the impact of mating cues is not equally effective for single men and men in a 

committed relationship.  

Finally, from a more general point of view, existing demonstrations of goal-directed 

perceptual readiness typically focus on means that are directly relevant to attain the activated 

goal (e.g., drinks for thirsty people). Our demonstration of perceptual readiness for status 

products following the activation of a mating goal suggests that goal activation may lead to 
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perceptual readiness for means that strategically rather than directly serve the attainment of an 

activated goal. 

 

Method 

One hundred and thirty-three male students participated, varying in age from 17 to 32 years 

(M = 20, SD = 1.79). They received a participation fee of ¼���:H�PDQLSXODWHG�WKH�presence or 

absence of a mating cue through the clothing and appearance of the female experimenter. Two 

conditions were created, to which participants were randomly assigned: The experimenter was 

either plainly (control condition, see photo 1 in Appendix A) or sexily dressed (mating cue 

condition, see photo 2 in Appendix A). Participants entered the lab individually and interacted 

briefly with the female experimenter, who was blind to the experimental hypotheses. 

Afterwards, participants engaged in the status display task and subsequently indicated their 

relationship status. 

 

Status display task. Participants engaged in a computerized visual display task (cf. 

Roskos-Ewoldsen & Fazio, 1992). They were exposed to ten different displays, each 

consisting of six different product pictures (see Appendix B). Each display remained on 

screen for one second and contained one picture of a status product (Breitling watch, Porsche, 

Aston Martin, laser keyboard, exclusive mansion, I-mate, I-pod, Maserati, Mont Blanc pen, 

and home cinema system) and five pictures of functional products (e.g., stapler, towel, mug, 

umbrella), randomly arranged in a circle. After exposure to each display, participants had 25 

seconds to write down as much products as possible after which they were exposed to the 

subsequent display. The recall task was unaided and participants were not asked for specific 

brand names, but for general product categories.  
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In a pretest, the 60 pictures were rated on conspicuousness (“to what extent may this 

product be used to show off”?) and on expensiveness (“how expensive do you think this 

product is”?), with scales anchored on 1 (not at all) and 7 (very much). The ten selected status 

products scored higher on conspicuousness (M status = 6.04, SD = 0.82 vs M functional = 2.52, SD 

= 1.20, t (58) = -8.85, p < .001) as well as on expensiveness (M status = 6.23, SD= 0.63 vs. M 

functional = 2.96, SD = 1.20, t (24.52) = -12.52, p < .001) than the functional products. 

 

Relationship status. To check to what extent participants were involved in a (serious) 

relationship, they indicated their relationship status on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 

1 (I am single) to 7 (I am married). Participants (n = 5) who indicated ‘I have a relationship 

since a couple of days/weeks’  (score 3) were excluded as they neither were single nor yet 

seriously involved in a relationship. Each participant received a dichotomous relationship 

status score: single (n = 72) (responses < 3) or in a committed relationship (n = 61) (responses 

> 3). Results are similar, however, if relationship status is treated as an interval-level variable. 

 

Results 

Across the ten displays, we calculated the proportion of products recalled for status products 

and for functional products separately. A three-way ANOVA with Mating cue (sexy vs. plain) 

and Relationship status (single vs. committed) as between-subjects factors and Product type 

(status product vs. functional product) as within-subjects factor was conducted on the 

proportion of products recalled. Most relevant for our hypotheses, a three-way interaction 

between Mating cue, Relationship status, and Product type was obtained, F (1, 129) = 4.42, p 

= .04 (see Figure 1). While participants in committed relationships recalled the same 

proportion of status products in both experimenter conditions (Msexy= .33, SD = .13 vs. Mplain 

= .35, SD = .17), t (129) = .43, p = .67, single men recalled a significantly higher proportion 
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of status products after exposure to the sexily dressed experimenter (M = .43, SD = .17) than 

after exposure to the plainly dressed experimenter (M = .33, SD = .15), t (129) = -2.80, p < 

.01.  

Probably due to a trade-off in attention (increased attention to one product necessarily 

decreases attention to other products, particularly in the limited time span of one second), 

single men recalled less functional products after exposure to the sexily dressed experimenter 

(M = .31, SD = .06) than after exposure to the plainly dressed experimenter (M = .34, SD = 

.06), t (129) = 1.92, p = .057.  

 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

 

In addition to the three-way interaction, a significant two-way interaction between 

Product type and Mating cue, F (1, 129) = 4.53, p = .03, indicated that recall of status 

products was higher after exposure to the sexily dressed experimenter (M = .38, SD = .15) 

than after exposure to the plainly dressed experimenter (M = .34, SD = .16), t (129) = -1.60, p 

= .11 but recall of functional products was lower in the former condition (M = .31, SD = .06) 

than in the latter one (M = .33, SD = .05), t (129) = 2.34, p = .02. As the three-way interaction 

indicates, this two-way interaction was entirely driven by the results for single men. Finally, a 

significant main effect of Product type, F (1, 129) = 6.91, p = .01, indicated that, overall, a 

higher proportion of the status products (M = .36, SD = .16) was recalled than of the 

functional products (M = .32, SD = .05).  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Our study shows that exposure to a sexily dressed female experimenter increases single men’ s 

attention to status products. This extends previous research on the effect of mating cues in 
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several ways. Previous studies have shown that exposure to mating cues increases men’ s self-

reported intention to engage in conspicuous consumption (Griskevicius et al., 2007; Sundie et 

al., in press) and self-reported importance they attach to financial resources (Roney, 2003).  

However, self-report measures may invite participants to reflect on the activated 

mating goal. A self-reported interest in status products may therefore be due to deliberate, 

strategic thinking. Our study demonstrates that mating cues spontaneously activate interest in 

status products in men. This interpretation is strengthened by the implicit activation of the 

mating goal, through the appearance of the female experimenter, and the short exposure to 

each visual display.  

Men in a committed relationship exhibit a diminished attention to attractive alternative 

mates (Maner, Gailliot, & Miller, 2009). Our research indicates that men in a committed 

relationship also show less attention to the means to attract mates. In addition, so far, studies 

on the link between mating motives and conspicuous consumption have ignored relationship 

status, although Sundie et al. (in press) show a moderation of the effect of mating cues on 

self-reported interest in conspicuous consumption by sociosexuality. As relationship status 

and sociosexuality are not identical concepts, future research may benefit from examining the 

empirical relation between them.  

Finally, our study also extends extant demonstrations of goal-directed perceptual 

readiness more generally. To the best of our knowledge, perceptual readiness following goal 

activation always deals with means that are directly related to the activated goal. For example, 

Aarts et al. (2001) show that thirsty people display perceptual readiness for objects that may 

mitigate their thirst. Also, Maner and colleagues (2003, 2007a, 2007b) show that the 

activation of a mating goal leads to an increased readiness to perceive attractive opposite sex 

members to have sex with. Our paper contributes to the literature by showing that goal 

activation leads to perceptual readiness even for means which do not obviously serve to attain 



Can buy me love 10

a goal but extends to “ strategic means” . This suggests that perceptual readiness may be more 

ubiquitous than currently surmised. 

Our study also raises several issues to be addressed in future research. First, future 

research may investigate why mating cues exert less influence on men in a committed 

relationship than on single men. Possibly, a mating cue does not activate a mating goal in 

them as their mating goal is already met. Alternatively, exposure to mating cues may be 

threatening for men in a committed relationship. Due to this threat, the perception of mating 

cues may trigger inhibitory processes that deactivate any mate attraction goal for men in 

committed relationships. If so, these inhibitory processes may more likely be triggered in the 

presence of a real threat (i.e., a real sexy woman) than in the presence of a fictional threat 

(i.e., a picture of a sexy woman; for a comparison of tangible and non-tangible temptations, 

see Geyskens, Dewitte, Pandelaere, & Warlop, 2008). 

Second, while our study suggests that single men in a mating mindset show an 

increased attention for status products, our procedure does not allow disentangling visual 

attention processes from memory processes. To corroborate our interpretation of our findings, 

subsequent research may use eye-tracking methodology to better capture the pure visual 

attention processes. Third, while the current study focuses on men future research might also 

examine the effect of mating cues on women. Given that men prefer mates who exude beauty 

and youth, women might attempt to increase their mate value by enhancing their 

attractiveness. Activating a mate attraction goal might lead to an increased evaluative and 

perceptual readiness for beauty-enhancing consumer products.  

To conclude, our study is the first, to our knowledge, that shows that mating cues may 

not only trigger single men’ s interest in status products but also directs their attention towards 

them. This difference is not only important from a theoretical point of view as it testifies to a 

spontaneously triggered association between mating goal activation and concern with 
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conspicuous consumption, but also from a practical one. For instance, in a sales context, 

visual attention may increase the likelihood of a purchase. Hence, the mere presence of a sexy 

woman in a sales context may suffice to increase sales of high-ticket items, particularly for 

single men. 
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Appendix A: Experimental Manipulation 

 

Photo 1: plainly dressed experimenter                               Photo 2: sexily dressed experimenter 
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Appendix B: Example of a Visual Display 
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Figure 1. Proportion of products recalled 
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