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The current research evaluated individual differences and contextual effects on 

men‘s robust sexual overperception bias and on women‘s tendency to be misperceived. 

Study 1 pioneered the use of a ―speed-meeting‖ methodology which allowed for a direct 

calculation of sexual misperception by comparing measures of actual interest to measures 

of estimated interest across five interactions. As predicted, men demonstrated a robust 

sexual over-perception bias, a bias that was influenced by their mating strategy and 

physical attractiveness. Women, on the other hand, consistently underestimated men‘s 

sexual interest in them, and physical attractiveness was a key predictor of their likelihood 

of being overperceived. Study 2 replicated the prediction tests from Study 1 and 

narrowed down the exploratory regression models to the most specific and robust effects, 

namely mating strategy and physical attractiveness. Study 3 examined the effects of 

testosterone (T) on men‘s sexual misperception by manipulating intrasexual competition 

in the lab. Men engaged in a computer game, which randomly assigned them to win or 

lose, against an unseen male competitor. After the game, each participant interacted with 

a trained female confederate posing as a participant, after which they rated her on 

multiple traits, including interest in her and his estimate of her interest in him. Salivary 

assays for T were collected before and after the game, and after interacting with the 

confederate. The results of the experiment demonstrated that although the competition 
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outcome did not affect men‘s T, changes in T during the interaction with the woman 

predicted men‘s sexual misperception. The more attractive the man found her, and the 

more interested he was in her, the more his T increased during their interaction and the 

more he overperceived her interest. Taken together, these studies indicate that far from a 

simple sex difference, men‘s overperception bias is predictably nuanced and specific. 
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Chapter 1:  Sexual Misperception Background 

Men and women have been attempting to read one another‘s unspoken intentions 

for hundreds of thousands of years. Perhaps since the advent of concealed ovulation in 

our species, a woman‘s sexual receptivity has been something of a mystery to 

conspecifics. To address this adaptive problem, humans appear to have evolved 

psychological mechanisms designed to infer the sexual interest of others (e.g., Haselton 

& Buss, 2000). There are various cues that we can use to diagnose sexual interest from 

others: behavioral mimicry (Chartrand & Bargh, 1999; Karremans & Verwijmeren, 

2008), eye contact, smiling, and many others (Grammer, 1990; Greer & Buss, 1994; 

Henningsen, 2004; Moore, 1985; Muehlenhard, Koralewski, Andrews, & Burdick, 1986). 

These cues have one thing in common, however: they are all probabilistic. Each cue may 

increase the estimated probability that the target individual is interested, but we cannot 

know for sure. There is good reason for individuals to avoid clear and accurate signals of 

interest: if people, particularly women, reveal their feelings too soon, they can be taken 

advantage of (Grammer, 1990). The opposite is true as well: if they wait too long, they 

may miss an opportunity. Therefore, cues are expected to be murky and ambiguous 

because this allows us to remain able to respond to either outcome (interest or disinterest) 

as we continue to gain information. This indirect communication forms the basis of both 

flirtatious and platonic opposite-sex interactions.  

Sifting through ambiguous information makes sexual interest inferences difficult, 

but this becomes even more complicated by the fact that individuals sometimes engage in 

deceptive signaling. Women occasionally pretend to be sexually uninterested as a form of 

token resistance to avoid appearing promiscuous (Muehlenhard, 1988; Muehlenhard & 

Hollabaugh, 1988). Men may learn, through these experiences, that some cues to sexual 



 2 

disinterest are actually associated with subsequent consensual sexual access. Experience 

with these token resistance reinforcement contingencies may thus further increase the 

extent to which men are biased to misperceive women‘s cues of disinterest as interest. It 

is possible that men engage in sexually coercive behaviors at least partly on the basis of 

mistaken beliefs that the woman is only pretending to be disinterested (Abbey, 1982). 

Women, therefore, face large costs when men overperceive their interest: usually in the 

form of unwanted sexual advances, but sometimes even sexual harassment or sexual 

coercion (Abbey, 1987).  

Prompted by her experiences with mistaken sexual interest leading to unwanted 

advances, Abbey documented men‘s systematic overperception of women‘s sexual 

interest in a series of laboratory studies. Men and women reported to the lab where they 

were assigned to opposite-sex pairs. One pair would engage in a platonic conversation 

(actors) while another pair, unbeknownst to them, observed their conversation 

(observers). The male actor and male observer consistently rated the female actor as more 

sexual and more sexually interested than either she or the female observer indicated 

(Abbey, 1982). To control for the effects of the female actor, subsequent research 

presented photographs (e.g., Abbey & Melby, 1986; Abbey, Cozzarelli, McLaughlin, & 

Harnish, 1987) or videos (e.g., Saal, Johnson, & Weber, 1989; Shotland & Craig, 1988) 

of opposite-sex dyads engaged in conversation, replicating the effect that men assigned 

greater sexuality and sexual interest to the female actor. Other studies controlled the 

stimuli even more by utilizing vignettes of opposite-sex interactions and still documented 

men‘s greater tendency to overperceive the female target‘s level of sexual interest (e.g., 

Abbey & Harnish, 1995; Bostwick & Delucia, 1992). The ecological validity of these 

results was bolstered by several naturalistic self-report studies which indicated that 

women did indeed report being the victim of overperception more often than men and 
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that men experienced more instances of overperceiving sexual interest from the opposite 

sex (Abbey, 1987; Haselton, 2003). The general sex difference, that men tend to perceive 

greater sexuality in, and attribute greater sexual interest to, female targets than women do 

has been replicated by numerous researchers and methodologies and remains robust 

(Hawk, Tolman & Mueller, 2007; Johnson, Stockdale & Saal, 1991; Koukounas & Letch, 

2001; Levesque, Nave & Lowe, 2006; Lindgren, George & Shoda, 2007; Saal, Johnson & 

Weber, 1989).  

PROXIMAL HYPOTHESES OF SEXUAL MISPERCEPTION 

Oversexualization Hypothesis. Abbey (1982) originally hypothesized that men‘s 

overperception bias results from their greater tendency to oversexualize all situations and 

people. This oversexualization tendency was proposed to result from men‘s socialization 

to pay more attention to sexual signals and information (Abbey, 1987). According to this 

view, men are socialized through family and peers to assign more value to sex and to 

seek sex in a variety of contexts. Furthermore, Abbey (1991) proposed that the media 

creates false representations of women as only engaging in token resistance to shield their 

true underlying sexual desires. From this perspective, men‘s greater focus on sex causes 

them to interpret ambiguous cues and information as consistent with their sexualized 

worldview, resulting in overperception of sexual traits and interest in women.  

Projection Hypothesis. Shotland and Craig (1988) maintained the proposition that 

sexual misperception was caused by men‘s socialization toward oversexualization, but 

further hypothesized a specific mechanism by which this oversexualization is translated 

into misperception. In their hypothesis, men‘s oversexualization leads to their greater sex 

drive. When estimating the sexual interest of a target female, men use their own 

heightened sex drive and thus overinfer the woman‘s level of interest. In this model, 
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individuals project their own sex drive onto the target, a pattern that has been supported 

by evidence that individuals who are more motivated to pursue sexual relationships 

likewise infer greater sexual interest from others (Jacques-Tiura, Abbey, Parkhill, & 

Zawacki, 2007; Lenton, Bryan, Hastie, & Fischer, 2007). 

Mediation Hypothesis. Similar to the Projection Hypothesis, the Mediation 

Hypothesis proposes that individuals project their own feelings onto the target 

individuals; where they differ is in the level of explanation (Koenig, Kirkpatrick, & 

Ketelaar, 2007). According to the Mediation Hypothesis, individuals judge the mate 

value of the target individual and if the target is found to be desirable they feel attracted 

to him or her. This attraction is then projected so that the perceiver believes that the target 

shares this degree of attraction. Therefore, this hypothesis predicts that the sex difference 

will disappear after controlling for the degree to which the individual is interested in the 

target, hence the mediation effect. So far, only one study has explicitly evaluated this 

mediation model and has found some support for it in the context of opposite-sex 

friendships (Koenig, Kirkpatrick, & Ketelaar, 2007).   

Cue Insensitivity Hypothesis. A hypothesis has recently been introduced which 

posits that men are simply insensitive to subtle cues of interest and cannot discriminate 

between cues of friendly interest and cues of sexual interest (Farris, Treat, Viken, & 

McFall, 2008a; Farris, Viken, Treat, & McFall, 2006). This hypothesis also maintains 

that women are more sensitive to other women‘s cues and are thus more accurate in 

deciphering them compared to men. Other than the work done by the authors proposing 

the hypothesis, little evidence exists for this proposition. In fact, other studies have shown 

that men and women are similarly accurate when discriminating between sexual and 

nonsexual cues (e.g., Kowalski, 1993); it is only when asked to discriminate between 

ambiguously sexual or friendly cues that the sex difference appears. Indeed, in the 
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extreme case of showing neutral facial photographs to men and asking them to identify 

what emotion the face is ―really‖ making (i.e., in the actual absence of any cues), men 

show a bias toward perceiving sexual interest (Maner et al., 2005). It seems that when 

cues are explicitly non-sexual or friendly, men can accurately perceive them, but when 

the cues are ambiguous or absent, men‗s bias appears. 

ERROR MANAGEMENT THEORY 

The aforementioned theories predict an overall sex difference such that men are 

expected to overestimate women‘s sexual interest across domains, given the same 

ambiguous cues. Each of these theories may contain some truth at a proximal level of 

causation, but they fail to incorporate the underlying evolved mechanisms that can 

explain why men overperceive women‘s sexual interest in the first place.  

One evolutionary explanation has thus far been invoked to explain men‘s 

systematic overperception of women‘s sexual interest: Error Management Theory (EMT; 

Haselton & Buss, 2000). EMT is a mid-level theory which applies to recurrent situations, 

over evolutionary history, in which probabilistic judgments were made with fitness 

consequences. For example, when walking home one encounters a long, stick-like object 

on the ground. In the split second allowed for reaction, the individual must decide 

whether the object is more likely to be a snake or a stick. This generally occurs very 

rapidly outside of the realm of conscious decision-making. There are two ways one can 

err in this situation: mistaking a stick for a snake (false alarm) or mistaking a snake for a 

stick (miss). In the case of the false alarm, the only cost incurred for this error would be 

the extra energy spent, and opportunity cost, associated with walking around the object. 

In the case of the miss, the cost incurred could be a snake bite leading to injury or even 

death. Clearly these errors are asymmetrical in fitness consequences. EMT states that 
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when the errors are consistently asymmetrical over evolutionary history, selection can 

create adaptive cognitive biases that cause us to misperceive in the less costly direction. 

In this case, by mistaking sticks for snakes most of the time we err, and rarely mistaking 

a snake for a stick.  

This EMT logic applies equally well to sexual interest inferences (Haselton & 

Buss, 2000). Throughout the evolution of our species, men have been faced with the 

adaptive problem of estimating the sexual interest or receptivity of women. The opposite-

sex interactions in which these estimates occur have likely been characterized by 

uncertain cues and information since our species loss advertised estrus. There are two 

ways in which men can err in this situation: by inferring sexual interest from a 

disinterested woman (false alarm) or by failing to identify when a woman is sexually 

interested (miss).  

An assessment of the relative costliness of these two errors requires an 

understanding of parental investment theory (Trivers, 1972; Williams, 1966). According 

to parental investment theory, the sex with the larger obligatory parental investment will 

be in higher demand than the sex with the smaller obligatory parental investment. This 

situation of relative scarcity sets the stage for a multitude of tributary differences between 

the sexes, most notably that the sex with the higher obligatory investment is generally the 

choosier in mating contexts while the lower-investing sex typically competes for sexual 

access. In our species, women‘s obligatory parental investment historically consisted of 

at least nine months of gestation and generally about two more years of lactation (both 

processes which require enormous energy expenditure and result in extensive opportunity 

costs). Men‘s obligatory parental investment, on the other hand, consists of a short period 
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of time and a small amount of genetic material1. This seemingly small difference 

translates into large reproductive consequences. For example: if a man were to have sex 

with 1000 women in one year, he could theoretically sire hundreds of offspring; if a 

woman were to have sex with 1000 men in one year, she will still only become pregnant 

once, or twice in rare circumstances. Therefore, the genetic benefits gained through short-

term mating have the potential to greatly increase men‘s reproductive success, but cannot 

directly increase women‘s reproductive success.  

For this reason, men have evolved to pursue short-term mating strategies more 

than women (Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Symons, 1979). Missing opportunities for sexual 

access would have been quite costly in ancestral environments in which most post-

pubescent females would have been lactating or pregnant. In such an environment, 

sexually accessible, fertile women would have been rare and valuable. Men who tended 

to underinfer sexual interest in such situations, though perhaps more respectable, would 

have missed out on potential mating opportunities. Men who overinferred sexual interest, 

on the other hand, might have incurred costs associated with reputational damage due to 

public rejection by the woman (though this seems to be an infrequent reaction to 

misinterpretation, see Abbey, 1987) or as a result of derogation by her kin or allies, but 

he would have rarely missed a sexual opportunity. Given the asymmetry in costs, missed 

mating opportunities being much more costly in terms of reproductive success than 

reputational damage, selection may have fashioned cognitive biases in men to err toward 

overperception, and thus false alarms. 

There is also a possibility that men‘s overperception is not an adaptation, but a 

by-product of men‘s higher sex drive such that men simply use their own sex drive to 

                                                
1 Of course, in our species, fathers actually invest quite a bit in their offspring, but the essential difference 

remains that women‘s obligatory investment is still much higher than that of men‘s. 
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predict women‘s sexual interest (Shotland & Craig, 1988). This explanation cannot be 

completely ruled out at this point, but the available evidence points toward the 

adaptationist account. First, men appear to believe that women, as a group, are not as 

interested in sex as men are, yet they overestimate the interest of particular women. 

Second, the fact that men‘s misperceptions change in predictable ways according to the 

hypothesized cost-benefit ratios (e.g., based on individual differences and context), points 

to special design: the hallmark of adaptations. Therefore, the EMT perspective on 

overperception as an adaptive cognitive bias seems to be the most plausible. 

Not only does the EMT perspective provide an explanatory basis for men‘s 

tendency to overperceive women‘s interest, it simultaneously adopts a cost-benefit 

analysis that lends itself to the proposal, and investigation, of individual differences and 

contextual effects that have consistently associated costs and benefits. Although men, as a 

group, are more likely to pursue a short-term mating strategy than women (e.g., Buss & 

Schmitt, 1993) and thus more likely to overinfer sexual interest, a man‘s traits and 

personal circumstances may further determine his actual inferences. 

INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES IN SEXUAL MISPERCEPTION 

Individual differences among men might predict variation in their sexual 

misperception. Perhaps men learn how to properly interpret women‘s cues and signals 

over time and experience with women in romantic contexts. If so, dating experience 

should be predictive of accuracy, rather than misperception. Evidence, however, indicates 

that sexual misperception occurs just as much in high-frequency daters as low-frequency 

daters (Muehlenhard, Miller, & Burdick, 1983). The same study showed that even men‘s 

self-reported ease in opposite-sex situations fails to predict misperception tendencies. 

This was particularly surprising since men who were both high-frequency daters and at 
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ease with the opposite sex reported more confidence in their sexual interest judgments, 

whether they were correct or not. One potential implication of these results is that men 

may overperceive women‘s sexual interest and then feel confident in acting on this 

overperception, perhaps even to the extreme outcome of sexual coercion. 

Early studies of men‘s overperception were concerned with the possibility that it 

might lead to rape in extreme circumstances (Abbey, McAuslan & Ross, 1998; 

Muehlenhard, 1988). In fact, men and women who indicate high rape myth acceptance 

perceive female targets as having greater sexual interest than participants who indicate 

lower rape myth acceptance (Abbey & Harnish, 1995; Kowalski, 1993; Vrij & Kirby, 

2002). It is not only attitudes that correlate with sexual misperception; men who have 

actually engaged in sexual aggression in the past tend to overperceive women‘s sexual 

interest more than men who report having never engaged in sexual aggression (Bondurant 

& Donat, 1999). In that study, men with a history of sexual aggression showed the most 

overperception when rating women‘s behaviors classified as ―mundane‖ or ―romantic,‖ 

exactly those behaviors which, due to their subtlety, are the most ambiguous and 

susceptible to bias.  

It is not just sexually aggressive men who are guilty of overperceiving sexual 

interest; a man‘s mating strategy may also influence his tendency to misperceive. Two 

studies have shown that the more interested a man is in short-term mating, the more 

likely he is to overperceive women‘s sexual interest (Jacques-Tiura et al., 2007; Lenton et 

al., 2007). Cultural heritage might also set one‘s threshold for inferring sexual interest: 

men and women from Brazil perceived greater sexual intent in characters from a set of 

opposite-sex interaction vignettes, compared to American men and women (DeSouza, 

Pierce, Zanelli, & Hutz, 1992). Harnish and colleagues (1990) hypothesized that people 

who highly self-monitor would be more likely to jump to conclusions about others‘ 
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sexual interest, but instead found that self-monitoring did not predict overperception of 

sexual interest in men nor in women. Masculinity and femininity play a part in 

perceptions of others‘ sexual intent: men higher in masculinity and women with greater 

hyperfemininity tended to rate both female and male targets higher in sexual interest 

(Fisher & Walters, 2003).  

Though studies have begun to look at individual differences within misperception, 

as shown in Table 1, most studies have investigated only one or a few predictors at a 

time. The current studies, Studies 1 and 2 in particular, were designed to assess multiple 

individual differences simultaneously to get a better picture of the interplay and relative 

importance of the variables.  



 

 

1
1

 

Table 1. Individual Differences and Context Effects in Sexual Misperception 

Individual difference  Effect on sexual interest ratings Studies 

Self-monitoring No effect Harnish, Abbey, & DeBono, 1990 

Dating frequency No effect Muehlenhard, Miller & Burdick, 1983 

Dating history No effect Muehlenhard, Miller & Burdick, 1983 

Increased women's Fisher & Walters, 2003 

Increased men's Jacques-Tiura et al., 2007 

Drinking habits Increased men's Abbey, McAuslan, & Ross, 1998; Jacques-Tiura et al., 2007 

Hyper-femininity Increased women's Fisher & Walters, 2003 

Hyper-masculinity Increased men's Fisher & Walters, 2003; Levesque, Nave, & Lowe, 2006 

Premarital sex acceptance Increased men's and women's Bostwick & Delucia, 1992 

Rape supportive beliefs Increased men's Abbey & Harnish, 1995; Abbey, McAuslan, & Ross, 1998; 

Jacques-Tiura et al., 2007; Kowalski, 1993; Vrij & Kirby, 2002 

Negative attitudes toward women Increased men's Fisher & Walters, 2003; Kowalski, 1993 

Hostile masculinity Increased men's Jacques-Tiura et al., 2007 

History of sexual aggression Increased men's Abbey, McAuslan, & Ross, 1998; Abbey, Zawacki, & Buck, 2005; 

Bondurant & Donat, 1999; Shea 1993 

Interest in casual sex Increased men's and women's Jacques-Tiura et al., 2007; Lenton et al., 2007 

Brazilian culture Increased men’s and women’s DeSouza et al., 1992 

Context effect  Effect on sexual interest ratings Studies 

In a committed relationship Decreased men's and women's Lenton et al., 2007 

Alcohol Increased men’s Abbey, McAuslan, & Ross, 1998 

 Increased men’s and women’s Abbey, Zawacki, & McAuslan, 2000 

Revealing clothing (woman’s) Increased men’s and women’s Abbey et al., 1987 

Eye contact No effect Abbey & Melby, 1986 

 Increased men’s and women’s Koukounas & Letch, 2001 

Touch No effect Abbey & Melby, 1986 

 Increased men’s and women’s Koukounas & Letch, 2001 

Interpersonal distance No effect Abbey & Melby, 1986 

 Increased men’s and women’s Koukounas & Letch, 2001 

Power Increased men’s and women’s Kunstman & Maner, in press 
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CONTEXT AND TARGET EFFECTS ON SEXUAL MISPERCEPTION 

Individual differences reflect what a person brings to an experience, but aspects of 

the experience and may also exert their own influence, as indicated in Table 1. Alcohol 

consumption, for instance, greatly impairs decision-making, inhibits social behavior, and 

can lead to sexual aggression, making it a particularly frightening context for 

misperceiving women‘s sexual interest. After consuming alcohol, both sexes are more 

likely to rate a conversation partner higher in sexuality, but men still perceive their 

partners more sexually than do women (Abbey, Zawacki & McAuslan, 2000). This effect 

may be driven by intoxication effects on short-term memory, such that men who are 

under the influence of alcohol tend to remember the positive cues from women and forget 

the negative ones, thus leading them to overinfer the woman‘s sexual interest (Abbey, 

Zawacki & Buck, 2005). Men‘s self-reports also reflect this relationship: men who self-

report higher levels of alcohol consumption also self-report more instances of mistakenly 

perceiving a woman was interested when she was not. 

Sometimes the context itself can influence the likelihood of misperception. 

Knowledge that a woman initiated the date or paid for the date makes it more likely that 

observers will infer higher levels of sexual interest on her part (Bostwick & Delucia, 

1992; DeSouza et al., 1992). Experimental manipulations of interpersonal distance, eye 

contact, and physical touch in photographs of opposite-sex dyads have been mixed. One 

set of studies found that none of these factors influenced men‘s or women‘s perceptions 

of sexual interest (Abbey & Melby, 1986), while another study found that both men and 

women increase their estimates of sexual interest within the photographed dyad as 

interpersonal distance decreased and as eye contact and touch increased (Koukounas & 

Letch, 2001).  
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Another context that can influence tendencies to misperceive exists when one 

individual has power over another. A recent study documented that experimental 

manipulations to place one participant in power over another can prime mating motives 

and result in sexual overperception (Kunstman & Maner, in press). According to the 

authors, the cues associated with being in power prime our other mechanisms to expect 

that others will find us to be attractive as mates. As they hypothesized, participants 

assigned to the powerful role perceived more sexual interest, but only among participants 

oriented toward short-term mating. Conversely, when formidable rivals are present, 

men‘s overperception bias should be dampened because such rivals could exact costs if 

the man acts on his overperception with a desirable female target. Retribution at the 

hands of a woman‘s mate could be a serious cost, and thus men should generally tend to 

overperceive less if there are cues that a woman is mated (weighted by her desirability). 

The man‘s relationship status should be an important factor as well: mated men face 

severe costs when overperceiving other women‘s sexual interest, namely the loss of a 

potentially high quality long-term mate.  

The target woman may also possess traits which increase or decrease her tendency 

to be misperceived. The more revealing the woman‘s clothing, the more likely observers 

are to perceive her to be high in sexual traits; the same was not true of the revealingness 

of men‘s clothing (Abbey et al., 1987). Women who are higher in mate value also report 

being misperceived more by the opposite sex (Haselton, 2003). Given the high potential 

costs of being misperceived, women should be armed with the knowledge of the risk 

factors they may have for sexual misperception. The current studies go further than any 

previous study into examining the predictors of being misperceived. 
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THE CURRENT STUDIES 

The studies below attempted to expand this area of research by deriving multiple 

hypotheses from an evolutionary perspective to generate testable predictions for 

empirical work, as well as by incorporating exploratory analyses to delve into individual 

differences and context and target effects. Study 1 utilized a novel methodology of 

―speed-meeting‖ to allow for direct calculation of sexual misperception, and to do so over 

multiple interactions (as opposed to the single interaction studies that have characterized 

this literature). In this study, we investigated the effects of various individual differences 

and determined predictors of misperceiving others‘ interest as well as predictors of being 

misperceived. Study 2 provided a necessary replication of the main effects documented in 

Study 1 using the same speed-meeting design. Study 3 moved on toward the examination 

of potential proximal hormonal causation of men‘s misperception, specifically the 

possibility that testosterone influences men‘s tendency to overinfer sexual interest. In 

Study 3, men engaged in an intrasexual competition followed by an interaction with a 

female confederate to allow for direct measurement of sexual misperception as well as 

assessment of testosterone levels and changes in testosterone during the experiment. 

Following the description of Study 3, I synthesize the results from all three studies into a 

focal message about sexual misperception. 
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Chapter 2:  The Misperceivers and the Misperceived 

STUDY 1: SPEED-MEETING EXPERIMENT 

Sexual interest, like any mental state, must be inferred from observable cues. 

Direct declarations of sexual interest are rare; people instead rely upon imperfect, 

probabilistic cues. The cues people use to estimate sexual interest may be designed to be 

intentionally vague because: (1) direct signaling risks damage to one‘s apparent mate 

value if rejected; (2) explicit sexual signaling can hinder future mating success by 

fostering a sexually promiscuous reputation; (3) ambiguous signals can elicit feedback 

for assessing the target‘s level of sexual interest; and (4) assessing temporal trends in the 

escalation or de-escalation of sexual signals allows for the calibration and recalibration of 

one‘s own demonstrations of sexual interest. Though most people have experienced an 

embarrassing sexual misperception with minor consequences (Haselton, 2003), more 

serious misperceptions can sometimes lead to sexual coercion or harassment (Farris, 

Treat, Viken & McFall, 2008b; Stockdale, 1993).  

The finding that men tend to over-perceive sexual traits in women is an extremely 

robust sex difference, though previous studies have not directly compared estimates of 

interest to actual interest over multiple encounters (e.g., Abbey, 1982; and for a review 

see Farris et al., 2008b; Stockdale, 1993). Less is known about individual differences 

within men in their tendency to misperceive women‘s interest. And to our knowledge, 

there have been no systematic studies exploring individual differences among women in 

their tendency to become ―victims‖ of men‘s sexual overperception bias (although see 

Haselton, 2003, for a self-report investigation). The current study introduced an 

innovative speed-meeting design to directly assess misperception in a laboratory 

experiment, providing a rigorous test of individual differences in men‘s susceptibility to, 

and women‘s likelihood of falling victim to, sexual overperception. 
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Inherent in the use of ambiguous cues is the risk of misperceiving sexual interest 

from a target. Based on signal detection theory, there are four possible outcomes: correct 

assessment of interest or lack of interest (hit and correct rejection, respectively) and 

incorrect assessment of interest or lack of interest (false alarm and miss, respectively). 

For sexual interest perception, a man could correctly perceive that a woman is interested 

in him when she actually is (hit), or he could correctly perceive that she is not interested 

in him when she is not (correct rejection). A man could misperceive that a woman is 

interested in him when she is not (false alarm), or he could misperceive that she is not 

interested in him when she is (miss). Social situations, such as sexual interest perception, 

in which ambiguity creates noise, can be examined through the theoretical lens of Error 

Management Theory (EMT) (Haselton & Buss, 2000). EMT posits that in circumstances 

in which flawless inferential accuracy cannot be achieved due to an imperfect signal-to-

noise ratio and limitations on assessment time or resources, and in which there exists a 

recurrent cost asymmetry between the two classes of errors (false alarms and misses), 

evolution can shape adaptations that bias inferences to minimize the less costly error. The 

recurrent opposite-sex interactions throughout human evolutionary history in which 

sexual interest judgments occurred have likely been characterized by a cost asymmetry 

between errors, particularly among men.  

For men, the cost of a false alarm has been hypothesized to be lower than a miss 

(Haselton & Buss, 2000). False alarms may result in a trivial expenditure of fruitless 

courting efforts, although occasionally, the misperceiver may sustain damage to his social 

reputation. There is evidence, however, that this cost may not frequently occur because 

women typically do not respond in an overtly negative way when men overperceive their 

interest (Abbey, 1987). Moreover, a woman may sometimes find a man‘s interest to be 

flattering, even if she does not reciprocate that interest. The costs associated with a miss, 
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particularly in ancestral environments, were much larger in the currency of reproductive 

success—the loss of a potentially valuable mating opportunity. For men, missing a 

mating opportunity is costly because, unlike women, their reproductive success was 

limited by the number of fertile mates to whom they gained sexual access (e.g., Buss, 

2003a; Symons, 1979). Missing opportunities of sexual access would have been 

especially costly in ancestral environments in which many females of reproductive age 

would have been pregnant or lactating, and thus not fertilizable (lactation typically 

suppresses ovulation). Men who tended to underinfer sexual interest would have missed 

potential sexual opportunities, resulting in lower reproductive success on average than 

men who overinferred sexual interest (Buss, 2003a): men biased toward false alarms 

might incur some reputational costs, but would be much less likely to miss an opportunity 

for sexual access. Given this hypothesized cost asymmetry, men‘s errors have been 

predicted to be biased toward overinference of sexual interest (Haselton & Buss, 2000).  

Whereas EMT suggests that men‘s overperception of sexual interest occurs 

because of the historical asymmetry in reproductive success between men biased toward 

misses and those biased toward false alarms, there are also several proximal hypotheses 

to explain men‘s overperception of women‘s interest. These include a general over-

sexualization tendency (Abbey, 1982), a tendency to project one‘s own sex drive onto 

others (Shotland & Craig, 1988), and media‘s influence on men (Abbey, 1991). These 

proximal theories have guided the early research of sexual misperception. Abbey and her 

colleagues first documented men‘s systematic overperception of women‘s sexual interest 

and motivation in a series of studies using methods such as observations of dyadic 

conversations (Abbey, 1982, 1987; Harnish, Abbey & DeBono, 1990), rating 

photographs of opposite-sex dyads (Abbey, Cozzarelli, McLaughlin & Harnish, 1987; 

Abbey & Melby, 1986), and self-reported misperception experiences (Abbey, 1987). The 
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general sex difference, that men perceive greater sexuality in female targets than women 

do, seems to be robust (e.g., Koukounas & Letch, 2001; Levesque, Nave & Lowe, 2006; 

Saal, Johnson & Weber, 1989).  

Men, on average, are more likely to overinfer sexual interest, but a man‘s 

personality traits and personal experiences may also influence the degree of his 

overperception. For example, the higher men score on masculinity (Fisher & Walters, 

2003), self-perceived mate value (Haselton, 2003), and unrestricted sociosexual 

orientation (Haselton, 2003), the more they tend to overperceive women‘s interest. 

Previous research has also found that endorsing rape-supportive beliefs is positively 

correlated with perception of sexual interest (Abbey & Harnish, 1995; Kowalski, 1993; 

Vrij & Kirby, 2002). Additionally, men who self-report previous sexually aggressive acts 

also overperceive women‘s sexual interest more, particularly when rating ambiguous 

behaviors (Bondurant & Donat, 1999).  

Though previous research has begun to examine individual differences in men‘s 

likelihood of overperception, results have been mixed and have not included objective 

ratings of observable traits such as attractiveness. The present study is the first to use a 

speed-meeting method in which opposite-sex dyads engaged in multiple short, informal 

conversations and then rated their interaction partner on various traits, including sexual 

interest. This provided a direct comparison between estimates of interest and actual 

reported interest. Previous studies that have directly assessed degree of sexual 

misperception have done so with only a single interaction (e.g., Abbey, Zawacki & 

McAuslan, 2000; Harnish, Abbey, & DeBono, 1990; Levesque, Nave & Lowe, 2006). 

The use of multiple interactions has the benefit of providing a more reliable and accurate 

assessment of the magnitude of an individual‘s sexual misperception. Using this 

methodology we were able to (1) directly measure sexual misperception, (2) obtain 
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individual difference information from the participants, and (3) obtain third-party ratings 

of physical attractiveness and other individual differences. This allowed us to test five 

hypotheses derived from the EMT framework. 

Hypothesis 1: Men’s sexual overperception bias 

Based on the logic of EMT and the cost asymmetries that men historically 

experienced with errors associated with missed sexual opportunities, we hypothesized 

that men‘s sexual over-perception bias would also occur in this platonic speed-meeting 

interaction. Although prior research has documented this bias by showing that men and 

women differ in their inferences about sexual interest based on observing the same cues, 

prior research designs have not permitted the strong inference that it is truly men who are 

sexually over-perceiving. Because the prior studies have simply documented a sex 

difference, they are equally compatible with the hypothesis that men are accurate but 

women have a sexual under-perception bias (see below).  The current design permits an 

unambiguous assessment of whether men are over-perceiving women‘s sexual interest. 

Prediction 1: Men‘s estimates of women‘s sexual interest in them will be 

significantly higher than women‘s actual interest. 

Hypothesis 2: Women’s sexual underperception bias 

Buss (2003b) hypothesized that women possess a sexual under-perception bias 

such that they underestimate the degree to which men with whom they interact are 

sexually interested in them. Given that ‗female choice‘ is a cardinal component of 

women‘s mating strategy, a female sexual under-perception bias could serve one of three 

potential functions: (1) to deter unwanted sexual advances from men; (2) to avoid a 

reputation as sexually promiscuous; or (3) to induce interested men to increase the 

magnitude of their courtship displays. For women, the errors in sexual interest perception 
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are hypothesized to be reversed relative to men. False alarms may be very costly in that 

they may lead to a more promiscuous reputation; misses are not as costly because 

women, unlike men, cannot convert additional mating opportunities directly into 

increased reproductive success. Only two previous studies have measured actual interest 

and estimated interest and have documented a tendency in women to underestimate 

men‘s degree of interest and attraction, but only in a single encounter (Henningsen, 

Henningsen, & Valde, 2006; Shea, 1993). The current is the first to test this hypothesis 

using multiple encounters. 

Prediction 2: Women‘s estimate of men‘s sexual interest in them will be 

significantly lower than men‘s actual interest. 

Hypothesis 3: Men’s mating strategy 

Men vary in the degree to which they pursue short-term and long-term mating 

strategies (e.g., Buss & Schmitt, 1993). Men oriented more toward a short-term mating 

strategy recurrently faced the adaptive problem of identifying sexually accessible women. 

As discussed above, men experience lower costs, on average, associated with false alarms 

as compared to misses, particularly when pursuing a short-term mating strategy. Men 

more oriented toward long-term relationships, however, may experience greater costs 

associated with over-inference. For men attempting to attract a high quality long-term 

mate, a reputation as being interested in any available woman would be detrimental 

because women prefer mates who are committed and loyal (Buss, 1989). Men pursuing a 

long-term mating strategy may still misperceive women‘s sexual interest, but to a lesser 

degree than short-term mating motivated men. Beyond the costs of the bias, the benefits 

would also be greater for men pursuing a short-term mating strategy because the bias 

ensures that they can capitalize on the greatest number of mating opportunities while 
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minimizing the chance of a missed opportunity. We therefore hypothesized that men 

oriented toward short-term mating would overestimate women‘s sexual interest more 

than men oriented toward long-term mating. 

Prediction 3a: Men‘s interest in short-term mating will be positively correlated 

with overperception of women‘s sexual interest.  

Prediction 3b: Men‘s interest in long-term mating will be negatively correlated 

with overperception of women‘s sexual interest. 

Hypothesis 4: Men’s physical attractiveness 

Men with traits deemed highly desirable to women may be more successful at 

short-term mating than men lacking such traits (e.g., Gangestad & Simpson, 2000). One 

such trait is a man‘s physical attractiveness (see Thornhill & Gangestad, 2008, for 

review). Physically attractive men are more likely to succeed with a short-term mating 

strategy than men who are less physically attractive, possibly due to the genetic benefits 

women can obtain from mating with these men (Gangestad, Simpson, Cousins, Garver-

Apgar, & Christensen, 2004; Gangestad & Thornhill, 1998; Greiling & Buss, 2000; 

Penton-Voak, Perrett, Castles, Burt, Koyabashi, & Murray, 1999). Therefore, to the 

extent that a sexual overperception bias increases one‘s ability to pursue a short-term 

mating strategy, we hypothesized that physically attractive men would overinfer sexual 

interest more than unattractive men. 

Prediction 4: Men‘s physical attractiveness will be positively correlated with their 

inference of women‘s sexual interest. 

Hypothesis 5: Women’s physical attractiveness  

The desirability of the target woman changes the costs and benefits of a ‗hit‘ or 

‗miss‘ in estimating her sexual interest. In general, the costs of a ‗miss‘ with a physically 
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attractive woman are greater than the costs of a ‗miss‘ with an unattractive woman, based 

on the empirically supported hypothesis that physically attractive women tend to be 

higher in fertility and reproductive value (Sugiyama, 2005). Men who miss cues of 

interest from an attractive woman lose a high-quality reproductive opportunity. Ancestral 

men with a bias toward inferring more sexual interest from attractive women would have 

experienced greater reproductive success on average than men with no bias or with a bias 

for unattractive women. We hypothesized that men would infer higher levels of sexual 

interest from women who are more physically attractive, a hypothesis that has received 

mostly indirect support from previous studies (Garcia & Kushnier, 1987; Harnish, Abbey, 

& DeBono, 1990; Maner et al., 2005). 

Prediction 5: A woman‘s physical attractiveness will be positively correlated with 

the tendency for men to overperceive her sexual interest.  

Hypothesis 6: Women’s perceived exploitability  

Even if a woman is not sexually interested in him, a man could still gain sexual 

access to her if she is potentially exploitable. Exploitable women are easier to coerce into 

a short-term mateship at low costs to men, particularly to the extent that men can identify 

cues to sexual exploitability in women (Buss & Duntley, 2008). Therefore men may 

overperceive the interest of exploitable women to facilitate approach behavior. We 

hypothesized that sexually exploitable women may exhibit high levels of agreeableness, 

gullibility, or compliance (Buss & Duntley, 2008). We hypothesized that men would be 

more likely to overperceive sexual interest in women who exhibit cues of exploitability 

than in women who do not exhibit such cues. 

Prediction 6a: A woman‘s tendency to trust others will be positively correlated 

with the tendency for men to overperceive her sexual interest.  
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Prediction 6b: A woman‘s tendency to be compliant will be positively correlated 

with the tendency for men to overperceive her sexual interest. 

Prediction 6c: A woman‘s level of trait agreeableness will be positively correlated 

with the tendency for men to overperceive her sexual interest. 

Hypothesis 7: Men’s sexual aggressiveness 

Previous research has documented a positive correlation between misperception 

of sexual interest and indicators of sexual aggressiveness in men including: sex-role 

stereotyping (Kowalski, 1993), rape-myth acceptance (Abbey & Harnish, 1995; Farris et 

al., 2006; Jacques-Tiura et al., 2007; Vrij & Kirby, 2002), rape supportive beliefs (Abbey, 

McAuslan, & Ross, 1998), and self-reported sexual aggressiveness (Abbey, Zawacki & 

Buck, 2005; Bondurant & Donat, 1999; Malamuth & Brown, 1994). If it is true that men 

engage in sexual coercion as a result of mistaking a woman‘s friendliness as a signal of 

sexual interest, men who tend to overinfer sexual interest might also tend to be sexually 

aggressive. Therefore the present study also tested Abbey‘s (1982) original proposition 

that men‘s overestimation of women‘s sexual interest is associated with sexual 

aggression or coercion. 

Prediction 7a:  Men‘s endorsement of rape-myth acceptance will be positively 

correlated with overperception of women‘s sexual interest. 

Prediction 7b:  Men‘s previous history of sexual coercion will be positively 

correlated with overperception of women‘s sexual interest.  

METHOD 

Participants 

Undergraduate students participated in exchange for credit toward a course 

requirement. Participants‘ ages ranged from 18 to 30. Any participants aged 24 years or 
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older, greater than three standard deviations from the mean, or whose age was missing 

were removed (n = 6) from the analysis. All participants indicated a heterosexual 

orientation. The final sample consisted of 96 men and 103 women whose mean age was 

18.70 (SD = 1.00).  

Materials 

Mating strategy. The original SOI measures the extent to which a person is 

generally oriented toward a restricted sexuality or unrestricted sexuality (Simpson & 

Gangestad, 1991). The revised version, SOI-R, (Penke & Asendorpf, 2008) addresses 

several psychometric issues and allows for separate assessment of three subscales of 

sociosexual orientation: behavior, attitude, and desire. Higher SOI-R scores indicate less 

restricted sociosexual orientation. We also included two direct questions in which 

participants rated their ―interest to engage in each of the following types of relationships 

right now:  (a) long-term committed relationship, (b) casual sex,‖ using 7-point Likert 

scales ranging from -3 (―Very unwilling‖) to 3 (―Very willing‖)  (from Buss & Schmitt, 

1993). 

Mate value and attractiveness. We assessed self-reported mate value and mated 

participants also completed the mate value instrument for their romantic partner. The 

mate value measure was based on the nine questions created by Haselton (2003) to assess 

self-perceived physical attractiveness, desirability and current and future social and 

economic status with one additional question added to assess intelligence. Following 

Haselton (2003), we created a composite term by averaging responses to all 10 questions 

(  = 0.85). Three author-generated items assessed participants‘ self-reported physical 

attractiveness. Participants rated their facial, bodily and overall attractiveness on 7-point 

Likert scales ranging from 1 (―Well below average‖) to 7 (―Well above average‖).  
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Personality. The Ten-Item Personality Inventory consists of 10 adjective pairs. 

Participants indicated the extent to which they agreed or disagreed that the pair of 

adjectives described them accurately using a Likert scale ranging from 1 (―Strongly 

Disagree‖) to 7 (―Strongly Agree‖) (Gosling, Rentfrow, & Swann, 2003). Reverse-

scoring and summing per the scale‘s instructions resulted in scores for conscientiousness, 

emotional stability, extraversion, agreeableness, and openness to experience. Two 

subscales of the NEO-PI-R, eight items each, were used to assess trust and compliance 

(Costa & McCrae, 1992). Each item is a statement reflective of a high or low level of the 

underlying personality trait and is rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from -3 

(―Disagree strongly‖) to 3 (―Agree strongly‖). Responses were reverse-scored, as 

applicable, and then averaged to create subscale composites. 

Rape-related beliefs and attitudes. The Rape Myth Acceptance (RMA) scale and 

the Rape Myth Scale (RMS) each consists of 19 items, the endorsement of which 

indicates greater acceptance of misogynistic attitudes about rape and rape victims (RMA: 

Burt, 1980; RMS: Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1995). Both scales utilize a 7-point Likert scale 

ranging from 1 (―Disagree strongly‖) to 7 (―Agree strongly‖) and scores are summed 

such that higher scores indicate greater endorsement of rape myths.  

Hostile masculinity. The Hostile Masculinity (HM) scale consists of three sets of 

questions designed to assess the multiple components of a man‘s level of hostile 

masculinity: Dominance to Sex (24 items), Acceptance of Violence toward Women (5 

items), and Hostility toward Women (19 items; Malamuth, 1988; Malamuth & Thornhill, 

1994). All items are rated on 7-point Likert scales ranging from 1 (―Strongly Disagree‖) 

to 7 (―Strongly Agree‖), standardized within each item, and summed such that higher 

scores indicate a greater degree of hostile masculinity. 
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Psychopathy. The scales created by Levenson, Kiehl and Fitzpatrick (1995) were 

used to assess participants‘ levels of primary and secondary psychopathy because these 

instruments were designed for use in non-institutionalized populations. Primary 

psychopathy refers to a tendency to manipulate others and lie, and a failure to feel 

remorse. Secondary psychopathy refers to a general lack of impulse control, failure to 

make long-term plans, and a short temper. The 16 items of the primary psychopathy 

subscale and 10 items of the secondary psychopathy subscale consist of attitudinal and 

behavioral statements and are rated on 4-point scales: ―Disagree strongly,‖ ―Disagree 

somewhat,‖ ―Agree somewhat,‖ and ―Agree strongly,‖ where higher scores reflect higher 

levels of psychopathy. Scores for each subscale were calculated by reverse-scoring 

applicable items and then summing. 

Partner ratings. After each opposite-sex dyadic interaction, participants rated 

their conversation partner on 13 items, including their sexual interest in their partner and 

their estimate of their partner‘s sexual interest in them (see Appendix A). The key items 

for assessing sexual interest were ―She is sexually interested in me‖ and ―I am sexually 

interested in her‖ (Gendered pronouns were reversed in the female version). Participants 

rated the extent to which their conversation partner embodied various personality and 

behavioral traits on 7-point Likert scales ranging from 1 (―Well below average‖) to 7 

(―Well above average‖).  

Post-experiment validity check. Two questions assessed whether the participant 

had identified the underlying hypotheses of the experiment, ―Do you think you know 

what the hypothesis behind this experiment was? If so please explain.‖ and ―Were you 

skeptical about anything in this experiment? Did anything seem suspicious to you? Please 

explain.‖ No participants guessed the true hypotheses of the study, although 6% 

mentioned feeling awkward or suspicious about the sexual aggression questions. A third 
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question assessed previous acquaintance with other participants in the session, ―Have you 

ever interacted with anyone else in this experiment before today? If so please tell us their 

subject number(s).‖ Five opposite-sex pairs of participants indicated having interacted 

with one another previously and their rating cards for one another were removed prior to 

analysis.  

Procedure 

Participants reported to the lab in groups of five men and five women. If more 

than three participants of a given sex were absent, the session was cancelled. Anonymity 

of participants was maintained during dyadic interactions by assigning participants a 

number to wear as their identification for the duration of their session. Participants first 

completed surveys, consisting of all the materials listed above except the rating cards and 

post-experiment check, in small rooms with same-sex individuals. After about 20 

minutes, questionnaires were collected and participants received verbal instructions about 

the speed-meeting part of the experiment. 

During the speed-meeting part of the experiment, one sex was randomly assigned 

to rotate; members of the other sex were assigned to one of five rooms. Within each room 

were chairs, a rating cards container, and a sign suggesting neutral conversation topics. 

Participants engaged in a three minute conversation about any topics they chose. When 

three minutes expired, experimenters alerted the participants to stop talking and asked the 

rotating participants to exit their rooms. Immediately following this interaction, 

participants completed their rating cards and placed them in the rating card containers. 

Rotation continued until each opposite sex pair had conversed. At the completion of the 

dyadic interactions, participants completed the post-experiment validity check and were 

thanked and debriefed.  
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RESULTS 

Descriptive Statistics. The means, standard deviations, and ranges are provided 

for all of our individual difference variables, misperception scores and misperceived 

scores, in Table 2. Each variable is also broken down by sex. Sexual misperception 

scores were calculated for each participant by subtracting their partner‘s actual interest 

from the interest they estimated their partner to have. This was calculated for each of 

their partners and then averaged to give each individual an overall misperception score. A 

score of 0 represents perfect accuracy in estimating others‘ interest, a positive score 

indicates a tendency to overinfer interest, and a negative score indicates a tendency to 

underinfer interest (intraclass correlation coefficient = .38, F(84, 336) = 4.00, p < .001). 

Misperceived scores were likewise calculated for each participant by subtracting their 

actual interest in their partner from what their partners estimated their interest to be 

(intraclass correlation coefficient = .32, F(90, 360) = 3.37, p < .001). 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics by Sex – Study 1 

 Study 1 Men   Study 1 Women  

  n Min Max M SD n Min Max M SD 

Age 96 18 23 18.75 1.01 103 18 23 18.65 1.01 

Face attractiveness (self) 96 1 7 4.64 1.13 103 2 7 4.78 1.06 

Body attractiveness (self) 96 1 7 4.32 1.30 103 1 7 4.34 1.25 

Overall attractiveness (self) 96 1 7 4.65 1.12 103 2 7 4.66 1.05 

SES victim      103 0 23 1.12 2.85 

Extraversion 96 4 13 9.10 2.63 101 2 14 9.08 2.78 

Agreeableness 96 6 13 9.61 2.02 102 3 14 9.94 2.23 

Conscientiousness 96 6 14 9.71 1.93 102 5 14 10.86 2.21 

Emotional Stability 96 5 14 10.36 2.25 102 2 14 8.85 2.85 

Openness 96 6 13 10.36 1.80 102 2 14 10.77 2.25 

SOI - Behavior 89 0 22 2.51 3.95 94 0 16 2.19 3.03 

SOI - Attitude 96 3 27 15.56 6.72 100 3 25 9.44 6.36 

SOI - Desire 94 3 26 15.20 6.15 99 3 21 7.76 4.39 

SOI - Total 87 7 68 33.83 13.06 89 6 58 19.78 11.00 

Interest in long-term mating 94 -3 3 1.82 1.46 102 -3 3 2.07 1.52 

Interest in short-term mating 94 -3 3 0.46 1.99 102 -3 2 -1.86 1.57 

Self-rated mate value 96 3.20 8.20 6.14 0.96 103 2.50 8.50 6.05 0.98 

Trust 96 -1.50 2.13 0.58 0.80 102 -3.00 2.13 0.31 0.92 
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Compliance 96 -1.75 1.88 -0.16 0.79 103 -2.25 1.88 -0.16 0.91 

Rape Myth Scale 96 19 89 43.27 18.53 103 19 83 40.99 15.07 

Rape Myth Acceptance 96 14 64 30.31 10.69 103 16 52 30.84 8.37 

Hostile Masculinity 96 -23.29 22.90 -0.13 11.60      

SES perpetrator 93 0 37 1.22 4.32      

Psychopathy (primary) 96 17 49 32.31 7.10 103 17 40 28.85 5.65 

Psychopathy (secondary) 96 10 32 21.25 3.95 100 11 31 20.47 4.44 

Small talk rating 96 2.67 7.60 5.47 0.97 103 3.50 7.33 5.53 0.75 

Eye contact rating 96 2.33 7.50 5.50 1.01 103 3.60 7.00 5.52 0.75 

Good listener rating 96 3.50 7.20 5.63 0.75 103 4.00 7.00 5.57 0.64 

Funny rating 96 2.60 7.50 4.96 0.95 103 2.00 7.00 4.82 0.87 

Smart rating 96 3.33 6.60 5.30 0.68 103 4.00 6.50 5.25 0.63 

Friendly rating 96 4.00 8.00 5.75 0.75 103 4.00 7.00 5.85 0.65 

Flirt rating 96 1.00 5.80 3.27 0.88 103 1.50 6.50 3.67 0.93 

Seductive rating 96 1.00 5.00 2.57 0.80 103 1.00 5.67 3.14 0.94 

Face attractiveness (other) 96 1.50 6.20 3.99 1.04 103 2.25 6.50 4.28 0.88 

Body attractiveness (other) 96 1.50 6.50 4.06 1.04 103 2.20 7.00 4.31 1.06 

Overall attractiveness (other) 96 2.00 6.00 4.14 1.00 103 2.25 6.50 4.49 0.99 

Interest perceived 96 1.00 5.80 3.06 1.20 102 1.00 5.25 2.30 1.18 

Interest generated 96 1.00 5.00 2.28 0.78 102 1.00 5.60 3.26 1.11 

Misperception 96 -2.50 3.60 0.78 1.36 102 -4.60 2.20 -0.97 1.58 

Perceived as interested 96 1.00 4.00 2.32 0.67 102 1.00 5.00 3.10 0.82 

Actual interest in others 96 1.00 5.67 3.16 1.25 102 1.00 5.00 2.26 1.20 

Misperceived 96 -4.00 2.50 -0.84 1.40 102 -2.20 3.67 0.84 1.49 

 

Hypotheses 1 and 2: Men’s sexual overperception bias and women’s sexual 

underperception bias. As predicted, men (M = 0.78, SD = 1.36) tended to infer more 

sexual interest in their conversation partners than women did (M = -0.97, SD = 1.58), 

t(196) = 8.32, p < .001. Not only did men‘s and women‘s scores differ from one another, 

each sex scored significantly different from 0, as shown in Figure 1. Men‘s average 

estimation of their partners‘ sexual interest was significantly higher than 0, t(95) = 5.62, p 

< .001, indicating significant over-inference (d = .57). Women‘s average estimation of 

their partners‘ sexual interest was significantly lower than 0, t(101) = -6.19, p < .001, 

indicating significant under-inference (d = .61). To our knowledge, this is the first 

unequivocal empirical demonstration of a female sexual under-perception bias. 
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Figure 1. Average Misperception Scores by Sex – Study 1 

 

Note: A score of 0 represents accuracy. Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals. 

 

Hypothesis 3: Men’s mating strategy. The one-item measure of reported interest 

in short-term mating was positively correlated with misperception, r(94) = .24, p = .02, 

supporting Prediction 3a. Similarly, total scores on the SOI-R indicated a positive 

correlation between unrestricted sociosexual orientation and misperception, r(87) = .27, p 

= .01. The SOI-R consists of three orthogonal factors: behavior, attitude, and desire. Only 

the attitude factor was significantly correlated with misperception, r(96) = .23, p = .02 

(although the other factors showed trends in the same direction: desire, r(94) = .17, p = 

.09; behavior, r(89) = .15, p = .17). The one-item measure of reported interest in long-

term mating was not correlated with misperception, r(94) = .00, p = .99, failing to support 

Prediction 3b. The interaction of men‘s interest in short-term mating and their interest in 

long-term mating on misperception was also not significant, β = .12, p = .43. 
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Hypothesis 4: Men’s physical attractiveness. In order to assess men‘s physical 

attractiveness, we collected self-ratings as well as ratings from all of the women with 

whom they interacted. Each set of ratings consisted of face, body, and overall 

attractiveness ratings. As shown in Table 3, men‘s own ratings of their body and overall 

attractiveness were positively correlated with misperception, but women‘s ratings of the 

men‘s bodily attractiveness (and a trend for overall attractiveness) indicated a negative 

correlation with misperception. The more attractive men thought themselves, the more 

likely they were to overperceive women‘s interest. The more they were actually attractive 

to women, however, the more likely they were to underperceive women‘s interest. This 

pattern occurred even though self-ratings and other-ratings of attractiveness were 

positively correlated (face: r(96) = .53, p < .001; body: r(96) = .46, p < .001; overall, 

r(96) = .49, p < .001), providing an interesting pattern of support for Prediction 4. To 

assess the relative contributions of self- and other-ratings to the relationship with 

misperception, we entered both ratings into a regression model predicting misperception. 

Mirroring the correlation results, both other-rated attractiveness (β = -.38, p = .001) and 

self-rated attractiveness (β = .38, p = .001) predicted misperception, but in opposite 

directions. 
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Table 3. Correlations between Physical Attractiveness and Misperception 

Men‘s misperception 

Men‘s self-ratings r Women‘s ratings of men r 

Face .13 Face -.16 

Body .24* Body -.24* 

Overall .20* Overall -.19 

Women‘s tendency to be misperceived 

Women‘s self-ratings r Men‘s ratings of women r 

Face -.04 Face .39*** 

Body  .11 Body .51*** 

Overall  .01 Overall .33*** 

Note: Male N = 96; Female N = 103 

*p<.05; ***p<.001.  

 

Hypothesis 5: Women’s physical attractiveness. Women‘s physical attractiveness 

was assessed in the same way as men‘s attractiveness. As shown in Table 3, men‘s 

ratings of women‘s face, body, and overall attractiveness were positively correlated with 

those women being overperceived. The women‘s own ratings of their attractiveness, 

however, were not correlated with their tendency to be misperceived. This was true even 

though their self-ratings were positively correlated with men‘s ratings of their 

attractiveness (face: r(103) = .27, p < .01; body: r(103) = .51, p < .001; overall, r(103) = 

.33, p < .01), supporting Prediction 5 with another interesting pattern of results. To assess 

the relative contributions of self- and other-ratings to the relationship with being 

misperceived, we entered both ratings into a regression model predicting misperceived 
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scores. Mirroring the correlation results, other-rated attractiveness (β = .38, p < .001) 

predicted being overperceived while self-rated attractiveness was not a significant 

predictor of misperception (β = -.12, p = .23). Finally, women who underperceived their 

own attractiveness (negative discrepancy scores) tended to be overperceived more, r(102) 

= -.28, p = .004. 

Hypothesis 6: Women’s perceived exploitability. Women‘s scores on the NEO-PI-

R subscales for trust (r(101) = -.04, p = .71) and compliance (r(102) = .02, p = .83) were 

not significantly correlated with their tendency to be misperceived, failing to support 

Predictions 6a and 6b. Women‘s level of agreeableness also was not significantly 

correlated with their tendency to be misperceived, r(101) = -.13, p = .20, failing to 

support Prediction 6c. Analyses using women‘s difference scores of self-rated 

attractiveness and other-rated attractiveness also indicated no correlation with 

Agreeableness, r(102) = -.06, p = .58, or Trust, r(102) = .11, p = .27. Compliance, on the 

other hand, was negatively correlated with women‘s overperception of their own 

attractiveness,  r(103) = -.37, p < .001. 

Hypothesis 7: Men’s sexual aggression. Contrary to Prediction 7a, none of our 

measures of rape myth acceptance or hostile masculinity were correlated with men‘s 

misperception: RMA: r(96) = -.12, p = .24; RMS: r(96) = -.11, p = .28; HM: r(96) = -.04, 

p = .73. Contrary to Prediction 7b as well, self-reported sexual coercion was not 

correlated with misperception, r(93) = .14, p = .18. As 76% of men indicated never 

having engaged in any coercion, we conducted a t-test and found a trend indicating that 

men who had never coerced (M = 0.66, SD = 1.38) misperceived less than men who had 

any history of sexual coercion (M = 1.27, SD = 1.31), t(91) = 1.76, p = .08. 

Exploratory analyses – Susceptibility to Misperceiving Sexual Interest. We 

examined individual differences in sexual misperception among men, among women, and 
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among individuals with a current sex partner and among individuals without a current sex 

partner, as these represent hypothesized categories of interest. For each group we 

conducted a backward regression with mean substitution using the following predictors: 

age, self-rated overall attractiveness, other-rated overall attractiveness, self-rated mate 

value, SOI-R-total, log number of sex partners (the log was used to address positive skew 

in number of sex partners), interest in long-term mating, extraversion, conscientiousness, 

openness, emotional stability, agreeableness, RMA, RMS, HM, primary psychopathy, 

secondary psychopathy, other-rated eye contact, other-rated listening skills, other-rated 

funniness, other-rated intelligence, other-rated friendliness, and other-rated skill in small 

talk.  The beta weights for each resultant model are presented in Table 4.  

Men‘s overperception was predicted by higher self-rated overall attractiveness 

and overall SOI, while underperception was predicted by higher scores on primary 

psychopathy and other-rated overall attractiveness; overall model F(4, 91) = 7.26, p < 

.001, R
2
 = .24. Women‘s overperception was predicted by high scores on primary 

psychopathy and underperception was predicted by high levels of other-rated overall 

attractiveness; overall model F(2, 100) = 16.32, p < .001, R
2
 = .25.  

Individuals who had sex partners exhibited more overperception if they had 

higher SOI and emotional stability scores; they exhibited more underperception if they 

were older or had higher other-rated overall attractiveness; overall model F(4, 49) = 

13.48, p < .001, R
2
 = .52. Individuals who did not have sex partners exhibited more 

overperception if they scored higher in emotional stability, SOI, and self-rated overall 

attractiveness; they exhibited more underperception if they scored higher on extraversion 

or other-rated overall attractiveness; overall model F(5, 132) = 12.14, p < .001, R
2
 = .32. 
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Table 4. Exploratory Regression Analyses of Misperception 

Men β p 

 Other-rated overall attractiveness -.40 <.001 

 Self-rated overall attractiveness  .35   .001 

 SOI-R-Total  .31   .002 

 Primary psychopathy -.19   .047 

Women   

 Other-rated overall attractiveness -.47 <.001 

 Primary psychopathy   .18   .040 

Current Sex Partner   

 Other-rated overall attractiveness -.51 <.001 

 SOI-R-Total  .44 <.001 

 Emotional stability  .25   .028 

 Age -.23   .038 

No Current Sex Partner    

 Other-rated overall attractiveness -.35 <.001 

 SOI-R-Total   .31 <.001 

 Self-rated overall attractiveness  .28   .001 

 Extraversion  -.21   .013 

 Emotional stability  .18   .021 

Exploratory analyses – Susceptibility to Being Misperceived. We examined 

individual differences in being misperceived among men, among women, and among 

individuals with a current sex partner and among individuals without a current sex 

partner. For each group, we conducted a backward regression with mean substitution 

using the same predictors as in the misperception regression analyses above. The beta 

weights for each resultant model are presented in Table 5.  
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Table 5. Exploratory Regression Analyses of Misperceived 

Men β p 

 Other-rated eye contact .36 .011 

 Other-rated good listener -.33 .022 

 Primary psychopathy .32 .001 

 SOI-R-Total -.28 .003 

 Other-rated overall attractiveness .23 .017 

 Extraversion .23 .016 

Women   

 Other-rated overall attractiveness .29 .003 

 Conscientiousness -.24 .009 

 Extraversion .22 .027 

 Primary psychopathy  -.20 .028 

Current Sex Partner   

 SOI-R-Total -.39 .001 

 Other-rated overall attractiveness .41 .001 

No Current Sex Partner    

 Other-rated overall attractiveness .31 <.001 

 SOI-R-Total  -.26 .001 

 Extraversion .22 .009 

 Self-rated overall attractiveness -.17 .046 

 Rape Myth Acceptance .16 .039 

    

Men‘s tendency to be overperceived was predicted by higher scores on 

extraversion, other-rated eye contact, other-rated overall attractiveness, and primary 

psychopathy; their tendency to be underperceived was predicted by higher scores on SOI 

and other-ratings of being a good listener; overall model F(6, 89) = 6.94, p < .001, R
2
 = 

.32. Women‘s tendency to be overperceived was predicted by higher scores on 

extraversion and other-rated overall attractiveness; their tendency to be underperceived 

was predicted by higher scores on conscientiousness and primary psychopathy; overall 

model F(4, 98) = 7.11, p < .001, R
2
 = .23.  
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Individuals who had a sex partner were more likely to be overperceived if they 

scored higher in other-rated overall attractiveness and were more likely to be 

underperceived if they scored higher on the SOI; overall model F(2, 51) = 12.88, p < 

.001, R
2
 = .34. Individuals who did not have a sex partner were more likely to be 

overperceived if they scored higher on extraversion, rape myth acceptance, and other-

rated overall attractiveness and were more likely to be underperceived if they scored 

higher on the SOI and self-rated overall attractiveness; overall model F(5, 132) = 8.50, p 

< .001, R
2
 = .24.  

DISCUSSION 

The results supported some, but not all, of the key hypotheses, yielding several 

important novel findings. We first discuss the overall sex differences in misperception. 

Next, we discuss individual differences in susceptibility to biased sexual misperception. 

Finally, we discuss which individuals tend to become ―victims‖ of sexual misperception. 

Gender Differences in Sexual Misperception 

The hypothesis that men possess a sexual over-perception bias was strongly 

supported. As a group, men inferred more sexual interest on the part of the women with 

whom they interacted in the speed-meeting experiment than women indicated that they 

actually felt. This finding supports the hypothesis that men possess an error management 

bias designed to minimize missed sexual opportunities.  

The current research also provided support for an effect that has not been 

sufficiently analyzed in the literature—a female sexual underperception bias. This bias 

has been hypothesized to be an adaptation in women that functions to (a) deflect 

unwanted sexual interest from men, (b) maintain a socially desirable sexual reputation, or 



 

 38 

(c) implement a ‗choosiness barrier‘ over which truly interested men must exhibit greater 

courtship displays, or possibly all three (Buss, 2003b).  

An alternative explanation for women‘s tendency to underperceive sexual interest 

and men‘s tendency to overperceive sexual interest is that individuals simply use their 

own level of sexual interest to estimate others‘ sexual interest, assuming a higher sex 

drive for men than women on average, and the inferential biases are byproducts of those 

sex differences - a hypothesis originally proposed by Shotland and Craig (1988), albeit 

without a functional analysis. This proximal explanation is complementary to an EMT 

explanation of the evolutionary basis for these psychological mechanisms, particularly 

with regard to men‘s misperception. EMT would make separate predictions for men and 

women. Men should tend to especially overinfer the sexual interest of women to whom 

they are attracted because the women to whom men are attracted represent more costly 

misses in the currency of reproductive success than women to whom men are not 

attracted. This is true because men are generally more attracted to young, healthy, fertile 

women (for a review, see Buss, 2003a; Sugiyama, 2005; Symons, 1979). In support of 

this functional hypothesis, the effect of women‘s attractiveness on men‘s overperception 

was one of the largest predictors of men‘s misperception in the current study.  In other 

words, men‘s bias is most strongly activated in contexts that historically would have 

yielded the largest fitness gain—sexual access to a reproductively valuable woman.  

 Women, on the other hand, would be predicted to underperceive men‘s interest 

for the three reasons indicated above. Future research could examine whether women‘s 

sexual under-perception bias actually produces the functional benefits hypothesized--

whether it deflects male sexual interest, preserves a desirable sexual reputation, or elicits 

greater male display behavior. The results of the current study indicate that women tend 

to overperceive the interest of attractive men, but also that women tend to underperceive 
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the interest of men who score higher on SOI. Thus women‘s misperception appears to be 

driven by the man‘s quality but also tempered by his pursuit of a short-term mating 

strategy.  

Predictors of Sexual Misperception 

As predicted, men dispositionally interested in short-term mating tended to fall 

prey to the sexual overperception bias more than men less dispositionally interested in 

short-term mating: for all groups except women, higher SOI scores predicted 

overperception of others‘ interest. This pattern supported the hypothesis that 

misperception facilitates a short-term mating strategy in men. One speculation for the 

lack of a sexual overperception bias in women who dispositionally pursue a short-term 

mating strategy is that such a bias is not needed for success in such pursuit. Given the 

well-documented desire for sexual variety in men (Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Schmitt, 2005; 

Schmitt et al., 2003), women may merely need to signal their own interest for short-term 

mating to occur. Additionally, men pursuing short-term mating tend to ―broadcast‖ by 

sending mating signals to numerous women. In contrast, women pursuing short-term 

mating tend to ―narrowcast,‖ directing their mating interest toward a specific man or a 

few men rather than broadly toward a large number of men (Miller, 2000). Thus, 

although a sexual over-perception bias likely facilitates success at short-term mating in 

men, this psychological design feature may not be necessary for women‘s success in 

short-term mating.   

Men‘s self-ratings of physical attractiveness predicted their overperception of 

women‘s interest, but women‘s ratings of men‘s physical attractiveness predicted men‘s 

underperception of women‘s interest. This suggests that men who are considered 

objectively attractive by the women with whom they interact actually underestimate the 
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magnitude of women‘s interest in them. If the sexual overperception bias functions to 

provide the self-confidence and motivation to approach a desirable target (Haselton & 

Buss, 2009), then this pattern of results could reflect a tendency for low-quality men to 

overestimate their own physical attractiveness and women‘s interest in them as self-

deceptive positive illusions. By deceiving himself into believing he is more attractive, a 

man may exude the necessary confidence to approach a woman, as well as to deceptively 

signal higher mate value. Attractive men, on the other hand, do not need such self-

deception because they are already desired by women, as in the current study where 

women‘s actual interest in a man was positively correlated with their ratings of his 

overall attractiveness, r(96) = .66, p < .001. Future studies should determine whether this 

bidirectional pattern in attractiveness predictors replicates. 

Unlike previous studies (Abbey & Harnish, 1995; Abbey, McAuslan, & Ross, 

1998; Bondurant & Donat, 1999; Jacques-Tiura et al., 2007; Kowalski, 1993; Vrij & 

Kirby, 2002), men‘s sexual aggression scores were not related to their tendency to 

misperceive in this sample. Due to the multiple measures related to sexual coercion in the 

present study, it is possible that some men recognized this variable of interest and 

purposefully minimized their responses to avoid appearing coercive. Given that only 6% 

of participants reported any suspicion about the sexual aggression questions, however, 

this seems unlikely to fully explain the results. Another explanation could be that sexual 

coercion is more closely tied to misperception at a deeper level of the relationship (e.g., 

physical or sexual) but not necessarily at the first impression level. Relationship status 

may prove to be important in future studies of misperception; for participants in our study 

who had a current sex partner, the older they were the less likely they were to 

overperceive. This may indicate that with age comes greater ability to either interpret 

cues from the opposite sex, but this remains to be documented particularly as a previous 
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study failed to show that individuals with more dating experience estimate interest better 

than those with less dating experience (Muehlenhard, Miller & Burdick, 1983). 

Predictors of Falling Victim to Sexual Misperception 

Women‘s physical attractiveness measures revealed a different pattern from that 

of men‘s. Men‘s ratings of women‘s attractiveness were positively correlated with 

women‘s tendency to be overperceived. Women‘s ratings of their own attractiveness, 

however, were uncorrelated with their tendency to be misperceived. This occurred 

despite the fact that their ratings of their own attractiveness were positively correlated 

with other-ratings of their attractiveness. This implies that there may be some component 

of men‘s attractiveness judgments of women that women do not incorporate into their 

self-ratings, and that this component is positively correlated with the woman‘s tendency 

to be misperceived. It could be that this component reflects sexual accessibility or 

exploitability. The hypothesized correlates of women‘s exploitability used in the present 

study, however, were not found to be related to women‘s tendency to be misperceived. 

Only a few preliminary correlates were tested, not women‘s actual exploitability, and 

thus these implications are extremely tentative. Future research should continue to 

examine how a woman‘s exploitability or accessibility influences her likelihood to be 

misperceived, perhaps by using confederates trained to exhibit cues of exploitability, or 

by pre-screening for women who are high or low in exploitability. 

Two personality traits were consistently associated with falling victim to sexual 

misperception: extraversion and psychopathy. For all groups, except individuals with a 

sex partner, extraversion predicted likelihood of being overperceived. Perhaps extraverts, 

given their positive and enthusiastic energy when meeting new people, exhibit signals of 

friendly interest that are easily mistaken as romantic interest (Farris et al., 2008b). 
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Psychopathy, on the other hand, revealed an interesting sex difference such that women‘s 

level of primary psychopathy predicted their tendency to be underperceived, while men 

higher in primary psychopathy were overperceived. Psychopathy is positively correlated 

with sexual promiscuity (Visser, Pozzebon, Bogaert, & Ashton, 2010), which is 

consistent with women‘s positive correlation between psychopathy and tendency to 

overperceive men‘s interest, but inconsistent with the lack of association found in the 

current sample of men. Perhaps the promiscuity associated with psychopathy is achieved 

differently by men and women: women by adopting an overperception bias as a means of 

boosting self-confidence to approach men, men by utilizing emotionally detached 

coercive strategies without need for self-enhancing biases. Future studies should continue 

to examine how aspects of psychopathy influence sexual misperception. 

The exploratory regression analyses supported some of our predictions and 

highlighted nuances of misperception. Although each model (men, women, individuals 

with a sex partner, and those without a sex partner) consisted of various predictors, 

several meaningful patterns emerged. One of the most robust patterns was that, regardless 

of one‘s sex or current sex partner status, highly attractive people were consistently 

overperceived and consistently underperceived others‘ interest in them. Attractive 

individuals represent high costs as misses, and with little to lose in opportunity costs 

themselves, exhibit a relatively conservative tendency toward underperception.  

In addition to those already mentioned, the current study‘s limitations included 

the use of a convenience sample of college students. Although individuals from this 

population arguably engage in frequent sexual perception judgments due to the number of 

opposite-sex individuals they encounter each day in classes and activities, we cannot 

generalize our findings to all men and women. Future studies should obtain samples with 

greater range in age to determine whether the predictors replicate. In addition, the results 
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of this study can only speak to heterosexual sexual misperception and thus different 

patterns may emerge in homosexual or bisexual sexual misperception. Finally, one 

limitation of this study and of the field of sexual misperception research in general, is a 

failure to consider sexual and romantic misperception as separate constructs. For men, in 

particular, overperceiving women‘s level of romantic interest could cause them to engage 

in costly courtship effort toward a woman uninterested in a long-term mateship and thus 

men may generally overperceive sexual interest but not romantic interest; this remains an 

open question. 

Conclusions 

The current study was the first to utilize multiple direct comparisons between 

inferences of an interaction partners‘ sexual interest and actual interest reported by those 

partners, setting a new standard in the measurement of sexual misperception. Our results 

also represent the most thorough examination of individual differences in sexual 

misperception yet conducted. This investigation uncovered the novel finding that women 

tend to underperceive men‘s sexual interest; it documented a large of effect of women‘s 

physical attractiveness in predicting which women tend to be overperceived; and it 

showed that key individual differences such as sociosexual orientation can predict 

tendency to misperceive among men but not women. Future studies are needed to 

replicate these effects by taking advantage of this novel methodology, and the 

consistency of the patterns of predictors identified in the current study builds confidence 

that these effects will be robust.  
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STUDY 2: REPLICATION 

METHOD 

Participants 

Undergraduate students participated in exchange for credit toward a course 

requirement. One participant who was 34 years of age was removed, as was a participant 

who did not provide an age. Three other individuals were removed from data analysis: 

one participant indicating a bisexual orientation, one participant indicating a homosexual 

orientation, and one participant who left the question about sexual orientation blank. The 

final sample consisted of 52 men and 58 women whose mean age was 18.97 (SD = 1.02).  

Materials and Procedure 

The materials for this study were identical to those used in Study 1, with the 

following exceptions. The Rape Myth Scale and Hostile Masculinity scale were removed 

to decrease the number of questions in the instrument pertaining to rape. Two items were 

removed from the partner rating cards to decrease the amount of time to complete the 

cards: eye contact and seductiveness. Eye contact was removed because it was highly 

correlated with small talk skill ratings, r(199) = .62, p < .001. Seductiveness was 

removed because it was nearly identical to ratings of flirtatiousness, r(199) = .85, p < 

.001, and sexual interest, r(198) = .73, p < .001. The same post-experiment validity check 

was presented. In this sample, no participants guessed the true hypotheses of the study, 

but two participants guessed that the study was investigating mistaken perceptions, 

although not concerning sexual interest. A few participants (5%) mentioned feeling 

awkward or suspicious about the sexual aggression questions. Five opposite-sex pairs of 

participants indicated having interacted with one another previously and their rating cards 
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for one another were removed prior to analysis. The procedure was identical to that of 

Study 1.  

RESULTS 

Descriptive Statistics. The means, standard deviations, and ranges are provided 

for all individual differences variables, misperception scores and misperceived scores, in 

Table 6. Each variable is also broken down by sex. Sexual misperception scores 

(intraclass correlation coefficient = .49, F(31, 124) = 5.73, p < .001) and misperceived 

scores (intraclass correlation coefficient = .50, F(27, 108) = 6.09, p < .001) were 

calculated in the same way as in Study 1. 

 

Table 6. Descriptive Statistics by Sex – Study 2 

 Men   Women  

  n Min Max M SD n Min Max M SD 

Age 52 18 23 19.10 1.11 60 18 22 18.90 1.00 

Face attractiveness (self) 52 2 6 4.65 0.99 60 3 7 4.68 0.83 

Body attractiveness (self) 52 2 7 4.42 1.21 60 1 6 4.28 1.15 

Overall attractiveness (self) 52 2 6 4.67 0.86 60 2 7 4.64 0.90 

Extraversion 51 7 11 8.90 1.27 59 7 12 9.12 1.35 

Agreeableness 52 5 12 8.98 1.59 58 6 12 8.60 1.45 

Conscientiousness 50 6 12 8.82 1.34 56 6 12 8.43 1.35 

Emotional Stability 52 5 12 8.73 1.50 58 4 12 8.36 1.59 

Openness 52 5 12 8.67 1.41 57 5 12 8.11 1.53 

SOI - Behavior 47 3 21 6.43 5.09 58 3 17 4.91 2.95 

SOI - Attitude 50 3 27 15.10 7.78 58 3 21 8.69 5.37 

SOI - Desire 48 5 23 13.52 5.39 59 3 20 8.22 5.17 

SOI - Total 43 12 62 35.21 13.96 56 9 52 22.07 10.87 

Interest in long-term mating 52 -2 3 1.58 1.32 60 -1 3 1.99 1.08 

Interest in short-term mating 52 -3 3 0.58 2.13 60 -3 3 -1.98 1.42 

Self-rated mate value 52 4.60 7.40 5.97 0.75 60 3.90 8.10 5.95 0.84 

Trust 51 -12 17 3.92 6.53 60 -12 21 3.73 7.17 

Compliance 52 -24 13 -0.79 6.68 60 -12 15 1.72 6.48 

Rape Myth Acceptance 52 3 134 70.38 31.93 60 -11 123 51.09 26.16 

SES perpetrator 52 0 1 0.17 0.38      

Psychopathy (primary) 52 25 54 36.88 5.59 60 27 54 35.72 5.08 

Psychopathy (secondary) 52 16 33 22.46 3.10 60 15 29 20.93 3.38 
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Small talk rating 52 2.00 6.75 5.00 1.03 60 3.00 6.67 5.21 0.87 

Good listener rating 52 3.00 6.25 5.36 0.75 60 4.00 7.00 5.64 0.70 

Funny rating 52 1.60 6.60 4.53 1.07 60 2.50 7.00 4.58 0.85 

Smart rating 52 2.80 6.50 5.07 0.84 60 3.40 7.00 5.15 0.73 

Friendly rating 52 3.20 6.80 5.74 0.71 60 4.60 7.00 5.90 0.57 

Flirt rating 52 1.20 5.00 3.25 0.99 60 1.60 6.00 3.44 0.87 

Face attractiveness (other) 52 1.60 5.50 3.89 0.92 60 2.20 6.00 4.06 1.00 

Body attractiveness (other) 52 1.60 5.30 3.85 0.94 60 2.00 6.33 3.99 1.19 

Overall attractiveness (other) 52 1.60 5.30 4.02 0.89 60 2.25 6.00 4.21 1.05 

Interest perceived 52 1.00 5.00 2.82 1.07 60 1.00 5.00 2.03 0.99 

Interest generated 52 1.00 3.75 1.75 0.66 60 1.00 5.33 2.83 1.23 

Misperception 52 -1.55 3.67 1.07 1.17 60 -3.50 3.50 -0.80 1.31 

Perceived as interested 52 1.00 4.00 2.01 0.62 60 1.00 4.67 2.74 0.79 

Actual interest in others 52 1.00 5.50 2.92 1.17 60 1.00 4.60 1.77 0.85 

Misperceived 52 -3.33 1.75 -0.91 1.09 60 -2.80 3.20 0.97 1.23 

 

Hypotheses 1 and 2: Men’s sexual overperception bias and women’s sexual 

underperception bias. As predicted, men (M = 1.07, SD = 1.17) tended to infer more 

sexual interest in their conversation partners than women did (M = -0.82, SD = 1.31), 

t(108) = 7.90, p < .001. Not only did men‘s and women‘s scores differ from one another, 

each sex scored significantly different from 0, as shown in Figure 2. Men‘s average 

estimation of their partners‘ sexual interest was significantly higher than 0, t(51) = 6.58, p 

< .001, indicating significant over-inference (d = .91). Women‘s average estimation of 

their partners‘ sexual interest was significantly lower than 0, t(57) = -4.72, p < .001, 

indicating significant under-inference (d = .63). 
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Figure 2. Average Misperception Scores by Sex – Study 2 

 

Note: A score of 0 represents accuracy. Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals. 

 

Hypothesis 3: Men’s mating strategy. The one-item measure of reported interest 

in short-term mating was positively correlated with misperception, r(52) = .32, p = .02, 

supporting Prediction 3a. Total scores on the SOI-R showed a trend in the predicted 

direction, toward positive correlation with misperception: r(43) = .28, p = .07. The SOI-R 

consists of three orthogonal factors: attitude, behavior, and desire. Only the attitude factor 

was significantly correlated with misperception, r(50) = .28, p = .05 (although the other 

factors were in the same direction: behavior, r(47) = .27, p = .07, desire, r(48) = .18, p = 

.22). The one-item measure of reported interest in long-term mating was not correlated 

with misperception, r(52) = -.08, p = .56, failing to support Prediction 3b. The interaction 

of men‘s interest in short-term mating and their interest in long-term mating on 

misperception was also not significant, β = -.21, p = .44. 

Hypothesis 4: Men’s physical attractiveness. In order to assess men‘s physical 

attractiveness, we collected self-ratings as well as ratings from all of the women with 

whom they interacted. Each set of ratings consisted of face, body, and overall 
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attractiveness ratings. As shown in Table 7, men‘s own ratings of their attractiveness 

were not correlated with misperception, although women‘s ratings of the men‘s bodily 

attractiveness and overall attractiveness revealed a trend toward a negative correlation 

with misperception. For men, self-ratings and other-ratings of attractiveness were 

significantly correlated (face: r(52) = .37, p < .01; body: r(52) = .28, p < .05; overall, 

r(52) = .43, p < .01). To assess the relative contributions of self- and other-ratings to the 

relationship with misperception, we entered both ratings into a regression model 

predicting misperception scores and found that, supporting the correlation results, other-

rated attractiveness (β = -.31, p = .04) and self-rated attractiveness (β = .28, p = .07) 

predicted misperception in opposite directions. 

 

Table 7. Correlations between Physical Attractiveness and Sexual Misperception 

Men‘s misperception 

Men‘s self-ratings r Women‘s ratings of men r 

Face .16 Face -.12 

Body .12 Body -.23 

Overall .15 Overall -.19 

 

Women‘s tendency to be misperceived 

Women‘s self-ratings r Men‘s ratings of women r 

Face .09 Face .52*** 

Body .21 Body .47*** 

Overall .22† Overall .52*** 

Note: Male N = 52; Female N = 58 
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†p<.10; ***p<.001. 

Hypothesis 5: Women’s physical attractiveness. Women‘s physical attractiveness 

was assessed in the same way as men‘s attractiveness. As shown in Table 7, men‘s 

ratings of women‘s face, body, and overall attractiveness were positively correlated with 

those women being overperceived. The women‘s own ratings of their attractiveness, 

however, were not correlated with their tendency to be misperceived in either direction, 

although their self-ratings of body and overall attractiveness showed trends toward 

positive correlation. This was true even though their self-ratings were positively 

correlated with men‘s ratings of their attractiveness (face: r(58) = .18, p = .19; body: 

r(58) = .56, p < .001; overall, r(58) = .46, p < .001). To assess the relative contributions 

of self- and other-ratings to the relationship with being misperceived, we entered both 

ratings into a regression model predicting misperceived scores and found that, supporting 

the correlation results, other-rated attractiveness (β = .55, p < .001) was a predictor of 

misperception but self-rated attractiveness was not (β = -.02, p = .88). Furthermore, 

women who underperceived their own attractiveness (negative discrepancy scores) 

tended to be overperceived more, r(60) = -.35, p = .006. 

Hypothesis 6: Women’s perceived exploitability. Women‘s scores on the NEO-PI-

R subscale for trust (r(58) = -.22, p = .10) showed a trend toward more trusting women 

being overperceived less, opposite than Prediction 6a. Women‘s scores on the 

compliance subscale (r(58) = -.01, p = .97) were not significantly correlated with their 

tendency to be misperceived, failing to support Prediction 6b. Women‘s level of 

agreeableness also was not significantly correlated with their tendency to be 

misperceived, r(58) = .08, p = .58, failing to support Prediction 6c. Analyses using 

women‘s difference scores of self-rated attractiveness and other-rated attractiveness 
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indicated no correlation with Agreeableness, r(58) = -.12, p = .35, Trust, r(60) = -.16, p = 

.22, or Compliance, r(60) = -.16, p = .22. 

Hypothesis 7: Men’s sexual aggression. Contrary to Prediction 7a, RMA was not 

correlated with sexual misperception, r(52) = .21, p = .14.  Also failing to support 

Prediction 7b, self-reported sexual coercion was not correlated with misperception, r(52) 

= -.03, p = .85. Because 83% of the men indicated never having engaged in any coercion, 

we conducted a t-test and found no difference in misperception between men who had 

never coerced (M = 1.08, SD = 1.12) and men who had any history of sexual coercion (M 

= 1.00, SD = 1.49), t(50) = 0.19, p = .85. 

Confirmatory regression analyses – Susceptibility to Misperceiving Sexual 

Interest. We attempted to replicate the models of misperception, documented in Study 1, 

by conducting a linear regression analysis of Study 2‘s data using the same models. The 

analysis of these models is presented in Table 8. For men, their overall model was 

significant, but only three of the four predictors were significant: other-rated overall 

attractiveness, SOI, and self-rated overall attractiveness. Primary psychopathy was not a 

significant predictor in the model. For women, the overall model was significant, but 

again primary psychopathy was no longer a significant predictor, only other-rated overall 

attractiveness. For individuals with a current sex partner, the overall model was 

significant, but only two predictors of the original four remained significant: SOI and 

other-rated overall attractiveness. Age and emotional stability were no longer significant 

predictors. For individuals without a current sex partner, the overall model was 

significant, and again only two predictors remained significant: SOI and other-rated 

overall attractiveness. Emotional stability, extraversion, and self-rated overall 

attractiveness were no longer significant predictors.  
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Table 8. Confirmatory Regression Analyses of Misperception 

Men β p Overall model R
2
 

 Other-rated overall attractiveness -.40   .01 F(4, 38) = 3.26* .25 

 SOI-R-Total  .36   .05   

 Self-rated overall attractiveness  .28   .08   

 Primary psychopathy -.19   .27   

Women     

 Other-rated overall attractiveness -.54 <.001 F(2, 55) = 11.68*** .30 

 Primary psychopathy   .08    .48   

Current Sex Partner     

 SOI-R-Total  .51   .001 F(4, 26) = 8.00*** .55 

 Other-rated overall attractiveness -.45   .003   

 Emotional stability  .13   .35   

 Age .16   .26   

No Current Sex Partner      

 Other-rated overall attractiveness -.52 <.001 F(5, 58) = 5.66*** .33 

 SOI-R-Total   .34   .004   

 Self-rated overall attractiveness  .18   .17   

 Emotional stability  .14   .25   

 Extraversion  .02   .89   

†p<.10; *p<.05; ***p<.001. 

Confirmatory regression analyses – Susceptibility to Being Misperceived. We 

attempted to replicate the models of being misperceived, documented in Study 1, by 

conducting a linear regression analysis of Study 2‘s data using the same models. The 

analysis of these models is presented in Table 9. For men, their overall model showed a 

trend toward significance, p < .10. Only SOI and other-rated overall attractiveness 

displayed beta weights significantly different from zero; primary psychopathy, good 

listener ratings, and extraversion produced non-significant beta weights. For women, the 

overall model was significant, but only other-rated overall attractiveness remained as a 
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significant predictor; primary psychopathy, extraversion and conscientiousness were no 

longer significant predictors. For individuals with a current sex partner, the overall model 

was significant. SOI remained a significant predictor while other-rated overall 

attractiveness dropped to a trend (p = .06). For individuals without a current sex partner, 

the overall model was significant, but only other-rated overall attractiveness remained as 

a significant predictor. SOI, extraversion, RMA, and self-rated overall attractiveness were 

no longer significant predictors.  

 

Table 9. Confirmatory Regression Analyses of Misperceived 

Men β p Overall model R
2
 

 SOI-R-Total -.44   .03 F(5, 36) = 2.22† .24 

 Other-rated overall attractiveness .37   .05   

 Primary psychopathy .29   .12   

 Other-rated good listener -.24   .19   

 Extraversion .12   .47   

Women     

 Other-rated overall attractiveness .50 <.001 F(4, 49) = 4.40** .26 

 Conscientiousness .08   .55   

 Extraversion -.06   .63   

 Primary psychopathy  .03   .84   

Current Sex Partner     

 SOI-R-Total -.63 <.001 F(2, 28) = 13.75*** .50 

 Other-rated overall attractiveness .27   .06   

No Current Sex Partner      

 Other-rated overall attractiveness .47   .001 F(5, 58) = 4.60*** .28 

 SOI-R-Total  -.22   .39   

 Extraversion -.05   .63   

 Rape Myth Acceptance -.08   .76   

 Self-rated overall attractiveness .01   .95   

†p<.10; *p<.05; **p< .01; ***p<.001. 



 

 53 

DISCUSSION 

Overall, the data from Study 2 was consistent with the findings of Study 1. In 

terms of hypothesis-testing, every prediction supported in Study 1 was also supported in 

Study 2; every prediction that was not supported in Study 1 was also not supported in 

Study 2 (see Table 10). Even the interesting patterns of self- and other-ratings of 

attractiveness found in Study 1 were similar in Study 2.  

 

Table 10. Comparison of Study 1 and 2 Prediction Tests 

Prediction Study 1 Study 2 

1 Men‘s sexual overperception  Supported Supported 

2 Women‘s sexual underperception Supported Supported 

3a Men‘s short-term mating Supported Supported 

3b Men‘s long-term mating Not supported Not supported 

4 Men‘s physical attractiveness Partial support Not supported 

5 Women‘s physical attractiveness Supported Supported 

6a Women‘s trust Not supported Not supported 

6b Women‘s compliance Not supported Not supported 

6c Women‘s agreeableness Not supported Not supported 

7a Men‘s sexually aggressive attitudes Not supported Not supported 

7b Men‘s self-reported sexual coercion Not supported Not supported 

 

An analysis of the relative contributions of the components making up 

misperception scores (his estimates of interest, women‘s actual interest) indicates a 

general trend of his estimates of interest driving the hypothesized effects more than the 

women‘s actual interest, see Table 11. For misperceived scores, likewise, Table 12 

presents the relative contributions of the components making up misperceived scores (her 

actual interest, men‘s estimates of her interest) and indicates that men‘s perceptions of 

women‘s interest were more predictive than women‘s actual interest. Finally, Table 13 
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and 14 present the correlations of the individual components of misperception and 

misperceived with the calculated scores. In both cases, men‘s perceptions seem to drive 

the misperception more than variability in women‘s actual interest. The burden of 

alleviating this miscommunication between the sexes falls more on men to correct their 

mistaken perceptions than it does on women to adjust their expressions of interest. 

  



 

 55 

Table 11. Correlations of men‘s misperception, perceptions of women‘s interest, and 

women‘s actual interest on key predictors 

  Misperception Perceptions of 

Women’s Interest 

Women’s Actual 

Interest 

Self-rated face 

attractiveness 

Study 1 r(96) = .13 r(96) = .35** r(96) = .37** 

Study 2 r(52) = .16 r(52) = .14 r(52) = .27† 

Self-rated body 

attractiveness 

Study 1 r(96) = .24* r(96) = .20† r(96) = .40** 

Study 2 r(52) = .12 r(52) = .12 r(52) = .21 

Self-rated overall 

attractiveness 

Study 1 r(96) = .20* r(96) = .29** r(96) = .42** 

Study 2 r(52) = .15 r(52) = .24† r(52) = .31* 

Other-rated face 

attractiveness 

Study 1 r(96) = -.16 r(96) = .65** r(96) = .23* 

Study 2 r(52) = -.12 r(52) = .68** r(52) = .29* 

Other-rated body 

attractiveness 

Study 1 r(96) = -.24* r(96) = .67** r(96) = .16 

Study 2 r(52) = -.23 r(52) = .68** r(52) = .17 

Other-rated overall 

attractiveness 

Study 1 r(96) = -.19† r(96) = .65** r(96) = .22* 

Study 2 r(52) = -.19 r(52) = .70** r(52) = .22 

SOI – Behavior Study 1 r(89) = .15 r(89) = .25* r(89) = .33** 

Study 2 r(47) = .27† r(47) = .03 r(47) = .31* 

SOI – Attitude  Study 1 r(96) = .23* r(96) = .23* r(96) = .41** 

Study 2 r(50) = .28* r(50) = .00 r(50) = .31* 

SOI – Desire  Study 1 r(94) = .18† r(94) = .08 r(94) = .25** 

Study 2 r(48) = .18 r(48) = .11 r(48) = .27† 

SOI – Total  Study 1 r(87) = .27** r(87) = .20† r(87) = .44** 

 Study 2 r(43) = .28† r(43) = .00 r(43) = .31* 

Interest in STM Study 1 r(94) = .24* r(94) = .17† r(94) = .39** 

 Study 2 r(52) = .32* r(52) = -.06 r(52) = .31* 

Interest in LTM Study 1 r(94) = .00 r(94) = -.08 r(94) = -.05 

 Study 2 r(52) = -.08 r(52) = .07 r(52) = -.04 

RMS Study 1 r(96) = -.11 r(96) = -.04 r(91) = -.15 

RMA Study 1 r(96) = -.12 r(96) = -.11 r(96) = -.21* 

 Study 2 r(52) = .21 r(52) = .08 r(52) = .28* 

HM Study 1 r(96) = -0.04 r(96) = .03 r(96) = -.02 

SES perpetrator Study 1 r(93) = .14 r(93) = .12 r(93) = .24* 

 Study 2 r(52) = -.03 r(52) = .09 r(52) = .03 

† p ≤ .10; * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ .01 
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Table 12. Correlations of women‘s misperceived scores, men‘s perceptions of their 

interest, and women‘s actual interest on key predictors 

  Misperceived Perceived Interest Actual Interest 

Self-rated face 

attractiveness 

Study 1 r(102) = -.04 r(102) = -.03 r(102) = .03 

Study 2 r(60) = .08 r(60) = .04 r(60) = -.07 

Self-rated body 

attractiveness 

Study 1 r(102) = .11 r(102) = .23* r(102) = .02 

Study 2 r(60) = .23† r(60) = .25* r(60) = -.10 

Self-rated overall 

attractiveness 

Study 1 r(102) = .01 r(102) = .05 r(102) = .02 

Study 2 r(60) = .24† r(60) = .23† r(60) = -.12 

Other-rated face 

attractiveness 

Study 1 r(102) = .39** r(102) = .58** r(102) = -.09 

Study 2 r(60) = .53** r(60) = .60** r(60) = -.20 

Other-rated body 

attractiveness 

Study 1 r(102) = .35** r(102) = .59** r(102) = -.04 

Study 2 r(60) = .48** r(60) = .53** r(60) = -.21 

Other-rated overall 

attractiveness 

Study 1 r(102) = .35** r(102) = .58** r(102) = -.03 

Study 2 r(60) = .54** r(60) = .59** r(60) = -.23† 

Trust Study 1 r(101) = -.04 r(101) = .00 r(101) = .05 

Study 2 r(60) = -.19 r(60) = -.13 r(60) = .15 

Compliance  Study 1 r(102) = .02 r(102) = .18† r(102) = .10 

Study 2 r(60) = .00 r(60) = .06 r(60) = .05 

Agreeableness  Study 1 r(101) = -.13 r(101) = -.03 r(101) = .14 

Study 2 r(58) = .09 r(58) = .13 r(58) = -.01 

† p ≤ .10; * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ .01 

 

Table 13. Correlations of men‘s misperception with their perceptions of women‘s interest 

and women‘s actual interest 

  Perceptions of Women’s Interest Women’s Actual Interest 

Misperception Study 1 r(96) = .82** r(96) = -.48** 

Study 2 r(52) = .83** r(52) = -.44** 

** p ≤ .01 

 

Table 14. Correlations of women‘s misperceived scores with men‘s perceptions of their 

interest and their actual interest 

  Perceived as Interested Actual Interest 

Misperceived Study 1 r(102) = .60** r(102) = -.84** 

Study 2 r(60) = .72** r(60) = -.77** 

** p ≤ .01 
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Finally, the confirmatory regression analyses conducted on Study 2 data indicated 

much agreement with the models produced in Study 1 (all models were significant at p < 

.05 except for the model of men‘s tendency to be misperceived which was p < .10). 

Although many predictors dropped from significance in these confirmatory models, these 

predictors were likely not robust across samples. Importantly, those predictors which 

remained significant were consistently related to mating strategy and physical 

attractiveness, as highlighted in Tables 15 and 16, variables that we hypothesized in 

advance (see Hypotheses 3, 4, and 5) to be important factors in sexual misperception. In 

fact, looking at the variables that remain as predictors, it appears that SOI and other-rated 

attractiveness are the only consistent factors. For all models of misperception, other-rated 

attractiveness was a predictor of underperception; for all models except for women, SOI 

was a predictor of overperception. Likewise, models of being misperceived reflected 

other-rated attractiveness and SOI as the only consistent predictors. For all models, other-

rated attractiveness predicted being overperceived; for men and for individuals with 

current sex partners, SOI further predicted being underperceived. Study 2 mimicked the 

prediction tests in Study 1 and provided confidence in the robustness of the general trends 

uncovered as predictors of sexual misperception and being sexually misperceived.  
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Table 15.  Comparison of Study 1 and 2 Misperception Regression Analyses 

Men Significant predictor in Study 2 

 Other-rated overall attractiveness YES 

 SOI-R-Total YES 

 Self-rated overall attractiveness  

 Primary psychopathy  

Women  

 Other-rated overall attractiveness YES 

 Primary psychopathy   

Current Sex Partner  

 SOI-R-Total YES 

 Other-rated overall attractiveness YES 

 Emotional stability  

 Age  

No Current Sex Partner   

 Other-rated overall attractiveness YES 

 SOI-R-Total  YES 

 Self-rated overall attractiveness  

 Emotional stability  

 Extraversion   
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Table 16. Comparison of Study 1 and 2 Misperceived Regression Analyses 

Men Significant predictor in Study 2 

 SOI-R-Total YES 

 Other-rated overall attractiveness YES 

 Primary psychopathy  

 Other-rated good listener  

 Extraversion  

Women  

 Other-rated overall attractiveness YES 

 Conscientiousness  

 Extraversion  

 Primary psychopathy   

Current Sex Partner  

 SOI-R-Total YES 

 Other-rated overall attractiveness TREND 

No Current Sex Partner   

 Other-rated overall attractiveness YES 

 SOI-R-Total   

 Extraversion  

 Rape Myth Acceptance  

 Self-rated overall attractiveness  

  



 

 60 

Chapter 3:  Testosterone and Men’s Sexual Misperception 

STUDY 3 BACKGROUND AND PREDICTIONS 

Abundant evidence suggests that men, as a group, exhibit a bias of misperceiving 

women‘s sexual interest, whether the target is a female conversation partner (e.g., Abbey, 

1982; Perilloux, Easton, & Buss, under review), a woman observed interacting with 

another man (e.g., Harnish, Abbey, & DeBono, 1990; Levesque, Nave, & Lowe, 2006), 

or even a hypothetical female character (e.g., Abbey & Harnish, 1995; Haselton & Buss, 

2000). Women do not show this bias, and some evidence suggests that women 

underestimate the magnitude of men‘s sexual interest in them (Perilloux, Easton, & Buss, 

under review). Recent work has moved beyond the global documentation of these gender 

differences to explore individual differences in susceptibility to sexual misperception, as 

well as context effects that amplify or dampen sexual misperception. Studies exploring 

individual differences have found that a man‘s interest in short-term mating (Jacques-

Tiura et al., 2007, Lenton et al., 2007; Perilloux, Easton, & Buss, under review) and his 

self-perceived physical attractiveness (Perilloux, Easton, & Buss, under review) increase 

his tendency to overperceive women‘s sexual interest. Studies investigating context 

effects have documented men‘s sexual misperception increases when they are exposed to 

women wearing revealing clothing (Abbey et al., 1987; Koukounas & Letch, 2001). 

Another context variable is the woman‘s physical attractiveness, as measured by 

impartial observers; men‘s sexual misperception bias increases as the woman‘s physical 

attractiveness increases (Perilloux, Easton, & Buss, under review). No previous studies 

have examined hormonal predictors of men‘s misperception. The current study tested 

several hypotheses concerning the potential effects of individual differences and context-

dependent shifts in men‘s testosterone (T) on their susceptibility to overperceive sexual 

interest.  
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Explanations of men‘s tendency to overperceive women‘s interest have been 

proposed at both ultimate (functional) and proximal levels. At an ultimate level, the 

overperception bias has been hypothesized to have evolved in men because it promoted 

mating opportunities (Buss, 1994, p. 145). Error Management Theory (EMT; Haselton & 

Buss, 2000) provides a formal theoretical lens for understanding sexual misperception. 

EMT applies to circumstances, such as estimating a woman‘s sexual interest, which were 

recurrently characterized by judgments and inferences made under conditions of 

uncertainty. Inferences about someone‘s sexual interest are almost always characterized 

by uncertainty, since interactants are confronted with cues such as smiles, gaze, duration 

of eye contact, and touch that are only probabilistically correlated with underlying sexual 

interest. Given such uncertainty, as in most signal detection tasks, errors of inference are 

inevitable. With respect to inferences of sexual interest, men can err in one of two 

directions: a higher threshold for inferring sexual interest leads to more missed sexual 

opportunities (miss); conversely, a lower threshold for inferring sexual interest leads to 

the possibility of public rejection or derogation (false alarm).  

These two types of errors have been hypothesized to differ in costliness to men, in 

the currency of reproductive success, over evolutionary time (Haselton & Buss, 2000). 

Errors of under-inferring a woman‘s level of sexual interest would have led to missing 

out on scarce and extremely valuable reproductive opportunities for men, since men 

historically could increase their reproductive success by gaining sexual access to an 

additional fertile partner. Given the sexual asymmetries in obligatory parental investment, 

women would not incur an analogous cost. Sperm are metabolically ―cheap‖ and readily 

available; eggs are expensive and finite. Additional sex partners would rarely have 

increased ancestral women‘s reproductive success, and in some circumstances, would 

have decreased it (Symons, 1979; Trivers, 1972). The hypothesis of a sex difference in 
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the costs of missed sexual opportunities, which follows logically from the theory of 

asymmetrical obligatory parental investment, does not imply that there are no costs to 

men of erroneously inferring sexual interest. Indeed, men could suffer social 

embarrassment or reputational damage from publically spurned advances made on the 

basis of errors of inference; if the target woman is mated, he could incur additional costs 

from jealous husbands or boyfriends. These are two contextual features that future studies 

may find to mitigate men‘s sexual overperception bias. The key point is that the relative 

cost asymmetries of errors differed profoundly over evolutionary history, and that all else 

equal, missing a sexual opportunity with a fertile woman (an opportunity that would have 

been valuable and scarce in small-group ancestral living) would have been more costly to 

men than the social costs of false alarms.  

EMT states that when such a cost asymmetry recurs in a situation over 

evolutionary history, selection can fashion adaptive cognitive biases to minimize the 

more costly error. In this case, selection is hypothesized to have fashioned a bias in men 

toward over-estimating women‘s level of sexual interest, since this would have 

minimized the costs associated with missing potential reproductive opportunities.  

A global bias, however, may not have performed as well as strategies which could 

take contextual cues into account when estimating sexual interest. Circumstances can 

greatly affect the costs associated with misperception, thus selection would favor context-

dependent (i.e., dependent upon immediate environmental cues and contingencies) and 

condition-dependent (i.e., dependent upon the traits of the individual) strategies of sexual 

inference over inflexible strategies. Though research has begun to identify individual 

differences associated with misperception, no studies have investigated hormonal effects 

on misperception. Testosterone, in particular, seems to be a good candidate for 

influencing men‘s sexual misperception, due to its relationship to status, dominance, and 
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sexuality in men (Booth, Granger, Mazur, & Kivlighan, 2006; Mazur, 1985; Mazur & 

Booth, 1998; van Anders & Watson, 2006). This possibility is explored in the following 

three hypotheses. 

 

Hypothesis 1: The effect of contest outcome on misperception. One contextual cue 

that could significantly alter the potential costs of overperception would be a man‘s 

current relative status or rank. Status hierarchies are adjusted by the outcomes of contests 

between members of the hierarchy (Mazur, 1985). A man‘s status can fluctuate greatly 

based on each gain or loss in contests or social interactions, and a man‘s status 

determines the social benefits to which he has access. High-status men can more easily 

obtain benefits from lower members in the hierarchy; low-status men must be careful to 

act submissively to those who outrank them and can inflict costs on them (Cummins, 

1999, 2005; Ellis, 1995). This could be instantiated as higher status men having the 

potential to restrict a subordinate‘s access to resources. It also could be instantiated by 

physically dominant men who have the potential to inflict physical damage on less 

formidable men. Intrasexual competition is an evolutionarily ancient means of 

determining relative status. Although in mammalian and primate lineages these 

competitions were often physical contests, modern analogues of contest competition, 

such as chess and video games, have been shown to elicit similar physiological and 

psychological effects among men (Hasegawa, Toda, & Morimoto, 2008; Mazur, Booth, 

& Dabbs, 1992; Mazur, Susman, & Edelbrock, 1997; Oxford, Ponzi, & Geary, 2010). 

Evidence has shown that men‘s T levels are affected by competitive games: typically 

losers‘ T levels plummet after a competition while winners‘ T levels either remain 

constant or increase (Booth, Granger, Mazur, & Tharp, 1989; Edwards, Wetzel, & 
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Wyner, 2006; Elias, 1981). In the current study, a rigged computer puzzle game was used 

to elicit a perceived status change. 

Not only do high-status men reap social benefits from peers, they also have access 

to more high quality mates (Hopcroft, 2006) because women consistently prefer men who 

are higher in social status and who have greater access to resources (Buss, 1989; 

Cummins, 2005; Li, Bailey, Kenrick, & Linsenmeier, 2002). The costs associated with 

overperceiving sexual interest from women may thus differ based on the man‘s status. 

High-status men may experience relatively few costs from other men when they infer 

interest from women; low-status men, however, could risk retaliation from women, their 

friends and kin, and higher status men as a consequence of an unwanted sexual advance 

made as a consequence of an error of sexual inference. Therefore, fluctuations in a man‘s 

T associated with status changes may thus serve as input to men‘s psychological 

mechanisms to temporarily recalibrate the threshold for sexual inference. 

Prediction 1a: Men who win the game will experience increased or stable T 

levels; men who lose the game will experience decreased T levels. 

Prediction 1b: Men who win the game will overperceive more sexual interest in a 

woman than men who lose the game. 

 

Hypothesis 2: The interaction of post-contest testosterone and mating strategy. 

Beyond the simple effects of T on men‘s sexual misperception, there may be a more 

complex relationship involving the interaction of T and preferred mating strategy on 

misperception in men. For men pursuing a long-term mating strategy, temporary changes 

in status may be relatively unimportant for promoting mate-seeking behavior. If a long-

term oriented man obtains a mate he could not otherwise attract without the temporary 

status boost, he would likely be unable to retain that mate once his status returns to its 
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original state (Brewer & Riley, 2009; Miner, Starratt, & Shackelford, 2009). For short-

term oriented men, however, capitalizing on any status boost to obtain temporary access 

to a previously unobtainable mate would be a viable strategy. Therefore, men oriented 

more toward short-term mating should show a greater relationship between their T 

change and the degree to which they misperceive sexual interest than men oriented more 

toward long-term mating.  

Prediction 2: There will be a significant interaction between men‘s orientation 

toward short-term mating and their T change on their degree of sexual 

misperception.  

 

Hypothesis 3: The effect of the female target on testosterone change and sexual 

misperception. In addition to motivating contest behavior and status-striving, testosterone 

is also responsible for aspects of mating motivation. Indeed, in humans, T may be related 

to mating strategy: men in committed relationships, who are married, and who have 

children have significantly lower T levels than single men (Burnham, Chapman, Gray, 

McIntyre, Lipson, & Ellison, 2003; Gray, Ellison, & Campbell, 2007; Gray, Kahlenberg, 

Barrett, Lipson, & Ellison, 2002; Mazur, & Michalek, 1998). Even on a shorter time 

scale, simply interacting with an attractive or flirtatious woman for a few minutes is 

enough to induce a T increase 20 minutes later among male undergraduates (Roney, 

Lukaszewski, & Simmons, 2007; Roney, Mahler, & Maestripieri, 2003). If this T 

increase functions to motivate mating-related approach behavior toward the female 

target, this may represent one of a suite of design features in men‘s evolved psychology 

for initiating mating relationships – another design feature could be a concomitant 

increase in sexual misperception, particularly when the female target is deemed desirable 

or physically attractive.  
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Prediction 3a: The change in a man‘s salivary T level during the interaction with 

the woman will be positively correlated with his level of sexual misperception. 

Prediction 3b: The change in a man‘s salivary T level during the interaction with 

the woman will be positively correlated with his interest in her. 

Prediction 3c: The change in a man‘s salivary T level during the interaction with 

the woman will be positively correlated with his rating of her attractiveness. 

 

METHOD 

Participants 

Male undergraduates (N = 66) participated to partially fulfill a course requirement 

and for the chance to win $10. Four participants were removed from analyses because of 

experimental error (e.g., the female confederate was absent); three participants were 

removed because their testosterone samples were extreme (three standard deviations from 

the mean), and one participant was removed because he indicated a homosexual 

orientation, leaving a final sample of 57 men. Their ages ranged from 17 to 23 (M = 

18.82, SD = 1.15). Ethnic composition was 56% Caucasian, 16% East Asian, 16% 

Hispanic, 7% South Asian, and 5% African-American. 

Materials 

Intake questionnaire. This instrument contained demographic questions as well as 

questions regarding individual differences. It included the Ten-Item Personality Inventory 

(Gosling, Rentfrow & Swann, 2003), an overall mate value scale (Haselton, 2003), the 

SOI-R to assess tendency toward an unrestricted mating strategy (Penke & Asendorpf, 

2008), and question two from the short-form Sexual Experiences Survey perpetrator 

instrument to assess past sexual coercion (Koss et al., 2007). Additional questions were 
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inserted to mask the true hypothesis, such as questions regarding the participant‘s amount 

of energy, exercise, and sleep. Finally, four questions were included to determine whether 

the participant had refrained from eating, smoking, drinking, and chewing gum or 

tobacco prior to arriving at the lab as instructed. No participants reported engaging in 

these behaviors for the hour prior to arrival at the lab. Participants had been awake, on 

average, 6.24 hours (SD = 1.68) prior to their participation.  

Post-game instrument. This instrument was designed to keep the participant in the 

mindset of having won, or lost, the game they just completed. Therefore questions were 

included to elicit the emotions and thoughts the participant experienced at the end of the 

game, such as what they would do (or would have done) with the prize money and why 

they believed the opponent won (or lost). At the end of the questionnaire, they rated their 

partner on several traits (small talk, good listener, funny, smart, friendly, flirtatious) using 

a 7-point scale (ranging from 1 ―not at all‖ to 7 ―extremely‖) to provide precedence for 

completing this rating scale again after their next task.  

Post-female instrument. The post-female instrument, similar to the post-game 

instrument, asked participants to consider their experience and think about how they and 

their partner completed the task. At the end of the instrument, the participant was asked 

to rate their partner on multiple traits (small talk, good listener, funny, smart, friendly, 

flirtatious, facial attractiveness, bodily attractiveness, overall attractiveness, my interest 

in partner, my estimate of partner‘s interest in me) using the same 7-point scale as above. 

The female confederate completed the same rating scale about each participant after their 

interaction, allowing for a direction calculation of sexual misperception by subtracting 

her interest from his estimate of her interest. 
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Procedure 

The day before the experiment, participants received an email directing them to 

refrain from eating, smoking, drinking, or chewing gum or tobacco prior to arrival at the 

lab. Participants gave informed consent to provide several saliva samples throughout the 

experiment, presumably to ―track body chemistry,‖ and that they would be asked to 

complete several tasks and questionnaires. Each experimental session began at either 

2:00pm or 3:30pm to limit participation to the same three hour window of the day and 

because men‘s testosterone levels are elevated in the morning and may be more variable 

(Faiman & Winter, 1971; Khan-Dawood, Choe, & Dawood, 1984; Rowe, Lincoln, 

Racey, Lehane, Stephenson, Shenton, & Glover, 1974). The experimenter provided the 

participant with a sterile collection cup for saliva. After explaining the passive drool 

collection method, the experimenter brought up the intake questionnaire on the computer 

for the participant to complete while providing his first saliva sample (pre-game sample). 

When the saliva collection and questionnaire were complete, the experimenter 

explained that the participant would engage in an online game with a male participant in 

another room and that the winner would receive $10 at the end of the experiment. The 

participant entered his age and sex to create a simple profile. The profiles were used to 

bolster the cover story that the participant was actually playing against another person. 

The opponent‘s profile always indicated an 18-year-old male. The experimenter 

explained the rules of the puzzle game in a rehearsed speech, although every participant 

indicated familiarity with the game. The experimenter then left the participant to practice 

while waiting for the other ‗player‘ to be ready. In the meantime, the experimenter 

entered the adjacent room and delivered the same instructions aloud to enhance the 

illusion of an actual opponent.  
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After the practice round, the game began. All participants experienced the same 

cycles of winning and losing throughout the 20 minute game, but during the last two 

minutes of the game, the participant either ended up losing or winning, according to the 

computer‘s random assignment. After the game was over, the participant completed the 

post-game questionnaire. After completing the post-game questionnaire, participants 

provided a second saliva sample (post-game sample), on average, 13.12 minutes (SD = 

3.88) after the game.  

After the sample was collected, the experimenter directed the participant to 

another lab room with a female participant (actually a confederate). The experimenter 

explained that they would be asked to work cooperatively for 10 minutes on a jigsaw 

puzzle. This task was chosen because although it was explicitly platonic, it required them 

to work closely together and provided opportunity for easy conversation. The female 

confederate was unaware of the study‘s hypotheses and was trained to act the same way 

with each participant: friendly, but not flirtatious. After explaining the task, the 

experimenter asked them to refrain from discussing the experiment itself because they 

were at different points in the experiment. The experimenter left them to work on the 

puzzle and after 10 minutes, she returned to take a photo of the puzzle, presumably to 

measure the amount they had completed. Then she brought the participant to his original 

room to complete the post-groupwork questionnaire. He provided his final saliva sample 

(post-female sample) 8.63 minutes (SD = 2.41) after his interaction with the confederate, 

on average. The experimenter then fully debriefed the participant about the computer 

game and the fact that the female participant was a confederate, and provided every 

participant with $10. Participants were treated according to APA ethical guidelines. 

Testosterone assays. Saliva samples were collected and frozen immediately in a -

20° freezer at the University of Texas at Austin. Once all were collected, the samples 
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were shipped on dry ice to the Biomarkers Core Lab at Yerkes National Primate Research 

Center at Emory University. Samples were assayed in duplicate using RIA with an intra-

assay coefficient of variation (CV) of 9.17%, and an inter-assay CV of 13.29%. Men‘s 

mean baseline T level was 117.27pg/mL with a standard deviation of 47.17pg/mL. 

Data analysis strategy. For analyses using the T measures themselves, we 

controlled for assay batch, time since waking, and day of the year. For analyses using T 

change variables, we conducted a regression predicting post-game T from baseline T 

(both controlled for assay batch) and saved the residuals, representing the change in T 

during the game. We also conducted a regression predicting post-female T from post-

game T (both controlled for assay batch), representing the change in T during the 

interaction with the female confederate. This method controls for the variance in T based 

on time of waking, season, plus other individual differences, by capitalizing on the 

repeated measures nature of the data. 

RESULTS 

Hypothesis 1.The manipulation of the game outcome did not appear to influence 

men‘s T levels. As shown in Figure 3, winners (M = 0.73, SD = 29.55) and losers (M = -

0.70, SD = 29.67) did not differ in the degree to which their T changed during the game, 

t(55) = -0.18, p = 86. The T change scores did not differ from zero for winners, t(27) = 

0.13, p = .90, nor losers, t(28) = -0.13, p = .90. Thus, Prediction 1a was not supported. As 

shown in Figure 4, men assigned to the winning condition (M = 0.67, SD = 1.41) also did 

not overperceive significantly more sexual interest than men assigned to the losing 

condition (M = 0.38, SD = 1.41), t(49) = -0.74, p =.47, failing to support Prediction 1b. 
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Figure 3. Testosterone Change by Game Outcome      

      

Figure 4. Misperception by Game Outcome 
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Hypothesis 2. To assess whether SOI interacted with T changes to produce sexual 

misperception, we conducted a regression analysis predicting sexual misperception by 

SOI, T change during the game, and their interaction. The model was significant, F(3,45) 

= 3.07, p = .04, R
2
 = .17. Table 17 provides the regression weights for this model. As 

shown in Figure 5, low SOI men demonstrated no relationship between their T change 

during the game and sexual misperception, while high SOI men tended to overperceive 

more if their T had decreased over the course of the game, opposite of the prediction. An 

analysis of the interaction between SOI and change in T during the interaction with the 

female confederate did not reveal a similar interaction, F(3,45) = 1.87, p = .15. Men with 

higher baseline T did not exhibit a different pattern of T changes during the game than 

men with lower baseline T, F(2,54) = 0.81, p = .45. 

Table 17. SOI x Testosterone (T) Interaction Regression Weights 

 β t p 

SOI 0.02 0.15 .88 

T change 0.19 1.28 .21 

Interaction -0.31 -2.13 .04 
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Figure 5. SOI x Testosterone Interaction Predicted Values 

 

 

Hypothesis 3. Predictions 3a, b, and c were supported by the data: men whose T 

increased during the interaction with the woman overperceived more sexual interest, 

r(51) = .29, p = .04, reported more sexual interest in her, r(56) = .26, p = .05, and found 

her more attractive (face: r(55) = .29, p = .03; body: r(54) = .32, p = .02; overall: r(55) = 

.24, p = .07). Figure 6 illustrates the correlation between testosterone changes and 

misperception, his interest, and his rating of the woman‘s attractiveness. There was a 

trend for men with higher baseline T overperceive more with increased T during their 

interaction with the woman than men with lower baseline T, F(2,54) = 2.73, p = .07.  
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Figure 6. Misperception, Interest, and Attractiveness by Testosterone (T) Changes 

 

 

Exploratory Mediational Analysis. One mechanism by which the pattern of results 

found for Hypothesis 3 could function would be if men‘s T changes influence their 

degree of interest in the woman, and their interest in her influences their perception of her 

interest. To test whether men‘s interest in the woman mediated the relationship between 

T changes and men‘s misperception in this sample, we followed Baron and Kenny‘s 

mediation steps. In Step 1, change in T was shown to be a positive predictor of men‘s 

misperception (β = 0.29, p = .04). In Step 2, change in T was shown to be a positive 

predictor of men‘s interest in the woman, (β = 0.26, p = .05). In Step 3, men‘s interest in 

the woman was shown to be a positive predictor of men‘s misperception (β = 0.59, p < 
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.001), with change in T (β = 0.13, p = .26) included in the model. These steps reveal a 

partial mediation of the link between T change and misperception by men‘s interest in the 

woman, as shown in Figure 7. Because the effect of T change was not zero in Step 3, 

there may be an additional direct effect of T change on men‘s misperception, or there 

may be another mediator involved in this relationship (Preacher & Hayes, 2008).  

 

Figure 7. Mediation of the Testosterone–Misperception Association by Interest 

 

 

Furthermore, because this is an exploratory analysis, the direction of the 

mediation may be the reverse: perhaps men‘s increased interest in the woman leads to T 

increases which then translate into misperception. To test whether men‘s T changes 

mediated the relationship between his interest and misperception in this sample, we 

followed Baron and Kenny‘s mediation steps. In Step 1, his interest in the woman was 

shown to be a positive predictor of his misperception (β = 0.62, p < .001). In Step 2, his 

interest in the woman was shown to be a positive predictor of his T change, (β = 0.26, p = 

.05). In Step 3, men‘s T change was shown to be a positive predictor of men‘s 

misperception (β = 0.28, p = .04), with his interest (β = 0.59, p < .001) included in the 
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model. These steps reveal a very minor mediation of the link between his interest and 

misperception by T changes, as shown in Figure 8. 

 

Figure 8. Mediation of the Interest-Misperception Association by Testosterone 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

The current experiment represents the first investigation of hormonal influences 

on men‘s tendency to misperceive women‘s sexual interest. The results of this 

experiment demonstrated that although the competition outcome did not affect men‘s T, 

changes in T during the game and during the interaction with the woman predicted men‘s 

sexual misperception, results which have not been previously documented or 

hypothesized in any study. 

The effect of the interaction with the woman on men‘s T and sexual 

misperception proved strong. The more attractive the man found her, and the more 

interested in her, the more his T increased during their interaction. After investigating this 

pattern further, we found that the man‘s level of interest in the woman partially mediated 

the relationship between his T change during the interaction and concomitant sexual 
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misperception. Previous studies have shown that men‘s T increases when interacting with 

an attractive woman (Roney, Lukaszewski, & Simmons, 2007; Roney, Mahler, & 

Maestripieri, 2003), but perhaps it is even more specific: perhaps the degree to which 

men experience a T change during the interaction depends on the degree to which he 

finds the woman physically attractive, or even the degree to which she exhibits cues of 

sexual interest or accessibility. Indeed, the activation of the brain‘s pleasure center, the 

nucleus accumbens, that men experience when viewing members of the opposite sex is 

limited to attractive women, not unattractive ones (Aharon, Etcoff, Ariely, Chabris, 

O‘Connor, & Breiter, 2001). This T change may be incorporated into men‘s 

psychological mechanisms for both estimations of sexual interest in the woman and 

estimations of her sexual interest in him. Indeed, the mediation analyses indicate that T 

changes and level of interest may affect one another and, in turn, predict degree of 

misperception. With more measurements throughout encounters, perhaps future studies 

could assess whether T changes occur prior to, simultaneously with, or after 

misperception occurs (in addition to examining its temporal progression with his ratings 

of interest). 

T changes experienced during gameplay did interact with men‘s preference for 

short-term mating to predict subsequent sexual misperception, but only part of the 

interaction was consistent with our predictions. As predicted, men oriented toward long-

term mating showed no effect of their T changes on their tendency to overperceive. This 

is consistent with our hypothesis that men oriented more toward long-term mating would 

not be as likely to attempt to capitalize on a fleeting change in status, compared to men 

oriented more toward short-term mating, for whom a temporary status increase could 

result in an opportunistic mateship. However, men more oriented toward short-term 

mating exhibited a negative relationship between T change and sexual misperception, 
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opposite than predicted. This may indicate that the reactions from the female target, or at 

least her presence, are necessary to evoke the relationship between T and misperception. 

It is also possible that the failure to find a relationship between men‘s T changes during 

the game and misperception may be due to the contest‘s failure to produce the desired 

outcome of influencing men‘s contest psychology and neuroendocrine responses. 

Otherwise, if this negative relationship among short-term oriented men proves to be 

robust, it might reflect greater neuroendocrine reactivity among these men. Cortisol, a 

hormone that is related to overall stress levels, may have interacted with T changes to 

influence subsequent mating approach behavior and motivation as studies have shown 

that only men with lower baseline cortisol levels exhibit the expected post-game T shifts 

(Mehta & Josephs, 2010; Mehta, Jones, & Josephs, 2008). This is particularly likely if 

cortisol baseline levels or reactivity are related to the man‘s preferred mating strategy. 

Examining an interaction of T and cortisol with men‘s tendency toward short-term 

mating could constitute a fruitful avenue of future research.  

Men‘s sexual misperception has typically been regarded as a generalized 

conditioned response by men due to either societal influences that push men toward 

viewing women as sexual objects (Abbey, 1982; 1991) or due to a simple gender 

difference in sex drive (Shotland & Craig, 1988). Recent studies have challenged these 

global views by documenting individual differences that account for inter-individual and 

intra-individual variability in tendency to sexually misperceive women‘s interest 

(Jacques-Tiura et al., 2007; Perilloux, Easton, & Buss, under review). This suggests that 

attempts to decrease or prevent men‘s sexual misperception will fail if they continue to 

focus on simple causal forces, such as objectification, and ignore the growing evidence 

that sexual misperception is not solely caused by being male. Given the potential costs to 

women associated with sexual misperception, such as unwanted sexual attention, sexual 



 

 79 

harassment, or sexual coercion, it is important that we fully investigate the complex 

causality behind this phenomenon. Based on the current results, the first to demonstrate a 

relationship between neuroendocrine factors and men‘s misperception, this causality must 

be described with consideration of hormonal levels and reactivity.  

Limitations and Future Directions. Surprisingly, the competition used in this 

experiment had no effect on the participants‘ T levels. As described above, previous 

studies utilizing computer games or puzzle games in the lab have successfully induced T 

changes. Perhaps this game failed to elicit similar effects because it was not as decisive 

an outcome, which seems to influence the degree to which men‘s T fluctuates (Gladue, 

Boechier, & McCaul, 1989; Gonzalez-Bono, Salvador, Ricarte, Serrano, & Arnedo, 

2000; Hasegawa, Toda, & Morimoto, 2008; Mazur & Lamb, 1980). Alternatively, the 

changes may not have been detected because the post-game samples were collected only 

13 minutes after the end of the game whereas T changes are typically, but not always, 

documented 15 to 20 minutes or longer after the competition (Gladue, Boechler, & 

McCaul, 1989; Kivlighan, Granger, & Booth, 2005; McCaul, Gladue, & Joppa, 1992). 

But if the current results are correct, T changes during the interaction with the female 

may be more important to the phenomenon of sexual misperception than effects of the 

game. Future studies, however, could address this more directly by fixing the post-game 

latency in the sample collection, and by inducing a more decisive game outcome to 

determine whether the game actually does have a significant effect on misperception. 

Another direction for future research would be a further examination of the 

pattern of mediation of the relationship between T changes and misperception by men‘s 

level of interest in the target female. Men‘s tendency to misperceive does seem to be 

related to his degree of interest in the woman (Koenig, Kirkpatrick, & Ketelaar, 2007), 

but whether this relationship truly interacts with changes in T has not yet been fully 
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demonstrated. Experiments utilizing a speed-meeting protocol (Perilloux, Easton, & 

Buss, under review) could also incorporate T assays to provide a more systematic 

estimation of the degree to which men‘s interest in the woman interacts with T changes 

that occur while conversing with her to predict his level of misperception, across multiple 

opposite-sex encounters. Also, there is evidence that men generally perform optimally 

when conditions match their self-perceived status: high-status men perform best when put 

into a higher status position while low-status men perform best when put into a lower 

status position (Josephs, Sellers, Newman, & Mehta, 2006; Mehta & Josephs, 2010). In 

the current study, it would be been beneficial to obtain some measure of self-perceived 

status to assess whether this mechanism plays into sexual misperception, but future 

studies could address this limitation by obtaining baseline measures of status. 

Two other future directions could speak to additional individual differences and 

context effects that may affect the relationship between T and misperception in men: age 

and relationship status. Given the fact that men‘s T levels decrease with age (Giusti, 

Gonnelli, Borrelli, Fiorelli, Forti, Pazzagli, & Serio, 1975; Vermeulen, 1991; Vermeulen, 

Verdonck, & Rubens, 1972), perhaps their SOI scores and tendency to misperceive 

likewise decrease. Future studies should examine age-related changes in men‘s tendency 

to overperceive and how this relates to T levels. Finally, men‘s relationship status should 

modulate their overperception bias because additional costs exist for false alarms when 

mated than when single, namely the loss of a high quality long-term mate. Therefore, the 

T-related changes in men‘s misperception may be more apparent among single men than 

mated men and future studies could directly address this prediction. 

Conclusions. The current study revealed a complex interplay between hormonal 

and psychological individual differences in predicting men‘s sexual misperception. 

Understanding sexual misperception is not only a fruitful academic pursuit, it also allows 
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us to predict, and possibly counteract, the negative consequences of overperception 

within opposite-sex interactions. By exploring the effects of testosterone on men‘s 

misperception for the first time, the current study has uncovered a novel area of future 

research on this phenomenon, indicating that a comprehensive analysis of men‘s sexual 

misperception will require consideration of hormonal factors. 
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Chapter 4:  General Discussion 

The overall picture painted by the current studies reveals that sexual 

misperception is not as straightforward as a simple sex difference in the psychological 

proclivity to over-perceive sexual interest. Individual differences, context effects, and 

target effects each produced a measurable influence on misperceiving others‘ sexual 

interest and being sexually misperceived. The patterns documented throughout the 

current studies are consistent with evolutionary explanations of the underlying 

mechanisms involved in sexual overperception (Haselton & Buss, 2000; Koenig, 

Kirkpatrick, & Ketelaar, 2007).  

Recent theoretical work has focused on whether it would be adaptive to maintain 

biased cognitions if the same outcome could be attained with biased behavioral strategies 

(McKay & Dennett, 2009; McKay & Efferson, 2010). Would it not always be more 

adaptive for organisms to possess more accurate information but simply bias behavior 

toward the more adaptive outcome? For example, men could have an accurate assessment 

of the likelihood that a woman is truly interested in them, but may possess a behavioral 

bias to approach women even when aware that they probably are not interested. There is 

no domain-general correct answer to the accuracy question. The benefits of a cognitive or 

behavioral bias will differ based on the adaptive problem in question, as well as 

environmental and contextual information. It is also important to note that just because a 

behavioral solution is possible does not necessarily mean it was the solution actually 

selected via evolution (Haselton & Buss, 2009). The distinction between behavioral and 

cognitive biases is an interesting one, however, and applies to many situations in which 

Error Management Theory (EMT), or more broadly, signal detection theory, is invoked.  



 

 83 

EMT applies to recurrent situations in which such accurate assessment is 

effectively impossible either because the target is cryptic, the signal-to-noise ratio is low, 

or the time or cognitive capacity to calculate accurate inferences would be prohibitive. 

When assessment and analysis of cues is a time-intensive or costly endeavor, and when 

statistically reliable relationships between perceptual outcomes and their resultant costs 

and benefits recur over evolutionary history, the adaptive solution may be a cognitive 

bias. If inputs are uncertain and contingencies change randomly from generation to 

generation and environment to environment, evolved cognitive biases will not perform as 

well as specialized learning mechanisms that do not begin with a bias. However, 

situations in which men inferred a woman‘s sexual interest from ambiguous cues were 

likely common throughout human evolutionary history and entailed similar cost and 

benefit contingencies across environments and time. A cognitive bias, therefore, would 

have performed quite well by minimizing overall costs associated with errors, better than 

a neutral Bayesian learning process would.  

Not only is accuracy an issue, the bias itself could elicit, in a self-fulfilling way, 

the very outcome it is designed to assess by affecting the psychology of the perceiver. 

The original authors of EMT have responded (Haselton & Buss, 2009) that sexual 

misperception may function to minimize the chances of missing out on women‘s sexual 

interest, and it may simultaneously function to convert uninterested women (false alarms) 

into interested women (hits) by causing the man to act as though he is higher in mate 

value. Therefore the bias would work by giving the man confidence to approach women 

and engage in attraction tactics in the first place and by increasing the man‘s confidence 

such that he exudes cues of higher mate value. Confidence and a strategy of playing hard 

to get can cause others to overestimate one‘s mate value (Walster, Walster, Piliavin, & 

Schmidt, 1973). Such deception is most effective when paired with self-deception 
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(Trivers, 1985, 2000); thus in order to convince women that his attractiveness and mate 

value are higher than they truly are, a man may be best served by deceiving himself. This 

should be particularly true, then, among men who are lower in value; men who are higher 

in value should not require self-deception to give them the confidence they need to 

approach women, nor to convince women of their value. Men of higher mate value, by 

definition, will be perceived as desirable by women (perhaps to the extent that they are 

obtainable). The costs associated with pursuing a self-deceptive strategy for these men 

would likely not be outweighed by the insignificant (or non-existent) increase in 

women‘s interest in them.  

THE DUAL-PROCESS MODEL OF MEN’S SEXUAL MISPERCEPTION 

Based on these patterns of findings, I propose a Dual-Process Model of Men‘s 

Sexual Misperception. In this model, men‘s sexual overperception bias functions in two 

distinct ways based on underlying individual differences. The details of this model are 

outlined in Table 18.   

Table 18. Proposed Dual-Process Model of Men‘s Sexual Overperception Bias 

Men Oriented Toward Short-Term Mating 

Function Increase the absolute number of hits 

Design Features 

Overperceive women‘s interest to motivate approach behavior 

Capitalize on temporary enhancements in traits relevant to short-

term mate value (e.g., power, status, competition outcomes) 

Men of Low Mate Value 

Function 
Convert less interested women into interested potential long-term 

mates 

Design Features 

Overperceive women‘s interest to motivate approach behavior 

Positive self-illusions in domains relevant to long-term mate 

value (e.g., status, intelligence, future success, attractiveness) 
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One process concerns solving adaptive problems associated with short-term 

mating. The function of the overperception bias in this process would be to increase the 

absolute number of hits by increasing the total number of women approached. The design 

features of this proposed mechanism include an overall tendency to overperceive 

women‘s level of interest because this can increase confidence and motivate approach 

behavior. Also, this mechanism may work by capitalizing on temporary improvements in 

status, power differentials, and intrasexual competition outcomes. Because men oriented 

toward short-term mating need not worry about maintaining their new mate for an 

extended period of time, unlike men oriented toward long-term mating, they can easily 

convert fleeting windfalls into short-term access to better mates than they could otherwise 

attract. In ancestral conditions, windfalls would come in the form of major hunting 

successes which resulted in large quantities of meat that could not be consumed by the 

hunter‘s family and must be shared with in-group members, as meat could not be stored 

(Hawkes & Bird, 2002). In such situations, the hunter is afforded higher social status 

which can be translated into deference and even sexual favors until the next large hunting 

success occurred (Hawkes, O‘Connell, & Jones, 2001). Thus, there is a potential 

corollary for the conversion of temporary windfalls into mating opportunity, particularly 

for short-term mating opportunities. 

It is likely that men of higher mate value tend to pursue a short-term mating 

strategy, while less attractive men tend to engage in long-term mating (Surbey & Brice, 

2007), a pattern supported by the positive correlations between short-term mating interest 

(as measured by SOI) and attractiveness documented across Studies 1 and 2, (other-rated 

attractiveness: r(130) = .17, p < .05, self-rated attractiveness: r(130) = .25, p < .01). Given 

this relationship, and the rationale above that high quality men need not self-deceive, one 

might expect that men oriented toward short-term mating, since they are more attractive, 
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would be less likely to overperceive women‘s interest. But this expectation neglects the 

additional adaptive problems associated with a short-term mating strategy. Men‘s short-

term mating strategies are most limited by the quantity of sexually interested women. A 

long-term mating strategy, on the other hand, is limited by the quality of potential mates, 

not the quantity. This reflects the dual nature of the sexual overperception bias: in low 

quality men, the overperception bias may solve the problem of confidence and converting 

uninterested potential mates into interested potential mates; in short-term oriented men, 

the overperception bias may solve the problem of reducing the sheer number of misses by 

increasing the absolute number of approach behaviors toward women.  

Thus, the second process of men‘s sexual overperception bias concerns men of 

low mate value. For these men, sexual overperception serves the function of converting 

less interested women into interested potential long-term mates. The design features of 

this mechanism would also include the general tendency to overperceive women‘s sexual 

interest in the service of increasing approach behavior. But the key design feature for this 

mechanism is self-deception. For these men who are interested in obtaining the highest 

quality long-term mate that they can, using temporary mate value boosts to gain access to 

higher quality mates now will only result in failures in mate retention later. But 

maintaining positive self-illusions can be a long-term solution to the adaptive problem of 

low mate value. By actually believing he possesses more desirable qualities (e.g., 

attractiveness, intelligence, future prospects), a man can exude confidence when 

interacting with a woman and thus increase his perceived mate value in her eyes. The 

more these qualities are lacking in the man, the more likely he should be to overperceive 

not only women‘s interest, but also his own quality. In small-group living during our 

ancestral past, it would have been more difficult for men to simulate a higher mate value 

than they actually possessed; in modern environments in which it is more difficult to 
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accurately assess mate value quickly, men‘s tendencies toward false enhancement may be 

more pronounced. Clearly, though, men who over-exaggerated would have been 

identified and spurned; thus a modest boost to mate value would likely be the best long-

term strategy to maximize the positive benefits without experiencing the costs associated 

with public embarrassment. Men who actually possess high levels of these desirable traits 

do not need the added boost of self-confidence provided by self-deception or 

overperception.  

This pattern of misperception is consistent with the results of the current studies. 

In Study 1, men who were considered attractive by women showed less of an 

overperception bias while men who considered themselves to be attractive showed a 

greater overperception bias (although not statistically significant, the patterns were 

replicated in Study 2). This implies that high value men exhibit fewer positive illusions 

concerning their attractiveness and women‘s interest. In fact, the negative correlation 

between men‘s other-rated attractiveness and the degree to which they overestimated 

their own attractiveness was significant in Study 1, r(96) = -.42, p < .001, and Study 2, 

r(52) = -.56, p < .001. This pattern is consistent with sexual misperception functioning in 

concert with positive illusions about mate value in men to convert uninterested women 

into interested women. Whether this strategy is actually effective in the modern 

environment, and whether it actually affects self-perceptions in other traits than 

attractiveness, remains to be documented.  

If the dual-process view is correct, differences in men‘s misperception would be 

the result of individual differences in short-term mating interest and individual 

differences in mate value. These two should be independent to some extent and thus we 

could therefore see an interaction between short-term mating interest and objective 

attractiveness (as a measure of mate value) on sexual misperception. A follow-up 
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regression analysis across the combined data from Studies 1 and 2 confirms this, F(3, 

126) = 10.71, p < .001, R
2
 = .20. The interaction term was significant (  = -1.36, p < 

.001), the short-term mating interest term was also significant (  = 1.42, p = .02), and the 

objective attractiveness term approached significance (  = 0.33, p = .10). As depicted in 

Figure 9, men oriented more toward long-term mating showed the same level of 

misperception regardless of their attractiveness, while men oriented more toward short-

term mating overperceived more if they were unattractive than if they were attractive.  

 

Figure 9. Interaction of SOI and Attractiveness on Men‘s Sexual Misperception 

 

 

The findings from the current studies are consistent with the dual-process model 

of men‘s sexual overperception bias. Sexual misperception, therefore, seems to be 

contingent upon the man‘s quality and his mating motivation, as defined in the current 

studies by physical attractiveness and mating strategy, respectively. Men interested 
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primarily in long-term relationships do not seem to alter their misperception strategy 

based on temporary changes in status (as shown in Study 3) or their level of 

attractiveness (see Figure 9 above). They consistently show a stable tendency to slightly 

overperceive women‘s level of interest. Men primarily interested in short-term mating, 

however, seem to show more dynamic shifts in sexual overperception: overperceiving 

more if they are less attractive (as in Figure 9), or after experiencing testosterone 

decreases (Study 3). Previous research on the effects of experimentally assigned power 

reflect the pattern that long-term oriented men overperceive at a stable rate whereas 

short-term oriented men tend to adjust their degree of overperception according to 

temporary changes in status or power (Kunstman & Maner, in press).  

There are many testable predictions that follow logically from this dual-process 

model of misperception. One would be that experimentally manipulating men‘s relative 

quality on various traits important to women‘s mate choice should cause increases in 

men‘s sexual overperception. This effect should be specific, however. If the experimental 

manipulation is a temporary fluctuation in the trait, changes in sexual overperception 

should occur only in short-term oriented men. If the experimental manipulation is such 

that it implies the improvement in the trait is long-lasting or permanent, long-term 

oriented men may shift toward overperceiving more sexual interest.  

The dual-process model also predicts that the degree to which a man has low 

quality on the traits women find important in a mate should predict the degree to which 

he overperceives her interest and the degree to which he self-deceives about his own 

quality. In Studies 1 and 2, the patterns associated with men‘s physical attractiveness 

matched this prediction. Future studies should examine whether similar effects obtain 

with formidability, intelligence, status, and other traits women value in their mates (Buss, 

1989; Buss & Barnes, 1986; Li et al., 2002).  
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Future studies could also examine whether the sexual overperception bias actually 

leads to higher success rates. One way to test this would be a longitudinal study. Men and 

women could come to the lab, in a similar fashion as in Studies 1 and 2, several times 

over a two week period. In dyads in which the man initially overperceived the woman‘s 

level of interest, women‘s ratings of their own interest should increase with each 

subsequent interaction if overperception actually increases success rates. This design 

could further test additional design features: among the lower quality men in the sample, 

this increase in the woman‘s interest should be more pronounced for those men who also 

exhibit positive self-deception, compared to low quality men who do not exhibit positive 

self-deception.  

WOMEN’S ROLE IN SEXUAL MISPERCEPTION 

Throughout Studies 1 and 2, the most important predictor of a woman being 

overperceived was attractiveness. Basically, if you are an attractive woman, men are 

automatically going to believe you to be more interested in them than you actually are. 

Physical attractiveness is likely the most conspicuous instantiation of a more general 

tendency to overperceive the interest of individuals who are of high quality (Haselton, 

2003; Koenig, Kirkpatrick, & Ketelaar, 2007). Overperceiving the interest of low quality 

potential mates would have resulted in the same costs associated with false alarms, but 

with fewer benefits associated with hits. The mediation analysis from Study 3 provides 

further evidence that men‘s interest in a target, which should be somewhat predictive of 

her mate value, was significantly correlated with the degree to which he overperceived 

her interest. This shows that overperception is not a static trait of men: instead, this bias 

can be activated, or not, by particular qualities in the female target. This is not to say that 
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it is women‘s ―fault‖ when men overperceive their level of interest, but it is revealing of 

the facultative qualities of this bias.  

Although attractiveness is easy for male participants to assess quickly in lab 

interactions, and similarly easy for researchers to assess through objective ratings, other 

aspects of women‘s mate value should be explored. Men should increase their 

overperception whenever women possess higher levels of any trait that men value in their 

mates. Attractiveness, given its underlying sex difference in preference (Buss, 1989; Buss 

& Barnes, 1986) and its tremendous importance in determining women‘s mate value, 

may represent the most extreme example of this effect. Further examples should be 

found, however, in the myriad of other traits preferred by men. Men should overperceive 

more if they believe she has a good sense of humor (Li et al., 2002; Regan & Joshi, 

2003), if they believe she is kind (Buss, 1989; Evans & Brase, 2007), and, perhaps 

counterintuitive, if they believe she is faithful (Buss, 1989; Buss, Shackelford, 

Kirkpatrick, & Larsen, 2001). This last prediction would be interesting because such a 

relationship between perceptions of a woman‘s fidelity and overperception should only 

occur among men oriented toward long-term mating. 

But women‘s role in sexual misperception is not solely that of the victim or target 

of misperception. Women appear to actively misperceive sexual interest just as much as 

men: but they significantly underperceive men‘s sexual interest (Studies 1 and 2). As 

indicated above, women‘s underperception bias has been hypothesized to serve several 

potential functions: preserving a faithful or chaste reputation, avoiding unwanted sexual 

attention, and increasing the effort necessary for a man to contend for her affections. 

From the current data it is unclear which, if any, of these adaptive problems women‘s 

sexual underperception bias would have evolved to solve. But now that the phenomenon 

has been documented, future studies could fruitfully examine the design features 
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associated with these potential functions. For example, if the function of women‘s 

underperception was to avoid unwanted sexual advances one would predict the greatest 

degree of underperception when the male target is undesirable, but if the function of 

women‘s underperception was to increase the benefits obtained through persistent 

courtship, women may underperceive most when the male target is desirable as a long-

term mate. The intricacies of women‘s underperception will likely grow to constitute a 

major component of future research in sexual misperception. 

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

The pattern of findings from all three studies should serve as an alert to women. If 

a woman is high in mate value, particularly in the sense that she is young, healthy, and 

physically attractive, she should be aware of the tendency for men to overperceive her 

level of interest. Given the potential costs associated with being overperceived (e.g., 

sexual harassment, coercion; Farris et al., 2008a; Stockdale, 1993), it should be up to her 

whether she chooses to engage in protective measures such as downplaying verbal and 

nonverbal flirting behaviors or explicitly communicating her true level of interest. Men 

should certainly be held accountable for their behaviors, even if based on mistaken 

perceptions, but women should be armed with accurate information about their risks and 

ways they can avoid these risks if they choose to. Men also must become responsible for 

their overperceiving tendencies. As the overperceiving party in the interaction, and as the 

more frequent perpetrator of forced sexual advances, men must consciously attempt to 

neutralize their bias. This may require much effort from men, especially given that the 

bias occurs more when the man finds the target to be highly desirable. Teaching men to 

consciously temper their estimates of interest when they are particularly attracted to a 

target may help decrease some misperception. Sexual misperception occurs most 
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frequently when signals are noisy and uncertain; to decrease the negative consequences 

associated with this phenomenon, both men and women need to expend effort in more 

clearly communicating their interests and desires to one another.  

CONCLUSIONS 

The current studies provide a more nuanced understanding of sexual 

misperception. Not all men sexually misperceive. Not all women are misperceived by 

men. Moreover, women too show a predictable form of sexual misperception—the 

tendency to underestimate men‘s level of sexual interest. In terms of generating new 

empirical research, women‘s underperception represents a new area of inquiry that will 

likely expand quickly in the future. From a theoretical perspective, the proposed dual-

process model of men‘s sexual misperception provides a comprehensive account of the 

overall sex difference documented in sexual misperception research as well as of the 

systematic individual differences found within men as a group. This model is thus 

advantageous in terms of explanatory value, and also exhibits empirical value. Specific, 

though sometimes counterintuitive, predictions follow directly from the logic of the 

model to anticipate sexual misperception fluctuations within men based on individual 

differences and environmental cues. The current research breaks new empirical and 

theoretical ground in the evolutionary explanation of the cognitive biases involved in 

sexual misperception. 
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Appendix A - Studies 1 and 2 Rating Instrument2 

She is skilled in small talk.    _____ 

She maintained eye contact.     _____ 

She is a good listener.     _____ 

She is funny.       _____ 

She is smart.        _____ 

She is friendly.      _____ 

She is flirtatious.      _____ 

She is seductive.      _____ 

I am sexually interested in her.    _____ 

She is sexually interested in me.     _____ 

I would rate the attractiveness of her face as   _____ 

I would rate the attractiveness of her body as  _____ 

Overall, I would her attractiveness as   _____ 

 

Rated on 7-point Likert scales: 

Questions 1 – 10: ―well below average‖ to ―well above average‖ 

Questions 11 – 13: ―not at all‖ to ―extremely 

                                                
2 The female participant version includes the same items but uses male pronouns. Items 2 and 8 were 

removed in Study 2. 



 

 95 

Appendix B - Study 3 Partner Rating Instrument 

Please rate your partner on the following dimensions: 

     Not at all    Extremely 

Skilled at small talk   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Good listener    1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Funny     1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Smart     1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Friendly    1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Flirtatious    1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I am sexually interested in my partner  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My partner is sexually interested in me 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My partner‘s face attractiveness 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My partner‘s body attractiveness  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My partner‘s overall attractiveness  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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