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Abstract

It has been presumed that religiosity has an influence on mating behavior, but here we experimentally
investigate the possibility that mating behavior might also influence religiosity. In Experiment 1,
people reported higher religiosity after looking at mating pools consisting of attractive people of their
own sex compared to attractive opposite sex targets. Experiment 2 replicated the effect with an added
control group, and suggested that both men and women become more religious when seeing same
sex competitors. We discuss several possible explanations for these effects. Most broadly, the
findings contribute to an emerging literature on how cultural phenomena such as religiosity respond
to ecological cues in potentially functional ways.

Religious beliefs have profound implications for behavior in many psychological domains,
influencing what people eat, who they see as enemies, and who they choose as mates (e.g.,
Kirkpatrick, 2005; Storm & Wilson, 2009; Weeden, Cohen, & Kenrick, 2008). Scientific
interest in the psychological significance of religion has increased in recent years (e.g.,
Kirkpatrick, 1999, 2005; Shariff & Norenzayan, 2007). A number of studies have focused on
religiosity as a stable trait resulting from parental, societal and genetic influences (e.g., Koenig,
McGue, & lacono, 2008). Researchers who have studied changes in religious belief have
generally considered how such beliefs might shift over the life course in response to major
events, such as marriage or childbirth (McCullough et al., 2005). Nevertheless, it has long been
realized that there can be rapid and dramatic conversions in religious beliefs (James, 1902).

From a dynamic evolutionary perspective, actions are governed by flexible decision rules.
Many apparently fixed traits actually vary with context (Kenrick, Li & Butner, 2003). Indeed,
the dichotomy between personality trait and situation can be somewhat misleading (Funder,
2006). Here, we propose that religiosity might be more malleable than previously thought,
varying in ways that serve adaptive functions.

Reproductive Context Influences a Wide Variety of Social Behaviors

Reproductive success has been linked directly and indirectly to a number of social behaviors,
as far ranging as political beliefs and creative displays (e.g., Gangestad & Simpson, 2000;
Sidanius & Pratto, 1999; Griskevicius, Cialdini, & Kenrick, 2006). Religious individuals are
more restricted in their mating behaviors, and it has been assumed that this relationship is due
to early religious indoctrination (Weeden, Cohen, & Kenrick, 2008). In the current study, we
propose that religiosity may be dynamically responsive to information about the available
mating pool.
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Some recent correlational research indicates that attitudes about mating and sexuality are
particularly strong correlates of adult religious attendance (Weeden et al., 2008). Weeden et
al.’s correlational studies showed that current mating strategies better predict religious
attendance than do standard personality variables and other moral values often viewed as
central to religious beliefs. Those findings also hinted at the possibility that the presumed causal
arrow from religiosity to mating behaviors could sometimes be reversed, with people adjusting
their religiosity to support their current mating goals.

There is evidence that several dimensions of social behaviors vary as a function of information
about the local mating pool, and one’s position in it. For example, exposure to attractive
members of one’s own sex decreases one’s evaluations of own competitiveness on the mating
market (Gutierres, Kenrick, & Partch, 1999). More broadly, archival research indicates that
when there is an abundance of available females, sexual promiscuity increases and marriages
are delayed. When there is an abundance of available males, on the other hand, people marry
earlier, and divorce and promiscuity decreases (Guttentag & Secord, 1983). These sex
differences fit with an abundance of data and theory suggesting that females, relative to males,
are more inclined toward restricted/monogamous as opposed to unrestricted mating
arrangements (Clark & Hatfield, 1989; Gangestad & Simpson, 2000; Kenrick, et al., 1990).
With an abundance of men to choose from, women are in a buyer’s market, and can demand
higher levels of monogamous commitment from males. Conversely, with an abundance of
women competing for men’s attention, men can more freely engage in unrestricted mating
behaviors (Guttentag & Secord, 1983). Given earlier findings that religiosity is linked to mating
strategy (Weeden et al., 2008), these findings suggest the possibility that religiosity itself might
fluctuate with mating-relevant ecological inputs.

Because religion often involves injunctions about appropriate and inappropriate mating
behavior, people could become more religious when competitors are salient. We hypothesize
that this effect is more likely to occur among women than among men. Women (more so than
men) police the sexual strategies of other women, criticizing other women’s mating behaviors
(Baumeister & Vohs, 2004). Indeed, preliminary data indicated that women became more
inclined to disagree with statements like “Sex without love is OK” after seeing mating pools
of attractive, promiscuous women (Li, Cohen, & Kenrick, 2008). As noted above, a surplus of
available women may incline men to become less committed to monogamous relationships
(Guttentag & Secord, 1983). Hence, one might expect that women, more so than men, will be
inclined to be more religious in the face of same sex competitors.

Experiment 1

Method

Avrizona State University students (N = 269: 97 men, 172 women) participated for course credit.
They were randomly assigned to view 6 dating profiles of either attractive men or attractive
women. Participants were told that these people were students at Arizona State University
participating in an online dating site. Participants rated the extent to which the person in the
profile seemed interesting, attractive and nice (on 7 point scales). These questions were asked
to bolster the cover story, which suggested that participants were helping to improve the dating
site.

After participants viewed all 6 profiles, they were asked to rate, on a 10 point scale, the extent
to which they agreed with the following statements: ‘I believe in God’, ‘We’d be better off if
religion played a bigger role in people’s lives’, and ‘Religious beliefs are important to me in
my everyday decisions’ (o = .88). Although more commonly used religiosity scales exist (e.g.
Allport & Ross, 1967), we did not use them for two reasons. First, they are considerably longer
than our three item measure, and thus may have tipped participants off to the nature of the
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experiment. Second, these scales reflect normative religiosity among American Protestants to
the exclusion of other groups (Cohen, Hall, Koenig, & Meador, 2005).

Results and Discussion

There was a significant interaction between participant sex and mating pool sex on religiosity
(F [1,263] = 4.80, p = .029, np2 =.018, Figure 1, left). Women were more religious when
exposed to a mating pool of attractive women than attractive men; men were more religious
when exposed to a mating pool of attractive men than when exposed to a pool of attractive
women.

The results of Experiment 1 suggest that religiosity fluctuates in response to perceptions of
available mates. Contrary to our initial expectations, the pattern was the same for men and
women. The apparent similarity of pattern for males and females in Experiment 1 could mask
several underlying possibilities. It might occur because, for example, men seeing attractive
women became less religious, whereas women seeing attractive women became more religious.
Alternatively, men and women may both be reporting less religiosity after viewing attractive
profiles of the opposite sex. Or both men and women might become more religious when
exposed to attractive competitors of their own sex. To better understand this pattern, it is
necessary to assess baseline levels of religiosity for men and women in our sample. Experiment
2 included a control group for this purpose.

Experiment 2

Results

Experiment 2 consisted of an experimental group (184 Arizona State University students: 106
men; 78 women), and a control condition with 1493 Arizona State University students (698
men; 795 women). Those in the experimental condition were randomly assigned to view the
same set of 6 attractive same sex or opposite sex profiles that participants saw in study 1.
Religiosity was measured as in Experiment 1.

Students in the control condition did not see any profiles but were students taking the same
course in the same semester as the experimental participants, who completed a mass survey at
the start of the semester, prior to any experimental procedures and before students could even
have signed up for the experiment. Experimental and control groups were initially comparable
on religiosity (F < 1).

Within the experimental conditions, we replicated the interaction between participant sex and
mating pool sex seen in Experiment 1 (F [1,177] = 5.09, p = .025, npz =.028). We next
examined, using planned comparisons with control groups, whether men become more
religious when seeing a male mating pool, less religious when seeing a female pool, or both,
and whether the results were different for women and for men.

Men who saw women were not different from men in the control group (p = .44) but men who
saw men were more religious than controls (p = .006). Women who saw men were not more
religious than controls (p = .89) but women who saw women were (p = .018).

General Discussion

In line with the view that religiosity can be used as a mating strategy (Weeden et al., 2008),
exposure to attractive members of one’s own sex led participants to describe themselves as
significantly more religious. Clearly, earlier research indicates that societal, familial and
genetic influences are important determinants of chronic levels of religiosity. However, the
existence of stable individual differences does not preclude the likelihood that a given
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characteristic will fluctuate in response to situational cues as well (Funder, 2006; Kenrick et
al., 2003).

We hypothesized that women would be more religious after seeing a dating pool full of
attractive female competitors. Experiment 1 suggested that this was the case, but we were
surprised that men were behaving similarly — they were more religious when seeing attractive
men, and less religious when seeing attractive women. It was not clear from Experiment 1
whether men and women were becoming less religious after seeing attractive profiles of the
opposite-sex, more religious after seeing attractive profiles of the same-sex, or some
combination of the two. In Experiment 2, the findings were replicated and an added control
group suggested that, rather than becoming less religious when seeing attractive members of
the opposite sex, both men and women became more religious (relative to control) when
exposed to attractive, same-sex competitors.

Several caveats are important. First, the current findings do not specify exactly what
mechanisms drive the increases in self-reported religiosity. For example, high ratings of
religiosity could be the result of self-presentation as religious or an actual change in religiosity.
These would reflect different strategies in response to sex ratios. People could, for example,
be reporting more religiosity to be more attractive in a context in which there are many same-
sex competitors. People might report more religiosity if they seek to exploit a different niche
to find mates (e.g. a religious niche rather than a university niche).

As a second caveat, these results do not imply that religious beliefs are only determined by
mating goals. Religiosity is linked to multiple psychological mechanisms (e.g., Boyer, 2003;
Kirkpatrick, 1999). As a final, it seems likely that there are individual differences in the
flexibility of religious inclinations. Individuals who have high levels of chronic religious
commitment may not respond to contextual cues at all, whereas other individuals might become
more committed when contextual cues threaten their beliefs. These sensitivities to situational
cues might also vary across religious groups (c.f., Cohen, et al., 2005; Cohen & Hill, 2007).
Many religions favor endogamy and one might theorize a tighter link between religion and
mating motivations in such religions. Some religions have ideals of celibacy and others promote
reproduction.

More generally, our results support the view that religiosity can be a flexible strategy that
changes with relevant ecological inputs. It has been traditionally presumed that religious people
are more sexually restricted because of direct religious training (Weeden et al., 2008). The
current data suggest alternative causal relationships. Humans are capable of exploiting many
types of ecological niches, and religions may represent different niches (Storm & Wilson, in
press). People may move between niches (some religious and some not) given which niche
would promote the greatest reproductive success. Research with non-human animals yields
abundant evidence of alternative mating strategies due to natural and sexual selection (Shuster
& Wade, 2003). For example, resource availability triggers alternative mating tactics in other
animal species (Kolluru & Grether, 2005). An emerging literature on the evolutionary
dynamics of human cultural phenomena suggests that context dependent strategies also exist
in humans (e.g. Norenzayan, Schaller, & Heine, 2006), but there is little research on religiosity
as a mating strategy for humans. The current study indicates that social context can influence
religiosity, suggesting a fertile ground for future research.
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Religiosity of men and women across studies
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Figure 1.

Religiosity in women and men after exposure to different mating pools. In two studies, men
and women reported higher religiosity after viewing profiles of attractive people of their own
sex versus profiles of attractive people of the opposite sex.
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