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Abstract

Coalitional mate retention (CMR) occurs when individuals request assistance from a friend to minimize the risk of
partner infidelity. We secured reports from men and women in a committed, heterosexual relationship to investigate
associations between CMR requests and the sex and personality traits of individuals who request CMR and the sex of
their friends. Consistent with our hypothesis, individuals scoring higher in Honesty—Humility requested CMR less
frequently. We also documented that individuals higher in Extraversion and lower in Conscientiousness requested CMR
more frequently. We address limitations of the research and future research directions, including tests of the hypothesis
that CMR involves duplicitous behaviors that are less typical of individual mate retention.

Mate retention behaviors are designed to
minimize the risk of partner infidelity (Buss,
1988; Buss & Shackelford, 1997). The Mate
Retention Inventory (MRI) assesses the per-
formance of mate retention behaviors along 19
tactics, ranging from vigilance about a part-
ner’s whereabouts (e.g., “called my partner
at unexpected times to see who my partner
was with”) to violence against rivals (e.g.,
“hit someone who made a pass at my part-
ner”’; Buss, 1988). Miner, Shackelford, and
Starratt (2009) organized these 19 tactics into
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two domains: “benefit-provisioning” mate
retention (i.e., positive behaviors designed to
increase a partner’s relationship satisfaction
and thereby reduce the risk of infidelity) and
“cost-inflicting” mate retention (i.e., negative
behaviors that threaten costs on the partner for
infidelity).

Men and women perform different mate
retention tactics. Men (more than women)
perform mate retention tactics involving vio-
lence against rivals (e.g., “picked a fight with
the guy who was interested in my partner”),
whereas women (more than men) perform
mate retention tactics involving appearance
enhancement (e.g., “dressed nicely to maintain
my partner’s interest”; Buss, 1988; Buss &
Shackelford, 1997).

Personality traits correlate with the per-
formance of mate retention tactics. For
example, individuals higher in Neuroti-
cism perform more frequent overall mate
retention tactics, in part because they are
more sensitive to social threats (e.g., infi-
delity threats; de Miguel & Buss, 2011),
and individuals higher in Agreeableness
perform more frequent benefit-provisioning
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mate retention tactics, in part because they
are more cooperative (de Miguel & Buss,
2011; McKibbin, Miner, Shackelford, Ehrke,
& Weekes-Shackelford, 2014). Individuals
higher in Honesty—Humility are less likely to
perform overall mate retention tactics (Holden,
Zeigler-Hill, Pham, & Shackelford, 2014).

Individuals do not always perform mate
retention tactics on their own or without assis-
tance. Two items in the MRI (Buss, 1988),
“had my friends check up on my partner”
and “got my friends to beat up someone who
was interested in my partner,” indicate that
individuals sometimes perform coalitional
mate retention (CMR)—mate retention with
assistance from allies, such as friends. Friends
are a ubiquitous feature of human life: Friends
provide protection, companionship, guid-
ance, resources, and assistance (Lewis et al.,
2011)—including assistance with romantic
relationships (Pham, Barbaro, & Shackelford,
2015). Pham and colleagues (2015) developed
the Coalitional Mate Retention Inventory
(CMRI)—an inventory of 44 CMR behaviors
organized into seven tactics: Manipulation
(i.e., an ally deceives the partner into admit-
ting or demonstrating an interest in infidelity),
Praise (i.e., an ally says positive things to the
partner and to others, thereby increasing the
romantic relationship’s desirability), Vigilance
(i.e., an ally monitors the partner’s behavior),
Therapy (i.e., an ally strengthens the romantic
relationship by repairing relationship problems
and listening to relationship concerns), Gifts
(i.e., an ally secures information about desired
gifts for the partner), Monopolizing Time (i.e.,
an ally spends time with the partner), and
Violence (i.e., an ally inflicts violence against
potential rivals).

Although CMR and individual mate reten-
tion are both strategies that individuals deploy
in an attempt to minimize the risk of a partner’s
infidelity, these mate retention strategies differ
in several ways. For example, female friends
(compared to male friends) are more likely
to perform CMR involving violence (e.g.,
physically assaulting potential mate poach-
ers; Pham et al., 2015). In contrast, men are
more likely than women to deploy individual
mate retention tactics involving violence—a
robust finding that has been documented
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across many samples (Buss, 1988; Buss &
Shackelford, 1997; Buss, Shackelford, &
McKibbin, 2008).

Individuals also can avoid costs associ-
ated with individual mate retention tactics by
performing CMR. Individuals who perform
excessive individual mate retention tactics may
appear overbearing, excessively jealous, and
mistrustful to their partner (e.g., if an individ-
ual is constantly monitoring the partner). In
contrast, individuals can surreptitiously mon-
itor their partner while appearing trusting if
they deploy CMR. For example, individuals
can recruit an ally to accompany their partner
to monitor them while simultaneously appear-
ing trusting to their partner because they are
absent. CMR allows individuals to overcome
time and geographic constraints of individ-
ual mate retention. For example, individuals
in long-distance relationships or who have
restrictive work schedules can recruit their ally
to monitor their partner in their absence. Thus,
individuals can receive benefits from deploying
CMR that cannot be obtained from performing
individual mate retention tactics.

Sex (male, female) and personality traits
predict individual mate retention performance
(de Miguel & Buss, 2011; Holden et al., 2014;
Jonason, Li, & Buss, 2010; McKibbin et al.,
2014), but whether these correlates extend to
CMR has not been investigated. Individual
mate retention and CMR differ in several ways
(Pham et al., 2015), and so the previously doc-
umented relations between personality traits
and individual mate retention may not extend
to CMR. Furthermore, personality traits influ-
ence the extent to which individuals depend on
their friends (i.e., the likelihood that they will
request CMR; Selthout et al., 2010).

However, there is a compelling reason
to expect that one particular personality
trait— Honesty —Humility —will correlate
positively with how frequently individuals
request CMR. Individuals who perform more
frequent individual mate retention tactics, in
general, and more frequent cost-inflicting mate
retention tactics, in particular, are lower in
Honesty—Humility (Holden et al., 2014) and
higher in antagonism, detachment, negative
affect, narcissism, Machiavellianism, and
psychopathy (Brewer & Abell, 2015; Holden,



104

Roof, McCabe, & Zeigler-Hill, 2015; Jonason
etal., 2010). That is, individuals possessing
“negative” personality traits perform more fre-
quent individual mate retention tactics. CMR
may be more manipulative and deceitful than
individual mate retention because CMR behav-
iors include indirect methods (e.g., using one’s
friends) to disguise attempts to minimize the
risk of partner infidelity. Thus, we hypothesize
that individuals higher in Honesty—Humility
will request CMR less frequently.

McKibbin and colleagues (2014) found
sex-differentiated relations between personal-
ity traits and individual mate retention tactics.
For reportorial completeness, and following
McKibbin and colleagues, we investigate
whether CMR requesters’ sex moderates the
relation between their personality traits and
their CMR requests, separately for their male
friends and for their female friends.

Because several individual mate retention
tactics are deceitful (Brewer & Abell, 2015;
de Miguel & Buss, 2011; Holden et al., 2014;
Holden et al., 2015; Jonason et al., 2010), we
assess personality traits using the HEXACO
model of personality (see Ashton & Lee,
2009), which measures six personality traits:
Honesty—Humility (e.g., sincerity, modesty),
Openness (e.g., creativity, unconventionality),
Conscientiousness (e.g., organization, dili-
gence), Extraversion (e.g., sociability, social
self-esteem), Agreeableness (e.g., forgiveness,
patience), and Emotionality (e.g., fearful-
ness, dependence). Unlike the Five-Factor
Model of personality, the HEXACO includes
an Honesty—Humility trait (Lee & Ashton,
2004), which is relevant to the current research
because CMR involves indirect behaviors (i.e.,
using friends) that may be more “dishonest”
than individual mate retention behaviors.

Method
Participants

We used data secured as part of a larger
project (Pham et al., 2015). We recruited from
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) 387
participants (176 women) in a committed,
heterosexual relationship lasting at least 1
year. Participants were at least 18 years of
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age. The mean participant age was 32.1 years
(SD=9.1), and the mean relationship length
was 66.0months (SD=288.5). Participants
reported on interactions with two heterosexual
friends (one man and one woman), each of
whom they considered a good friend and
each of whom they have known for at least
1 year. The mean length of the friendship
was 88.7 months (SD=90.2) with the male
friend and 76.6 months (SD =89.6) with the
female friend. We implemented MTurk filters
recommended by Peer, Vosgerau, and Acquisti
(2014): MTurk workers who had access to the
survey had successfully completed at least (a)
500 MTurk jobs and (b) 95% of their jobs.

Materials

Participants completed the HEXACO-60,
which secures scores on six personality
traits: Extraversion, Emotionality, Open-
ness, Conscientiousness, Agreeableness,
and Honesty—Humility (Ashton & Lee, 2009).
Participants were instructed to think of one het-
erosexual man and one heterosexual woman,
each of whom they considered to be a good
friend and each of whom they have known
for at least 1 year. Participants completed
the 44-item CMRI twice (i.e., once for each
friend) in which they reported on a 4-point
scale (0=never, 1=rarely, 2=sometimes,
3 = often) on how often they asked their friend
to perform each behavior during the past
year. The CMRI includes behaviors organized
into seven tactics: Manipulation (i.e., an ally
deceives the partner into admitting or demon-
strating an interest in infidelity), Praise (i.e.,
an ally says positive things to the partner and
to others, thereby increasing the romantic rela-
tionship’s desirability), Vigilance (i.e., an ally
monitors the partner’s behavior), Therapy (i.e.,
an ally strengthens the romantic relationship
by repairing relationship problems and listen-
ing to relationship concerns), Gifts (i.e., an
ally secures information about desired gifts for
the partner), Monopolizing Time (i.e., an ally
spends time with the partner), and Violence
(i.e., an ally inflicts violence against potential
rivals; see Pham et al., 2015). Two attention
check questions were incorporated into the
CMRI. One question asked participants to
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respond never, and the other question asked
participants to respond often.

Procedures

Potential participants viewed an advertisement
for this study on MTurk’s job listings. Those
interested in participating were provided a
link to a consent form. Those who electron-
ically signed the consent form could access
the survey, and those who did not sign were
exited from the study. Participants who cor-
rectly answered the attention check questions
were compensated $4.00.

Results

We excluded 60 participants from analyses
because of missing responses or because they
failed the attention check questions, leav-
ing a final sample of 150 women and 177
men. We conducted zero-order correlations
between personality traits and CMR tactic
request frequencies separately for male par-
ticipants (Table 1) and female participants
(Table 2). The Gifts tactic produced rela-
tively low reliabilities (as =.31, .53, .54, .78),
likely because this tactic—unlike the other
CMR tactics—was composed of only two
items, and scales with fewer items typically
produce lower Cronbach’s alphas (Nunnally,
Bernstein, & Berge, 1967; Sijtsma, 2009).
Therefore, results for this tactic should be
interpreted with caution. The remaining six
CMR tactics and all personality traits achieved
adequate reliability (x=.76 to .95). Men
higher in Emotionality and lower in Conscien-
tiousness, Honesty—Humility, and Openness
requested more frequent CMR. Women lower
in Conscientiousness and Honesty—Humility
and higher in Extraversion requested more
frequent CMR.

To identify unique relations between partic-
ipant sex, personality traits, and CMR tactics,
we conducted a hierarchical multiple regres-
sion separately for male friends (Table 3)
and female friends (Table 4). On Step 1, we
regressed each CMR tactic (main effects) onto
participant sex (0=female, 1=male) and
personality traits (standardized). On Step 2,
we entered six interaction terms (Participant
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Sex x Each Personality Trait) into the model.
Seven significant interactions emerged, all
involving Emotionality or Openness. We
conducted the simple slopes analyses recom-
mended by Aiken and West (1991) to describe
the interaction of continuous variables. These
simple slopes tests were conducted using
values that were 1 SD above the mean (within
sex) to represent individuals who were higher
on Emotionality and Openness and 1 SD below
the mean (within sex) to represent individ-
uals who were lower on Emotionality and
Openness (see Figures 1 and 2).

Consistent with our hypothesis, individuals
higher in Honesty—Humility requested CMR
less frequently from their male friend (e.g.,
Monopolizing Time, Vigilance, Praise, Manip-
ulation, Violence) and female friend (Gifts,
Therapy, Monopolizing Time, Vigilance,
Praise). Men were more likely than women to
request CMR involving gifts from their female
friend. Individuals higher in Extraversion
and lower in Conscientiousness requested all
seven CMR tactics from their friends more
frequently. There were no significant relations
between Agreeableness and CMR requests.

Participant sex moderated the relations
between Emotionality and CMR requests:
Men (but not women) higher in Emotionality
requested CMR more frequently from their
male friend (e.g., Therapy, Vigilance, Praise).
Participant sex also moderated the relations
between Openness and CMR requests: Men
(but not women) higher in Openness requested
CMR less frequently from their male friend
(e.g., Gifts, Manipulation) and their female
friend (Monopolizing Time).

Discussion

Consistent with our hypothesis, individuals
scoring higher in Honesty —Humility requested
CMR less frequently. Because CMR and indi-
vidual mate retention tactics are conceptually
similar (Pham et al., 2015), we compare the
results of the current research to research doc-
umenting relations between personality traits
and the performance of individual mate reten-
tion tactics (de Miguel & Buss, 2011; Holden
et al., 2014; Jonason et al., 2010; McKibbin
etal., 2014).
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Figure 1. Simple slopes graphs representing coalitional mate retention (CMR) request frequen-
cies predicted from the interaction between sex (dotted line: female participants; solid line: male
participants) and Emotionality (low: —1 SD; high: +1 SD). Panels a, b, and ¢ depict CMR requests
from male friends, and Panel d depicts CMR requests from female friends.

£p <.05. *p < .01.

Individuals higher in Honesty—Humility
and lower in Extraversion reported less
frequent requests for CMR. Holden and col-
leagues (2014) argued that individuals higher
in Honesty—Humility perform less individual
mate retention tactics because many mate
retention tactics are punitive (e.g., punishing
a partner’s infidelity threat; Buss, 1988), and
individuals higher in Honesty—Humility are
less likely to inflict costs on their romantic part-
ners (Sheppard & Boon, 2012). de Miguel and
Buss (2011) argued that individuals higher in
Extraversion have a higher sex drive and, there-
fore, would perform more sex-related mate
retention tactics (e.g., sexual inducements).
The results concerning Honesty—Humility

and Extraversion suggest that CMR may
be, for some individuals, manipulative and
deceitful because these behaviors include
indirect methods (e.g., using their friends) to
disguise their attempts to minimize partner
infidelity.

Agreeableness did not correlate with CMR.
Individuals higher in Agreeableness per-
form more benefit-provision individual mate
retention tactics (de Miguel & Buss, 2011),
suggesting important differences between indi-
vidual mate retention and CMR. Specifically,
CMR may be more duplicitous and deceitful
than individual mate retention, and this may
be the case even for the more “positive” CMR
tactics (e.g., Therapy).
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Figure 2. Simple slopes graphs representing coalitional mate retention (CMR) request frequen-
cies predicted from the interaction between sex (dotted line: female participants; solid line: male
participants) and Openness (low: —1 SD; high: +1 SD). Panels a and ¢ depict CMR requests from
male friends, and Panel b depicts CMR requests from female friends.
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Men (but not women) higher in Emo-
tionality requested CMR more frequently
(Praise, Therapy, and Vigilance). This sex
difference may be attributable to the way in
which Neuroticism influences one’s attrac-
tiveness (and consequent infidelity risk).
Individuals high in Neuroticism are socially
undesirable and unattractive (Francis, 1993).
Men high in Neuroticism are less likely to
achieve high social status, and having low
status is more detrimental to men’s attractive-
ness than to women’s attractiveness (Buss,
1989). Indeed, McKibbin and colleagues
(2014) found that men lower in Emotional
Stability—which is similar to Emotionality

(Lee & Ashton, 2004)—performed more
individual mate retention behaviors, and de
Miguel and Buss (2011) found that individu-
als higher in Neuroticism—which is similar
to Emotionality—performed more overall
individual mate retention tactics. However,
McKibbin and colleagues and de Miguel
and Buss did not assess the relation between
women’s Emotionality and their mate retention
behaviors—an avenue for future research.
Men (but not women) lower in Openness
more frequently requested CMR (Monopoliz-
ing Time, Manipulation, Praise). de Miguel
and Buss (2011) suggest that Openness is
associated with communicative openness and
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expressiveness within romantic relationships.
Thus, CMR may be employed more frequently
by individuals who are less willing to commu-
nicate directly with their partner.

It is currently unclear how the relationship
between the participant’s ally and the partic-
ipant’s partner would influence CMR. If the
ally and the partner are not friends, then the
ally’s one-sided loyalty to the requester might
promote frequent CMR. However, if the ally
and the partner are friends, then there might
be a vested interest in maintaining the roman-
tic connection between the ally’s two good
friends. Future research could profitably inves-
tigate how the relation between the ally and the
partner influences CMR.

Another limitation of the current research is
that we did not secure data regarding partici-
pants’ history of experiencing infidelity. Indi-
viduals might be reluctant to request CMR if
they had previous success with mate poaching
a friend’s partner or if their partner betrayed
them with a friend. Future research would
benefit from investigating the frequency with
which individuals request CMR, depending on
whether they have previously been a perpetra-
tor or victim of mate poaching by friends.

MTurk samples are demographically differ-
ent from standard Internet samples or college
samples (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling,
2011). Future research should replicate these
findings using different recruitment meth-
ods to determine whether the results of the
current research are generalizable to broader
populations.

We conducted several analyses to explore
the relations between personality traits and
CMR tactics and concluded that CMR often
involves manipulative and deceitful behav-
iors. However, given the number of analyses
we conducted, some of the results may be
attributable to Type I errors—a limitation that
is expected of exploratory research. Future
research can test our post hoc explanations
by assessing whether individuals who more
frequently request CMR also score higher on
measures of “Dark Triad” personality traits
(i.e., narcissism, Machiavellianism, psychopa-
thy; Paulhus & Williams, 2002). Because
narcissism is linked to higher Extraver-
sion and lower Honesty—Humility (Lee &

M. N. Pham et al.

Ashton, 2005), we hypothesize that individ-
uals higher in narcissism will request CMR
more frequently.

In conclusion, research on CMR—
particularly ~ within ~ the  context of
personality—adds  important  information
to the literature on mate retention tactics.
Several studies have attempted to classify indi-
vidual mate retention behaviors on a spectrum
from positive tactics to negative tactics (de
Miguel & Buss, 2011; Holden et al., 2014;
Jonason et al., 2010; McKibbin et al., 2014;
Miner et al., 2009), but none have evaluated
the contribution of an individual’s personality
to CMR. The results of the current research
suggest that CMR often involves manipulative
and deceitful behaviors that are less typical of
individual mate retention.
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