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Synonyms

Daughter-guarding hypothesis; Parent-offspring
conflict

Definition

A hypothesis designed to describe parental con-
trol of sexual behavior and mate choices of
daughters.

Introduction

Human mating decisions are not made in a social
vacuum; rather, members of the local community
and external surroundings, especially close kin
and coalitional allies, affect them. Parents can be
particularly powerful influencers of their chil-
dren’s mating decisions because of their unique
position in their children’s lives. Parents are typ-
ically proximately close and may provide substan-
tial resources to children that are required to
pursue mating choices, giving parents special

leverage over children compared to others
(Apostolou 2007, 2010; Perilloux et al. 2008). In
anthropological investigations of marriage types
across hunter-gatherer societies, parent-arranged
marriages are the most common, occurring in 69%
of societies. Close kin arranged marriages
(marriages arranged by family members other
than the parents) were the next most common,
occurring in 18% of societies (Apostolou 2007).
These two types of marriage were the most com-
mon marriage types in all geographical areas
surveyed.

Parents are particularly motivated to influence
their offspring’s mate choice because of the
closely linked reproductive consequences. Par-
ents share a genetic relatedness coefficient of
0.50 with their offspring, meaning that decisions
by offspring greatly impact parental fitness,
including in the form of grandchildren with
whom they share a genetic relatedness coefficient
of 0.25. The parents, particularly the mother/
maternal grandmother, will be certain that the
grandchild is related to them. Investing in their
daughter and daughter’s children may be more
profitable than investing in a son and son’s
children as there is more certainty of genetic relat-
edness in the former than in the latter (Apostolou
and Papageorgi 2014; Perilloux et al. 2008;
Trivers 1974).

Additionally, successful mating decisions may
lead to myriad benefits including high-quality
genes, resources, protection from threats, social
alliances, social status enhancement, and
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psychological support required for survival and
reproduction. These benefits give parents motiva-
tion to intervene in their children’s mating behav-
iors (Apostolou and Papageorgi 2014).
Anthropological studies indicate that fathers
more than mothers attempt to control their chil-
dren’s mating choices, and this control is more
focused on daughters (Apostolou 2012). Fathers
may have more to gain than mothers from marry-
ing their daughters to other men, including social
status, powerful allies, and riches obtained from
suitors and their families (Apostolou 2012;
Perilloux et al. 2008). This can affect father’s
successes if they are able to obtain new wealth
or become more reproductively valuable as a
consequence.

While parents guide their offspring to make
particular mating choices, conflict arises as the
two parties (parents and offspring) often do not
agree. Conflict between parents and offspring
about mate choice occur in many domains, includ-
ing valuations of a prospective mate’s traits. Par-
ents and children are genetically related, but not
genetically identical; their genetic interests over-
lap but also diverge (Trivers 1974). The desires of
children compared to parents differ in terms of
which traits are viewed as most valuable in a
mate. Adult children more than their parents pre-
fer characteristics signaling genetic quality (i.e.,
physical attractiveness and intelligence), while
parents more than children value characteristics
signaling future investment in grandchildren and
in-group cooperation (i.e., similar religious belief,
similar social status, or ethnic background)
(Apostolou 2010; Fugère et al. 2017, Perilloux
et al. 2011). These findings are robust across cul-
tures. To improve their own fitness, offspring seek
mates of high genetic quality; while to improve
parent’s fitness, parents are interested in in-group
cooperation and investment in future children
(Dubbs et al. 2013; Fugère et al. 2017).

Across cultures, parents behave differently
toward sons and daughters in their attempts to
influence mate choices and sexual behaviors.
The consistent trend is that parents perform more
behaviors to dissuade, manipulate, reduce, or
thwart sexual behaviors of daughters compared

to sons (Perilloux et al. 2008). The research
conducted by Perilloux et al. (2008) led to the
Daughter-Guarding Hypothesis. This hypothesis
states that humans have adaptations that motivate
protecting their daughter’s sexual reputation, pre-
serve their daughter’s mate value, and prevent
their daughters from being sexually exploited
(Perilloux et al. 2008). Perilloux et al. (2008)
administered questionnaires to parents asking
how likely they would be to allow their children
to engage in various behaviors. These questions
ranged from clothing choice, mate choice, driving
behaviors, and curfews. The results indicated that
parents were much stricter with their daughters
than with their sons in the majority of circum-
stances. This survey also included four questions
focused on parental attitudes related to guarding,
asking about parent approval of their child’s sex-
ual activity. Once again, daughters were held to
stricter standards and caused greater parental
upset than sons performing the same acts
(Perilloux et al. 2008). Children of these parents
also completed a survey and daughters reported
significantly less parental approval of each of the
four acts compared to sons.

Manipulation is a common tactic that parents
use to influence the mate choice of their offspring
inWestern, postindustrial societies, because in the
modern environment, resources are more equally
distributed among offspring and fewer arranged
marriages occur in Western societies (Apostolou
and Papageorgi 2014). Manipulation is used more
often on daughters than on sons (Apostolou and
Papageorgi 2014). In addition, mothers more than
fathers report use of more manipulation tactics on
their children to influence mate choice (Apostolou
and Papageorgi 2014). Children also use manipu-
lation tactics to persuade their parents to accept
their mate choices or to persuade them to change
their assessment of particular mating relation-
ships. Daughters use manipulation tactics against
parents more than do sons (Apostolou and
Papageorgi 2014). Daughters’ manipulation of
parents may be designed to secure a mate that
possesses more characteristics signaling high
genetic quality rather than future-oriented com-
mitment and investment.
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Daughter guarding may occur to protect the
fitness interests of the daughter as well as parental
fitness interests. When comparing sons and
daughters, parents are more likely to guard daugh-
ters than sons because of asymmetries between
the sexes (Perilloux et al. 2008). Sexual
asymmetries in reproductive biology produce
sex differences in costs from recurrent adaptive
problems such as rape, sexual victimization in
other forms, and unwanted pregnancy. Women
incur more costs from each of the aforementioned
adaptive problems (unwanted pregnancy, vio-
lence and pain, or tarnished reputation) leading
to more protection from parents (Trivers 1974).
An early example of daughter guarding was iden-
tified by Flinn (1988), who documented that
fathers living in a Trinidadian village required
their daughters more than their sons to take chap-
erones with them wherever they went, thus
restricting their daughter’s movements more
than their son’s. These fathers also threatened
other men who came to visit their daughters
(Flinn 1988).

Conclusion

Daughter guarding is executed by parents to pro-
tect their daughters from sexual exploitation and
from making mating decisions that parents per-
ceive as mistakes. Protection manifests in many
forms, including vigilance, strictness, forbid-
dance, curfews, chaperones, and dress codes.
Daughters are subjected to greater parental
guarding than sons as the certainty of relatedness
of parents to resulting offspring by daughters
is greater than to offspring by sons, in addition
to the greater harm that daughters (and therefore
parents) face from sexual exploitation of women
by men.

Cross-References

▶ Parental Investment Theory
▶ Parent-Offspring Conflict
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