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Synonyms

Male sexual refractory period; Parental invest-
ment theory; Sperm competition

Definition

A phenomenon occurring in the males of some
sexually reproducing species wherein post-
copulatory sexual arousal may be reignited if the
male is presented with new sexual partners.

The Coolidge effect is a phenomenon observed
in some sexually reproducing animals in which
sexual arousal is reignited by novel sexual stimuli.
The term was first coined by Frank A. Beach
(Beach and Jordan 1956) and refers to a story
involving US President Calvin Coolidge and
his wife.

After completing sexual intercourse with a
female, males will often experience a refractory
period, during which they are unable to engage in
sexual activity. One evolutionary explanation for
the refractory period is that it prevents males from
displacing their own semen from the female’s

reproductive tract. Another proposed adaptive
benefit of the Coolidge effect is that it allows
males to copulate with a new female more quickly
after finishing copulation with a previous female,
as the male does not risk displacing his own
semen from the new female.

The Coolidge effect has been observed in a
number of species. The first instance of this effect
was observed in rats (Beach and Jordan 1956) and
has been confirmed in more recent research which
showed that, in addition to a shortened refractory
period, male rats presented with novel sexual
stimuli showed increased dopaminergic activity
in the nucleus accumbens (Fiorino et al. 1997).
This effect has also been observed in non-
mammalian species such as fish (Jordan and
Brooks 2010), invertebrates (Steiger et al. 2008),
and hermaphroditic pond snails adopting the male
role during copulation (Koene and Ter Maat
2007).

The Coolidge effect may also extend to differ-
ential sperm allocation. Research has found evi-
dence that males of some species, such as
European bitterlings, will allocate sperm differen-
tially, such that males will produce higher-quality
ejaculates during copulation with novel females
than with familiar females (Pizzari et al. 2003;
Spence et al. 2013). Because males have lower
obligate parental investment to produce offspring
to reproductive maturity than females, males pos-
sess adaptations for gaining sexual access to
females. The Coolidge effect and the differential
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allocation of sperm to novel females are examples
of adaptations that facilitate male mating.

Some evidence for the Coolidge effect has also
been observed in humans. For example, one study
investigated sex differences in the desire for sex-
ual variety and found that, across cultures, men
reported desire for a greater number of different
sexual partners than did women (Schmitt 2003).
In a more recent study, men more than women
expressed a greater preference for a variety of
sexual partners, regardless of the target’s attrac-
tiveness (Hughes et al. 2020). The same study also
reported that men more than women have a stron-
ger preference for their partner to frequently
change their physical appearance, whereas
women more than men reported changing their
own appearance more frequently. The results of
this study suggest not only that men have a pref-
erence for sexual variety but also that women may
be attuned to this preference.

While females may maximize their genetic
success by enforcing their ability to choose high-
quality mating partners, males may often maxi-
mize their genetic success by gaining sexual
access to as many partners as possible. The Coo-
lidge effect is one way in which males of some
species are adapted to copulate with a large num-
ber of females.
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