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Synonyms

Intra-sexual Competition; Parental Investment
Theory

Definition

Mating effort encompasses all the investment of
resources in order to gain sexual access to a con-
specific, the time and energy expended during
copulation, and all the sex cells expended as a
result of copulation.

Mating effort refers to the time and energy an
organism invests to gain sexual access to another
organism, the energy expended during sex, and
the gametes (sex cells) invested. In sexually
reproducing species, the sex that invests more
resources in its offspring is more selective when
choosing a mating partner (Trivers 1972). As a
result, the sex that invests fewer parental
resources will experience greater intrasexual com-
petition for mating partners and will exert greater
mating effort to reproduce sexually. The sex with
lower obligate parental investment needed to

produce offspring may achieve greater reproduc-
tive success by copulating with a greater number
of partners. There is a range of evolved strategies
expressed in mating effort, with some individuals
being more competitive in terms of gaining sexual
access and others having adaptations resulting in a
more competitive contribution of sex cells
(sperm).

Intrasexual Competition

One way in which organisms can exert mating
effort is by directly competing with same-sex
conspecifics to gain sexual access to
opposite-sex conspecifics. In some species, such
as peafowl, males (peacocks) display prominent
physical characteristics to advertise their genetic
quality (Petrie et al. 1991; Petrie and Halliday
1994). In this case, females (peahens) select as
mating partners males with the most vibrant plum-
age. In other species, males may possess orna-
mentation, or “weaponry,” such as the antlers
used in intrasexual competition by deer
(Andersson 1994). Physical characteristics like
weaponry and colorful displays of plumage con-
stitute one type of mating effort, wherein organ-
isms directly compete to gain sexual access.

Evidence for sex differences in mating effort
has been observed in humans. Relative to women,
men report a higher ideal number of lifetime sex-
ual partners, indicate that they need less time to
know someone before having sex with them
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(Buss and Schmitt 1993), and express greater
desire for casual sex (Schmitt et al. 2001). Similar
to males in many nonhuman species, men also
exert mating effort to gain sexual access; however,
the ways that men advertise their desirability as a
mating partner often corresponds to their ability to
provision the female and/or her offspring with
resources. For example, both men and women in
one study judged “showing resource potential” to
be most effective for men pursuing a long-term
partner and judged immediately gifting resources
to be the most effective strategy for men pursuing
a short-term sexual partner (Schmitt and Buss
1996). Whereas males of other species may exert
mating effort using direct competition, including
physical displays of genetic quality such as the
peacock’s train, men may exert mating effort by
displaying their ability to provision resources to a
woman and her children. In this sense, human
mating effort may be unique because, in most
other species, mating effort is often framed as an
alternative to parental effort. To further compli-
cate this distinction, there is debate about whether
altruism may be better understood as mating effort
or as a way in which men display their ability to
provision resources. Whereas some have argued
that men use altruistic behavior as a means to
display their genetic quality (e.g., Gintis et al.
2001), others have argued that men use altruistic
behavior to indicate their ability to provide paren-
tal care (e.g., Kokko 1998). Still others have
argued that the framing of parental and mating
effort as a trade-off may be misleading (Stiver
and Alonzo 2009), as certain behavioral charac-
teristics may simultaneously serve both functions.

Sperm Competition

Males can also exert mating effort without engag-
ing in direct competition with one another for
sexual access. Adaptations for sperm competition
facilitate males of some species to compete to
fertilize a female’s ova. Some sperm competition
adaptations result in the production of higher-
quality ejaculates. Chimpanzees have a larger
testes-to-body weight ratio compared to many
other primates, and because larger testes are

capable of producing larger ejaculates, this
implies an evolutionary history of frequent
sperm competition (Møller 1988). Alternatively,
some adaptations to sperm competition involve
the removal of rival sperm. For example, one
study of Drosophila melanogaster observed that
sterile males could displace semen from the repro-
ductive tract of females who had previously mated
(Harshman and Prout 1994). In humans, the male
penis has evolved a shape that is effective at
removing semen from a woman’s reproductive
tract (Gallup et al. 2003). Research investigating
sexual behavior in humans has also revealed a
number of behaviors that may reflect adaptations
to sperm competition. For example, men who
have spent more time away from their partner
since the couple’s most recent copulation report
greater interest in sex with her, even after control-
ling for time since the last copulation (Shackelford
et al. 2007), potentially to displace or to compete
with the sperm of rival males in the woman’s
reproductive tract.

Mating effort encompasses a range of physical,
behavioral, and cognitive adaptations that individ-
uals use to increase their reproductive success. In
particular, males of many sexually reproducing
species often face greater intrasexual competition
for access to mating partners and, thus, have adap-
tations for intrasexual competition.

Cross-References

▶ Intra-sexual Selection
▶Mate Guarding
▶Mate Provisioning
▶ Sexual Selection
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