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Although masculine men offer good genes, they tend to be less willing to invest in
long-term relationships. Perhaps for this reason, women demonstrate a shift in their
preference for partner masculinity near peak fertility—when they are best able to
capitalize on such genetic benefits. Nevertheless, little is known about the extent to
which such shifts interact with the masculinity of one’s partner in the context of a
long-term relationship. Given that relationship satisfaction may act as a barometer that
gauges the extent to which people meet the evolved needs of their long-term relation-
ships, the current study of 70 newlywed couples tested the notion that the association
between wives’ conception risk and their marital satisfaction would depend on their
husbands’ self-reported masculinity. Consistent with predictions, conception risk was
positively associated with marital satisfaction among normally cycling wives with
relatively more masculine husbands but unassociated with marital satisfaction among
normally cycling wives with relatively less masculine husbands. These findings dem-
onstrate that women’s short-term mating strategies interact with their partners’ genetic
qualities to impact women’s satisfaction with even their most long-term relationships—
their marriages.

Keywords: marital satisfaction, partner masculinity, ovulation, long-term relationships,
fertility

Masculine traits reflect numerous qualities
that confer reproductive benefits to men. Per-
haps because women perceive men with more
masculine physical characteristics as being
more physically attractive (Feinberg et al.,
2006; Puts, 2005) and healthier (Folstad &
Karter, 1992; Rhodes, Chan, Zebrowitz, & Sim-
mons, 2003; Thornhill & Gangestad, 2006) than
men with less masculine physical characteris-
tics, masculine men report obtaining more
mates (Rhodes, Simmons, & Peters, 2005) and
even reproduce at a greater rate in modern hunter–
gatherer societies (Apicella, Feinberg, & Mar-

lowe, 2007). Accordingly, ancestral women could
have gained access to good genes to the extent that
they obtained highly masculine mates (Gangestad,
Garver-Apgar, Simpson, & Cousins, 2007; Thorn-
hill & Gangestad, 1999).

Nevertheless, there are also reproductive
costs associated with choosing such mates. Not
only do masculine men face various health risks
(Booth, Johnson, & Granger, 1999; Getty,
2002; Møller, Christe, & Lux, 1999) but the
partners of such men risk low levels of parental
investment. Indeed, whereas relatively more
masculine men are more likely to pursue short-
term mating strategies compared to long-term
mating strategies and thus are less likely to
commit to and invest in a single partner, rela-
tively less masculine men are more likely to
pursue long-term mating strategies (Booth &
Dabbs, 1993; Gangestad & Simpson, 2000;
Gray, Parkin, & Samms-Vaughan, 2007;
Roney, Hanson, Durante, & Maestripieri, 2006;
van Anders & Goldey, 2010; van Anders, Ham-
ilton, & Watson, 2007). Thus, although mascu-
line men offer the benefit of good genes, such
benefits may come at the cost of low levels of
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investment—a particularly harmful cost for an-
cestral women (Trivers, 1972).

Consequently, women may have been forced
to make trade-offs in mate selection—choosing
between mates with indicators of genetic fitness
and mates with indicators of the willingness to
invest (Buss & Shackelford, 2008; Gangestad &
Simpson, 2000). Accordingly, scholars have ar-
gued that ancestral women may have evolved a
mixed-mating strategy whereby they adopted a
long-term mating strategy to obtain mates who
were willing and able to invest in offspring yet
also a short-term mating strategy to obtain
mates with qualities indicative of genetic fitness
near ovulation (Gangestad, Thornhill, &
Garver-Apgar, 2010a; Pillsworth & Haselton,
2006). Consistent with this idea, research has
indicated that women demonstrate a stronger
preference for masculinity near peak fertility,
when they could gain genetic benefits for their
offspring, compared to less-fertile phases of
their menstrual cycles (Gangestad, Thornhill, &
Garver-Apgar, 2010b).

But what are the implications of this strategy
for women’s long-term relationships? One pos-
sibility that follows directly from this mixed-
mating strategy is that partnered women are
more likely to seek masculine extra-pair mates
near ovulation. Indeed, Gangestad and col-
leagues (2010b) demonstrated that partnered
women displayed greater interest in mascu-
line extra-pair mates near peak fertility com-
pared to less-fertile phases of their menstrual
cycles, particularly to the extent that they did
not have masculine partners. Specifically, fer-
tile women paired with relatively less mascu-
line partners display more interest in mascu-
line extra-pair mates than do fertile women
paired with relatively more masculine part-
ners (Gangestad et al., 2010b; also see Gan-
gestad, Thornhill, & Garver-Apgar, 2005;
Haselton & Gangestad, 2006; Larson, Pills-
worth, & Haselton, 2012).

The Role of Relationship Satisfaction

Relationship satisfaction may be the proxi-
mate mechanism that motivates women’s inter-
est in extra-pair mates. Indeed, one of the stron-
gest predictors of forming and staying in a
relationship is satisfaction with that relationship
(Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Kelley & Thibaut,
1978; Rusbult, 1980; Stanley & Markman,

1992). Accordingly, any adaptation that oper-
ates to help women form and stay in relation-
ships that are reproductively advantageous may
do so by affecting their satisfaction with that
relationship (for a related discussion, see Li &
Meltzer, 2015; Meltzer, McNulty, Jackson, &
Karney, 2014a; Shackelford & Buss, 1997). In-
deed, decreased relationship satisfaction is one
important predictor of extra-pair mating (At-
kins, Baucom, & Jacobson, 2001; McNulty &
Widman, 2014). Thus, the goal of the current
study was to examine whether mated women’s
conception risk similarly interacts with their
partner’s masculinity to predict their relation-
ship satisfaction.

There is existing research addressing this is-
sue. In two studies, Larson, Haselton, Gilder-
sleeve, and Pillsworth (2013) demonstrated that
women who rated their long-term partners rel-
atively high in sexual desirability reported
higher relationship quality (i.e., closeness and
satisfaction) at peak fertility—just prior to ovu-
lation—compared to less-fertile days of their
menstrual cycles. Nevertheless, given that the
studies assessed women’s perceptions of their
partners’ qualities rather than their partners own
reports of their qualities, it remains unclear
whether it is indeed those partners’ qualities that
influence women’s long-term relationship out-
comes or some third variable associated with
women’s perceptions that influence their long-
term relationship outcomes. Indeed, women’s
perceived partner sexual desirability likely re-
flects numerous partner qualities, and thus it is
important to examine the specific partner qual-
ities (e.g., masculinity) that may drive such ef-
fects.

Methodological and Measurement Issues

Most prior research examining the reproduc-
tive benefits associated with men’s masculinity
has operationalized masculinity using men’s
physical characteristics. For example, existing
studies have examined women’s preferences for
and the implications of men’s facial masculinity
(e.g., Boothroyd, Jones, Burt, & Perrett, 2007;
DeBruine et al., 2006; Gangestad et al., 2010b;
Kruger, 2006; Thornhill & Gangestad, 2006),
body masculinity (e.g., Little, Jones, & Burriss,
2007), and low voice pitch (e.g., Apicella et al.,
2007; Feinberg et al., 2006; Puts, 2005). Yet an
often-overlooked operationalization of mascu-
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linity is men’s masculine behavioral displays,
such as dominance and assertiveness. Indeed,
some scholars have argued that such behavioral
displays may be an even stronger indicator of
masculinity than are men’s physical character-
istics (see Gangestad, Simpson, Cousins,
Garver-Apgar, & Christensen, 2004). Accord-
ingly, the current study examined whether
women’s long-term partners’ behavioral dis-
plays of masculinity interact with women’s fer-
tility to predict their relationship satisfaction.

Given that the specific prediction and theoreti-
cal framework pertain to women’s reactions to
partner masculinity in the context of a long-term-
oriented relationship, it is also crucial that partic-
ipants be involved in long-term relationships. Al-
though dating couples who are involved in long-
term relationships would certainly provide a fair
test of the interactive effects of women’s fertility
and their partners’ behavioral masculinity for
women’s relationship satisfaction, the problem
with most existing studies of dating couples is that
it is unclear whether such couples adopt long-term
or short-term relationship orientations. Thus, as
others have argued (Li & Meltzer, 2015; Meltzer
et al., 2014a), utilizing a sample of married cou-
ples is one way to maximize the likelihood that all
couples are engaged in long-term-oriented rela-
tionships.

Overview of the Current Study

I used a daily diary study of newlywed cou-
ples to examine the interactive effects of wives’
fertility and their husbands’ behavioral mascu-
linity on those wives’ marital satisfaction. Ev-
ery evening for two weeks, wives provided in-
formation that was used to calculate their
conception risk and completed a measure of
marital satisfaction, and husbands completed a
measure of behavioral masculinity. I predicted
that the association between changes in wives’
conception risk and their marital satisfaction
would depend on their husbands’ level of self-
reported behavioral masculinity. Whereas I ex-
pected wives married to relatively more mascu-
line husbands to report increased marital
satisfaction near peak fertility, I expected wives
married to relatively less masculine husbands to
report decreased marital satisfaction near peak
fertility. Further, in an effort to demonstrate that
this effect was driven by hormonal changes
associated with ovulation, rather than other

physical changes associated with the menstrual
cycle, I examined whether the predicted inter-
action was further moderated by whether
women were normally cycling (e.g., experi-
enced a consistent menstrual cycle, not using
hormonal contraceptives), expecting it to
emerge among only normally cycling women.

Method

Participants

Participants were 70 first-married newlywed
couples who had completed the daily diary
phase of data collection in a larger study of 113
newlywed couples. The couples not included in
the current analyses either (a) did not complete
the daily diary phase of data collection (n � 8;
7%) or (b) did not provide sufficient data to
estimate wives’ conception risk (n � 31; 27%)
or husbands’ behavioral masculinity (n � 4;
4%). Data collection was initially planned for
12 months but was extended for one additional
month to increase sample size.

Participants were recruited through invita-
tions sent to eligible couples who had applied
for marriage licenses in the county of the study
location (North Texas). Interested couples who
responded to the invitation were screened in a
telephone interview to ensure they met the fol-
lowing criteria, given broader goals of the
study: (a) they had been married for less than
four months and both partners could attend a
laboratory session within the first four months
of their marriage, (b) neither partner had been
previously married, (c) they were at least 18
years of age, and (d) they spoke English (to
ensure questionnaire comprehension).

The wives analyzed here were 26.67 years
old (SD � 3.78) and had completed 16.50 years
of education (SD � 2.51) on average; 56% were
employed full time, and 14% were full-time
students. The husbands analyzed here were
27.86 years old (SD � 4.10) and had completed
15.84 years of education (SD � 2.88) on aver-
age; 74% were employed full time, and 11%
were full-time students. The sample was quite
diverse, relative to other samples of first-
married newlywed couples (see Karney, Kreitz,
& Sweeney, 2004). Forty (57.1%) wives and 39
(55.7%) husbands identified as Caucasian, 12
(17.1%) wives and 12 (17.1%) husbands iden-
tified as African American, 11 (15.7%) wives
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and 12 (17.1%) husbands identified as Latina/o,
six (8.6%) wives and seven (10.0%) husbands
identified as an “Other” race, and one wife did
not report her race.

Procedure

Following recruitment, couples completed a
battery of questionnaires online at Qualtrics.com
or through the mail. These included various
questionnaires beyond the scope of the current
analyses and one of the items necessary for
utilizing the reverse-cycle method to calculate
wives’ conception risk: their average menstrual
cycle length. Subsequent to completing these
questionnaires, each member of the couple was
e-mailed a link to a daily questionnaire every
day for 14 days. For wives, this daily question-
naire included several additional items neces-
sary for estimating their conception risk, includ-
ing (a) their previous menstrual cycle start date
and (b) whether they were normally cycling
(i.e., experienced a consistent menstrual cycle
and not using hormonal contraceptives), as well
as their daily marital satisfaction. For husbands,
this daily questionnaire included items assess-
ing their behavioral masculinity. After the 14th
day, couples were mailed a check for participat-
ing. Couples were paid $1 per person per diary
day completed. As an incentive to complete
more diaries, couples were paid an additional $7
if both spouses completed all 14 days. Wives
completed an average of 12.34 (SD � 3.13)
days, and husbands completed an average of
12.06 (SD � 3.34) days. Notably, because the
analyses produced estimates for every individ-
ual in the sample, including individuals with
missing data, by weighting individual estimates
according to Bayes’s theorem (Box & Tiao,
1973), I could include all 70 couples in the
analyses.

Measures

Wives’ daily conception risk estimates.
Consistent with prior psychological research
examining ovulation effects (e.g., Eastwick &
Finkel, 2012; Haselton & Gangestad, 2006),
wives reported their average menstrual cycle
length at baseline and the start date of their
previous menstruation at each daily assessment,
which was used to (a) place women on a “stan-
dard” 29-day cycle and (b) calculate conception
risk (range � .000 to .094) for each day of the

14-day diary using the reverse-cycle-day
method (see Garver-Apgar, Gangestad, &
Thornhill, 2008) and actuarial medical data (see
Wilcox, Dunson, Weinberg, Trussell, & Baird,
2001). Higher scores indicate higher probability
of conception with a single act of unprotected
intercourse. Given the greater variability in
women’s follicular phase compared to the luteal
phase, this reverse-cycle-day method is pre-
ferred over the forward-cycle-day method (Feh-
ring, Schneider, & Raviele, 2006). Neverthe-
less, given recent concerns that researchers can
choose whichever method of estimation pro-
vides support for their predictions (Harris,
Chabot, & Mickes, 2013), I also attempted to
demonstrate that the predicted effect replicated
with estimates formed using the forward-cycle-
day method (on the basis of only the daily
self-reported start date of wives’ previous men-
struation; range � .000 to .086; see Garver-
Apgar et al., 2008).

Normally cycling dummy code. Although
I was able to calculate a “conception risk value”
for all participants based on days since menstru-
ation, that value is a meaningful indicator of
conception risk among only women who expe-
rience a normal menstrual cycle (Wilcox et al.,
2001). Some women do not experience a nor-
mal menstrual cycle for reasons such as preg-
nancy, hysterectomy, menopause, or irregular-
ity, and women using hormonal contraceptives
do not experience naturally cycling hormones
associated with ovulation. Thus, wives indi-
cated each day whether they (a) experienced a
“regular menstrual cycle (i.e., their average
menstrual cycle length consistently fell within
25–35 days)” and (b) used “any form of hor-
monal birth control—hormonal birth control in-
cludes things such as oral contraceptives (the
Pill), the patch, vaginal ring (NuvaRing), im-
plants, or injections.” Both items were assessed
daily because women’s cycling could have
changed across the 14-day diary (e.g., they may
have begun using hormonal contraceptives, they
may have conceived). Given that no wives re-
ported any changes in either question across the
14 days, however, each wife was dummy-coded
as either 0 (normally cycling; i.e., experiencing
a regular menstrual cycle and not using hor-
monal contraceptives; n � 29) or 1 (nonnor-
mally cycling; i.e., not experiencing a regular
menstrual cycle due to pregnancy or irregularity
and/or using hormonal contraceptives; n � 41).
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I then examined this dummy code as a moder-
ator of the predicted effect in an effort to show
that any associations involving conception risk
were due to fertility, which should covary with
only conception risk in normally cycling
women, rather than other factors that vary
across the menstrual cycle (e.g., physical symp-
toms associated with time since previous men-
struation or time until next menstruation).

Husbands’ average behavioral masculi-
nity. Each day of the 14-day diary, husbands
completed four items assessing their behavioral
masculinity. Specifically, at the end of each day,
husbands indicated the extent to which they
were dominant, powerful, masculine, and asser-
tive that day on a 7-point scale ranging from 1
(not at all) to 7 (extremely). Because the aver-
age level of husbands’ behavioral masculinity,
rather than the day-to-day fluctuations in hus-
bands’ behavioral masculinity, should be a
more robust measure of their trait levels of
behavioral masculinity, I averaged husbands’
responses to the four items across the 14 days.
Higher scores indicate higher average levels of
behavioral masculinity. In this study, internal
consistency of this measure was adequate (� �
.85), and husbands reported moderate levels of
masculinity (M � 3.85), though there was sub-
stantial variability (SD � 1.19) in these reports.
Moreover, husbands’ scores were normally dis-
tributed (skewness � �.28, SE � .29; kurto-
sis � �.11, SE � .57, Kolmogorov–Smirnov
statistic � .06, p � .200; Shapiro-Wilk statis-
tic � .98, p � .479).

Daily marital satisfaction. I assessed
spouses’ daily marital satisfaction using a re-
vised version of the Kansas Marital Satisfaction
Scale (KMSS; Schumm, Nichols, Schectman, &
Grigsby, 1983). The KMSS is a three-item scale
asking spouses to report the extent to which
they agree with general statements about their
marriage. Specifically, spouses were asked to
“reflect on the day as a whole” and indicate the
extent to which they were “satisfied with their
partner today,” “satisfied with their relationship
with their partner today,” and “satisfied with
their marriage today,” on a 7-point scale rang-
ing from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely; see
McNulty & Karney, 2001). Spouses’ responses
were averaged, and higher scores indicated
higher daily marital satisfaction. Wives’ scores
were used as the dependent variable in all
analyses, and husbands’ scores were used as a

covariate in a supplemental analysis. Internal
consistency of this measure was high (all
�s � .89).

Data Analytic Strategy

Given that the key predictor is changes in
wives’ own conception risk (i.e., within-
subject differences), independent of the ex-
tent to which their average conception risk
varies from the sample mean’s conception
risk (i.e., between-subjects differences), anal-
yses require isolating wives’ within-subject
effects from their between-subjects effects.
Thus, daily reports of marital satisfaction
from each wife were regressed onto daily
estimates of their conception risk to estimate
the covariance between each wife’s concep-
tion risk and daily marital satisfaction over
the course of 14 days in the first level of a
two-level model. Then, in the second level,
husbands’ average self-reported behavioral
masculinity ratings were used to account for
between-subjects differences in the magni-
tude of the within-subject covariance, con-
trolling for all corresponding between-
subjects effects, including between-subjects
differences in conception risk. To accomplish
these analyses in a way that additionally con-
trolled for correlated errors across levels, I
examined data with hierarchical linear mod-
eling (HLM; Bryk & Raudenbush, 1992), im-
plemented using the HLM 7 computer pro-
gram (Bryk, Raudenbush, & Congdon, 1994).
Additionally, as previously noted, I predicted
that the interactive association between
wives’ estimated conception risk values and
husbands’ average masculinity would be fur-
ther moderated by whether wives were nor-
mally cycling, such that it would only affect
changes in daily marital satisfaction among
wives who were normally cycling and thus
experiencing the hormonal fluctuations asso-
ciated with ovulation.

In sum, I tested the prediction by estimating
the following Level-1 and Level-2 equations:

Yij (Wives’ Marital Satisfaction)

� �0j (Intercept)

� �1j (Within-Subject Conception Risk)

� �2j (Day) � eij, (1)
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�0j � �00 � �01(Between-Subjects

Conception Risk) � �02(Masculinity) � �03(NC)

� �04(Between-Subjects Conception Risk

� Masculinity) � �05(Between-Subjects

Conception Risk � NC) � �06(Masculinity

� NC) � �07 (Between-Subjects Conception

Risk � Masculinity � NC) � r0j, (2)

�1j � �10 � �11(Masculinity)

� �12(NC) � �13(Masculinity � NC),

(3)

�2j � �20 � r2j, (4)

where (a) NC represents “normally cycling,” (b)
Day was centered around the sample mean, (c)
the between-subjects conception risk and hus-
bands’ average behavioral masculinity scores
were standardized, (d) the Level-2 Intercept and
Day estimates were allowed to vary across
wives, and (e) the crucial Within-Subject Con-
ception Risk � Masculinity � NC interaction
estimated at Level 2 (see �13 in Equation 3)
tests the key prediction. Deviance tests con-
firmed that all random and fixed effects were the
most appropriate.

Results

The results are reported in Table 1. As can be
seen, consistent with predictions, the crucial
Within-Subject Conception Risk � Masculin-
ity � NC interaction emerged as significant.
This three-way interaction is depicted in Figure
1. To decompose this interaction, I first exam-
ined the Within-Subject Conception Risk �
Masculinity interaction separately for those
wives who reported nonnormally cycling versus
those who reported normally cycling. As ex-
pected, among nonnormally cycling wives, the
Within-Subject Conception Risk � Masculinity
interaction was not significant (� � �.74, SE �
1.36), t(698) � �.55, p � .585, and within-
subject conception risk was not associated with
daily marital satisfaction on average (� � .91,
SE � 1.64), t(698) � .56, p � .577. This
nonsignificant two-way interaction is depicted
in Panel A of Figure 1. Among normally cy-
cling wives, in contrast, the Within-Subject
Conception Risk � Masculinity interaction was
significant (� � 4.99, SE � 1.98), t(698) �
2.52, p � .012, effect size r � .09. This signif-
icant two-way interaction is depicted in Panel B
of Figure 1. I further decomposed this two-way
interaction by estimating the simple effects of
normally cycling wives’ within-subject concep-
tion risk for those with husbands relatively low

Table 1
Associations Between Wives’ Daily Conception Risk, Husbands’ Self-Reported
Behavioral Masculinity, Wives’ Cycle Normality, and Wives’ Daily
Marital Satisfaction

Variable � SE df Effect size r

Intercept 6.13��� .14 62
Between-subjects conception risk (BPCR) �.04 .14 62 .04
Husbands’ behavioral masculinity (M) �.03 .17 62 .02
Normal cycling (NC) .09 .17 62 .07
BPCR � M �.17 .14 62 .15
BPCR � NC .09 .17 62 .06
M � NC .03 .21 62 .02
BPCR � M � NC .19 .18 62 .13
Day .01 .01 69 .10
Within-subject conception risk (WPCR) 5.86† 3.13 698 .07
WPCR � M 4.99� 1.98 698 .09
WPCR � NC �4.95 3.53 698 .05
WPCR � M � NC �5.73� 2.39 698 .09

Note. Effect size r � � t2

t2�df
.

† p � .10. � p � .05. ��� p � .001.
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(1 SD below the sample mean) versus relatively
high (1 SD above the sample mean) in behav-
ioral masculinity. Inconsistent with predictions,
conception risk was unassociated with marital
satisfaction among normally cycling wives with
husbands relatively low in self-reported behav-
ioral masculinity (� � .79, SE � 4.34),
t(698) � .18, p � .855. In contrast, and consis-
tent with predictions, within-subject conception
risk was positively associated with marital sat-
isfaction among normally cycling wives with
husbands relatively high in behavioral mascu-
linity (� � 10.75, SE � 2.96), t(698) � 3.63,
p � .001, effect size r � .14. Notably, three
additional analyses demonstrated that the pre-
dicted three-way interaction (a) held controlling
for husbands’ daily marital satisfaction, where
husbands’ person-centered scores were entered
at Level 1, husbands’ grand-mean-centered
scores were entered on the Level-2 intercept,
and the Level-2 parameter was allowed to vary
across individuals, to allow for examination of
the association between wives’ daily marital
satisfaction and within-subject and between-
subjects differences in husbands’ marital satis-
faction (� � �5.47, SE � 2.29), t(574) �
�2.39, p � .017, effect size r � .101; (b) held
controlling for wives’ age, grand-mean-
centered and entered on the Level-2 intercept
(� � �5.73, SE � 2.40), t(698) � �2.38, p �
.017, effect size r � .09; and (c) emerged as
marginally significant using the forward-cycle-
day estimate of conception risk (� � �7.89,
SE � 4.15), t(688) � �1.90, p � .058, effect
size r � .07, where the key simple Conception
Risk � Masculinity effect among normally cy-

cling wives continued to emerge as significant
(� � 8.03, SE � 3.76), t(688) � 2.13, p � .033,
effect size r � .08.

Discussion

Although masculine men confer numerous
reproductive benefits (Gangestad et al., 2007;
Thornhill & Gangestad, 1999), they tend to be
less likely to adopt long-term mating strategies
and thus pose important reproductive risks as
well (Booth & Dabbs, 1993; Boothroyd et al.,
2007; Gangestad & Simpson, 2000; Gray et al.,
2007; Kruger, 2006; Perrett et al., 1998; Roney
et al., 2006; van Anders & Goldey, 2010; van
Anders et al., 2007). Accordingly, scholars have
proposed that women evolved to prefer mascu-
line traits near peak fertility—a time when they
can gain genetic benefits for their offspring
(Buss & Shackelford, 2008; Gangestad & Simp-
son, 2000). Although ancestral women mated
with relatively less masculine long-term-
oriented partners may have been more likely to
experience declines in relationship satisfaction
near peak fertility and thus seek masculine ex-
tra-pair mates (see Gangestad et al., 2005; Gan-
gestad et al., 2010b; Haselton & Gangestad,

1 According to that analysis, husbands’ within-subject
variability in daily marital satisfaction (� � .40, SE � .07),
t(68) � 5.89, p � .001, effect size r � .58, and husbands’
between-subjects variability in daily marital satisfaction
(� � .34, SE � .12), t(60) � 2.88, p � .006, effect size r �
.35, were positively associated with wives’ daily fluctua-
tions in marital satisfaction.
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Figure 1. Interactive effect of wives’ conception risk, husbands’ average behavioral mas-
culinity, and wives’ cycle, on wives’ daily marital satisfaction. Low conception risk � .000;
high conception risk � .094. Error bars represent standard errors.
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2006; Larson et al., 2012), ancestral women
mated with relatively more masculine long-
term-oriented partners may have experienced
increases in relationship satisfaction near peak
fertility.

The current study provided evidence to sup-
port this latter possibility by revealing an asso-
ciation between wives’ daily marital satisfac-
tion, wives’ daily changes in conception risk,
their husbands’ behavioral masculinity, and
whether those wives were normally cycling.
Among nonnormally cycling wives, wives’
daily changes in conception risk were unasso-
ciated with changes in their daily marital satis-
faction, regardless of their husbands’ level of
self-reported behavioral masculinity. Normally
cycling wives, in contrast, became more satis-
fied as they neared peak fertility when they were
married to relatively more behaviorally mascu-
line husbands but demonstrated no such shifts in
satisfaction when they were married to rela-
tively less behaviorally masculine husbands.
Notably, this effect (a) emerged using two dif-
ferent methods of assessing conception risk
(i.e., the reverse-cycle-day and forward-cycle-
day methods), (b) held controlling for between-
subjects differences and within-subject differ-
ences in husbands’ marital satisfaction, and (c)
held controlling for wives’ age.

The fact that normally cycling wives with
relatively less masculine partners reported
steady levels of marital satisfaction across their
menstrual cycles may seem surprising. Indeed,
the same theoretical rationale that I used to
predict the positive association between within-
subject conception risk and marital satisfaction
among wives with more-masculine husbands
suggests wives with less-masculine husbands
should become less satisfied near peak fertility.
It is unclear whether this null effect would gen-
eralize to other relationships, however. Given
that these wives were recently married (within
four months), it is possible that although they
were more accepting of their relatively less-
masculine husbands, they may begin to experi-
ence declines in marital satisfaction at peak
fertility over time. Examining the extent to
which this null effect continues to emerge in a
sample of couples that have been married for an
extended period of time may be a fruitful ave-
nue for future research.

Strengths and Limitations

Several strengths of the current research may
enhance confidence in the results reported here.
First, the primary effect replicated using an al-
ternative estimation of wives’ conception risk
(i.e., estimated using the forward-cycle-day
method), suggesting that the effect is not con-
fined to a single estimate of conception risk.
Second, the current study utilized a relatively
diverse sample, suggesting that the findings
may generalize to a relatively broad range of
people. Third, given that factors such as hor-
monal contraceptive use and pregnancy sup-
press ovulation, the current study provided
stronger evidence that the association was due
to hormonal fluctuations associated with ovula-
tion by demonstrating that the primary effect
emerged only among normally cycling women.
Thus, it provided additional support for the the-
oretical framework that guided the main predic-
tion. Fourth, the current study utilized hus-
bands’ reports of their own behavioral
masculinity rather than wives’ perceptions of
husbands’ behavioral masculinity, helping to
reduce the possibility that some quality com-
mon to women who perceive different levels of
partner behavioral masculinity accounted for
these results. Finally, the current study used
participants who responded on the basis of their
actual intimate relationships, rather than hypo-
thetical, laboratory-based, or prior relationships.
Thus, the outcome measure, wives’ relationship
satisfaction, was both real and consequential.

Nevertheless, several factors limit interpreta-
tions of the current findings until they can be
replicated and extended. First, and most nota-
bly, although the homogeneity of this newlywed
sample reduced error variance and thus may
have facilitated my ability to detect the pre-
dicted effect, generalizations to other samples
(e.g., long-term-oriented dating couples, older
married couples) should be made with caution
until this effect can be replicated and extended.
For example, normally cycling women engaged
in dating relationships may experience the daily
relationship satisfaction fluctuations demon-
strated here only to the extent that they and their
partners are oriented toward the long term and
toward future reproduction. Second, in the cur-
rent study, husbands’ own reports of their be-
havioral masculinity interacted with normally
cycling wives’ conception risk to predict wives’
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daily marital satisfaction. It is possible, how-
ever, that wives’ perceptions of their husbands’
masculinity, which are likely not perfectly cor-
related with husbands’ own reports of their mas-
culinity, play a unique role in this association.
Future research may benefit from examining
this possibility. Third, although a 14-day diary
study allows for a preliminary examination of
the association between normally cycling wom-
en’s daily changes in conception risk, their part-
ners’ self-reported behavioral masculinity, and
those women’s daily changes in relationship
satisfaction, it is unclear whether this pattern
continues to emerge across all stages of wom-
en’s reproductive development. Future research
may benefit from examining these associations
across a longer period of time. Finally, although
estimations of conception risk have been suc-
cessfully used in prior research (e.g., Haselton
& Gangestad, 2006; Miller & Maner, 2010),
some wives in the current study may have nev-
ertheless inaccurately reported the start of their
previous menstruation and/or their average
menstrual cycle length. Likewise, given that the
current study utilized husbands’ self-reported
behavioral masculinity rather than objective rat-
ings of husbands’ behavioral masculinity, some
husbands in the current study may have inaccu-
rately perceived or reported their masculine be-
havioral displays. Accordingly, a construct
other than behavioral masculinity that is corre-
lated with such a tendency may account for
these effects. Future research may benefit from
attempting to replicate the effect demonstrated
here using objective measures of women’s ovu-
latory status and their partners’ behavioral mas-
culinity.

Implications and Future Directions

This finding has both theoretical and practical
implications. First, it joins a growing literature
(e.g., Gangestad et al., 2005; Larson et al., 2012,
2013; Meltzer, McNulty, Jackson, & Karney,
2014b; Meltzer, McNulty, & Maner, 2015; Rus-
sell, McNulty, Baker, & Meltzer, 2014) demon-
strating that evolutionary perspectives on hu-
man mating can provide novel insights into
long-term-oriented relationships, such as mar-
riage. Although ancestral women may have
evolved to prefer masculine traits for the pur-
pose of short-term mating (Buss & Shackelford,
2008; Gangestad & Simpson, 2000), the current

findings demonstrate that even women’s long-
term-oriented relationships may benefit to the
extent that their partners are relatively mascu-
line. That is, women with long-term mates who
report relatively high behavioral masculinity are
more satisfied with their relationships at peak
fertility compared to less-fertile phases of their
menstrual cycles. Given that ancestral women
likely incurred genetic benefits from relatively
more masculine partners, an increase in rela-
tionship satisfaction at peak fertility may also be
associated with increased sexual desire for those
partners that likely functioned to produce higher
quality offspring. Of course, it is possible that
such women also incur important costs associ-
ated with their partners’ masculinity, such as
decreased loyalty or investment, which were not
examined here. Accordingly, as such women
transition to parenthood, they may experience
declines in relationship satisfaction due to their
masculine partners’ decreased investment in
offspring. Future research may benefit from ex-
amining this potential cost.

Relatedly, it is likely that the current effects
are further moderated by women’s own mate
value, such that women with higher mate value
may be more likely to capitalize on these ben-
efits associated with their partners’ masculinity
whereas women with lower mate value may be
more likely to suffer the costs of long-term
masculine partners. Indeed, research (Buss &
Shackelford, 2008) has suggested that women’s
own mate values predict their standards for
long-term mates, such that women with rela-
tively lower mate values are more likely to
pursue a mixed-mating strategy whereas
women with relatively high mate values are
more likely to adopt long-term mating strategies
and pursue long-term mates with indicators of
both good genes and good investment. Future
research may also benefit from examining this
possibility.

Second, these findings join other research
(see Gangestad et al., 2004) in demonstrating
that women’s shifting preference for partner
masculinity extends beyond men’s physical
characteristics to men’s self-reported behavioral
masculinity such as assertiveness, dominance,
and powerfulness. Whereas Larson et al. (2013)
demonstrated that women near peak fertility
report increased satisfaction with partners they
perceive as sexually attractive, which may be
reflective of physical characteristics associated
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with masculinity, the current study demon-
strated similar effects on the basis of men’s own
ratings of their behavioral masculinity. Whereas
physical masculinity may indicate good genes
associated with health, self-reported behavioral
masculinity may indicate good genes associated
with intrasexual competition and resource ac-
quisition (Gangestad et al., 2004).

Finally, although the current study demon-
strated that between-subjects differences in
women’s hormonal contraceptive use further
moderated the interactive effect of women’s
fertility and their partners’ self-reported behav-
ioral masculinity for women’s relationship out-
comes, it is possible that within-subject changes
in women’s hormonal contraceptive use may
play an important role. Many women either (a)
meet their long-term partners while not using
hormonal contraceptives and then begin using
hormonal contraceptives during the course of
their relationships or (b) meet their long-term
partners while using hormonal contraceptives
and discontinue using hormonal contraceptives
during the course of their relationships to con-
ceive. Given that recent research has demon-
strated that such within-subject changes interact
with partner qualities to predict women’s long-
term relationship satisfaction (Russell et al.,
2014), women may experience shifts in rela-
tionship satisfaction that correspond to their (a)
conception risk, (b) partners’ behavioral mascu-
linity, and (c) changes in hormonal contracep-
tive use throughout the course of their marriage.
Future research may benefit from exploring this
possibility.
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