
Current Research in Ecological and Social Psychology 4 (2023) 100125 

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect 

Current Research in Ecological and Social Psychology 

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/cresp 

Desire for social status affects marital and reproductive attitudes: A life 

history mismatch perspective 

Amy J. Lim 

a , ∗ , Norman P. Li b , Zoi Manesi b , Steven L. Neuberg 

c , Mark van Vugt d , 
Andrea L. Meltzer e , Kenneth Tan 

b 

a Discipline of Psychology, Murdoch University, Singapore 
b School of Social Sciences, Singapore Management University, Singapore 
c Department of Psychology, Arizona State University, Tempe, Arizona 
d Department of Experimental and Applied Psychology, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, Amsterdam, the Netherlands 
e Department of Psychology, Florida State University, Tallahassee, FL, USA 

a r t i c l e i n f o 

Keywords: 

Evolutionary psychology 
Life history theory 
Evolutionary mismatch 
Social status 
Low fertility 

a b s t r a c t 

Modern low fertility is an unresolved paradox. Despite the tremendous financial growth and stability in modern 
societies, birth rates are steadily dropping. Almost half of the world’s population lives in countries with below- 
replacement fertility and is projected for a continued decline. Drawing on life history theory and an evolutionary 
mismatch perspective, we propose that desire for social status (which is increasingly experienced by individuals 
in industrialized, modern societies) is a key factor affecting critical reproductive preferences. Across two experi- 
mental studies (total N = 719), we show that activating a desire for status can lead people to prefer reproductive 
tradeoffs that favor having fewer children, thereby predicting preferences for delaying both marriage and having 
a first child. These data support an evolutionary life history mismatch perspective and suggest a complemen- 
tary explanation for declining fertility rates in contemporary societies, especially developed and economically 
advanced ones. 
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Fertility rates around the world have on average declined. Indeed,
ore than half the world’s population currently lives in countries where

otal fertility rates are not only low but have dropped below replacement
evel (i.e., 2.1 children per woman; see Gerland et al., 2014 ; Wilson and
ison, 2004 ; Frejka, 2017 ). Among these countries are developed na-
ions and economically affluent countries such as those in Europe (1.80),
he United States (1.87), and East Asian countries such as Korea (0.78)
nd Singapore (1.10) ( The World Bank, n.d. ). These trends pose a para-
ox: If there is an abundance of resources that can potentially be spent
n raising offspring, why have fertility rates in modern, resource-rich so-
ieties been steadily dropping? This question is timely and important, as
he issue of modern low fertility has major implications for global popu-
ation aging ( Lutz et al., 2008 ) and related societal transformations with
egard to economic growth, the labor market, health care, and the pen-
ion system (e.g., Bloom et al., 2010 ; Harper, 2014 ; Kohler et al., 2006 ;
loyd-Sherlock, 2000 ; Lutz et al., 2008 ). 

Scholars have focused on economic (e.g., Becker, 1992 ; Willis, 1973 ),
ultural transmission (e.g., Bongaarts and Watkins, 1996 ; Cleland and
ilson, 1987 ), and mortality (e.g., Kirk, 1996 ) processes, among others,

o explain the preference of having fewer children. For example, such
odels highlight the role of (a) reduced child mortality ( Pepper and
ettle, 2013 ; Reher, 2004 ; Sanderson and Dubrow, 2000 ), (b) increased
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tatus ascribed to small family size (i.e., prestige bias; Richerson and
oyd, 1984 ), and (c) economic savings and benefits associated with in-
esting in the self over children ( Kramer, 2005 ; Shenk et al., 2013 ).
lthough these models shed insights to the changes in atttitudes toward
hildren, they do not offer a compelling explanation for why people in
ffluent modern societies would adopt a preference for fewer children
hat has the effect of severely compromising their reproductive fitness. That
s, we question how people’s reproductive fitness levels plummet to the
aladaptive point in many modern societies where fertility rates are

ncreasingly well below replacement levels and people are forgoing re-
roduction entirely. Proponents of birth control and investments in em-
odied or human capital argue that these factors can explain the reduced
ffspring number; and indeed, the increased investment in embodied or
uman capital is inextricably related to the reduced offspring number
 Hugh-Jones and Abdellaoui, 2022 ). Yet, the question remains - why has
he tradeoff tilted as far toward investment and away from reproduction
s it has? 

Reasons for low fertiity and the variability in reproductive timing is
omplex; to complement the existing explanations for declining fertility
n contemporary societies, we offer a novel persepectve to this issue.
pecifically, we suggest that there are various modern-day, evolution-
rily novel ecologies that chronically induce people (their reproductive
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1 The preference for sweet things is an adaptation; that is, the adaptive be- 
haviour is the consumption of sweet things as they provide good calories. In 
this sense, we are not consciously trying to eat more sugar, but will likely grav- 
itate towards sweet tasting things (which happens to contain sugar). In today’s 
environment where artificially sweetened food is aplenty, this preference for 
sweet things (i.e., a well-functioning adaptation) may result in a maladaptive 
outcome, for instance, obesity as people continue to gravitate to and continue 
consuming sweet things. Hence, it is not that the preference for sweet things 
is a maladaptation, nor is it a maladaptive illness, but it is that this adaptive 
preference in the current mismatched environment, can produce maladaptive 
outcomes (i.e., fitness compromising as obesity poses health risks and limits 
mating opportunities). 
iming mechanisms) to perceive that do not have enough to successfully
eproduce despite the capital and resources they may already possess. To
his end, we propose a novel Life History Mismatch perspective ( Li et al.,
018 ), arguing that modern conditions chronically trigger a subjective
ack of social status. This is because evolved psychological mechanisms
esigned to detect status competition are ill-equipped to effectively pro-
ess the exaggerated number of high-status competitors conveyed by
odern forms of exposure and communication. This is crucial given

hat a desire to compete for social status is tightly tied to both mate
references and fertility (e.g., Fletcher et al., 2000 ). Importantly, this
ismatch highlights an intriguing paradox —that the need to achieve a

igh or sufficient level of social status/resources to support and attract
otential mates in affluent modern societies likely contributes to pref-
rences for later marriage and timing of first child, with the implication
f inadvertently contributing to declining fertility rates. 

volutionary underpinnings and life history mismatch 

Life history theory, a framework based in evolutionary biology
 Charnov, 1993 ; Roff, 1992 ; Stearns, 1992 ), has been employed in re-
ent empirical studies and theoretical reviews to examine nuances in hu-
an mating and reproductive strategies (e.g., Del Giudice et al., 2016 ;

rench et al., 2020 ; Kaplan et al., 2000 ; Kenrick and Griskevicius, 2015 ;
ng et al., 2017 ; Tan et al., 2022 ). A basic assumption of life history
heory is that, because resources are limited, organisms face important
radeoffs in energy allocation between somatic effort , which involves in-
esting in one’s ability to reproduce in the future [i.e., developing and
aintaining the body and mind, which, for humans, includes acquiring
uman capital (e.g., knowledge, skills) and social capital (e.g., status,
lliances)], and reproductive effort ( Borgerhoff Mulder, 1992 ), which in-
olves direct investment in acquiring and maintaining mates, reproduc-
ng, and caring for offspring. The relative proportions of energy invested
n somatic versus reproductive effort over the lifespan constitutes peo-
le’s life history strategies. These life history strategies can be conceptu-
lized as existing on a fast-slow continuum. Whereas a faster life history
trategy is characterized by the tendency to favor early reproduction, a
igh reproductive rate, and reduced offspring investment at the expense
f somatic effort, a slower life history strategy is characterized by pref-
rences for greater somatic effort but relatively late reproduction, a low
eproductive rate, and heightened parental investment ( Lessels, 1991 ;
henk, 2011 ). 

Research on life history strategies typically show differences between
pecies (see Del Guidice, 2020 ; Sear 2020 ) and as such, questions have
een raised about the applicability of life history theory in understand-
ng within-species variation (see Zietsch and Sidari, 2020 ). Importantly
owever, much research has documented extensive reproductive vari-
bility within species (e.g., Tinbergen and Both, 1999 ), including hu-
ans (e.g., Ellis et al., 2009 ; Griskevicius et al., 2013 ; Mittal and Griske-

icius, 2014 ). Given that there exist various environmental contexts that
ave different implications for reproduction, evolution would have se-
ected for individual flexibility in terms of strategies used to allocate
esources toward reproductive or somatic effort ( Stearns, 1989 ). Con-
istent with this idea, prior research has shown that women who live
n regions characterized by shorter (versus longer) life expectancies are
ounger when they birth their first child ( Wilson and Daly, 1997 ). Pro-
iding further evidence that life history strategies co-evolve with other
cological features, other research has shown that energy stress (greater
nergy expenditure and high energy variability) is associated with re-
uced fecundity ( Ellison et al., 2002 ; Ellison, 2003 ). 

Notably, specific social and ecological conditions should influence
ife history strategies beyond general harshness or unpredictability. A
esource-competition perspective of life history theory posits that en-
ironments with low resource competition select for fast life history
trategies to facilitate quicker exploitation of the available resources,
hereas those with fierce competition select for slow life history strate-
ies to allow more time for accumulating competitive ability (i.e., ac-
2 
uiring more social status), which would allow for more immediate and
ffective competition ( MacArthur and Wilson, 1967 ). Indeed, as the so-
ioeconomic status of women has increased and thus competition for re-
ources as increased, life expectancies and income have become higher,
nd the age at which women have their first child has become corre-
pondingly delayed ( Nettle, 2011 ). Furthermore, people in regions with
reater population density, and thus greater competition for resources,
xperience lower fertility rates ( Rotella et al., 2021 ) and demonstrate
references for a slower life history strategy, greater future orientation,
elayed marital timing, and greater parental investment in fewer chil-
ren ( Sng et al., 2017 ). Likewise, Yong et al. (2019) demonstrated that
esource competition is associated with reduced social status affordance,
hich is associated with less favorable attitudes towards marriage and
 preference for fewer children. Together, this work underscores the
xtent to which life history theory can explain how environmental con-
itions might influence reproductive timing mechanisms to adaptively
nduce reproduction in either direction. However, life history theory
oes not, by itself, explain how people have delayed their reproduction
o the arguably maladaptive point where fertility is well below replace-
ent level. 

To understand this puzzling phenomenon more fully, we incorporate
n evolutionary mismatch perspective, which highlights that psycholog-
cal mechanisms now function in environments very different from those
n which these mechanisms evolved ( Li et al., 2018 ; 2020 ). Evolved psy-
hological mechanisms, including those for reproductive timing, can be
hought of as conditional (if – then) decision rules that function to pro-
ess specific environmental cues to produce adaptive output in the form
f thoughts, feelings, and/or behavior ( Kenrick et al., 2003 ; Tooby and
osmides, 1992 ). These adaptations have evolved in response to selec-
ion pressures faced by ancient humans, who lived as hunter-gatherers
n small villages of no more than 150 people, mostly relatives, in sa-
annahs ( Dunbar, 1992 ). As such, our adaptations tend to be suited to
onditions familiar to savannahs. Yet, modern environments have be-
ome substantially different from those ancestral habitats. Technolog-
cal changes that create modern environments occur much faster than
he rate at which evolutionary change occurs. The consequence is that
ur evolved psychological mechanisms have not fully adapt to modern
onditions —they lag behind and are mismatched to the evolutionarily
ovel environments in which they now must operate —and hence may
o longer produce adaptive outputs ( Crawford, 1998 ; Kanazawa, 2004 ;
i et al., 2018 ; Tooby and Cosmides, 1990 ). For instance, the scarcity of
ital calorie- and nutrient-rich fruits in ancestral environments selected
or humans who preferred sweet tastes, such that those with (versus
ithout) this heritable preference were more likely to acquire and con-

ume those fruits when available; over thousands of generations, strong
references for sweets became a species-typical trait exceedingly well-
dapted for common ecologies of caloric scarcity. This evolved prefer-
nce, however, is not adaptive in modern environments abundant with
anufactured sugar in foods and drinks because this abundance now

eads people to overconsume sugar, resulting in maladaptive outcomes 1 

e.g., diabetes; Gluckman and Hanson, 2006 ). 
As can be gleaned from the literature, many modern problems,

eyond that of food intake, owe to evolutionary mismatches (see
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i et al., 2018 ; 2020 ; van Vugt et al., 2020 ). People encounter many at-
ractive and formidable individuals on social and mass media. Because
eople’s psychological mechanisms that assess mate vale and mating
pportunities are not adept at differentiating virtual individuals from
eal people (Kanazawa, 2022), people engage copious amounts of social
omparisons with the seemingly unlimited number of virtual individuals
hey encounter online. This consequently contributes to the destabiliza-
ion of long-term relationships and to various types of self-dissatisfaction
mong viewers ( Yong et al., 2017 ). Apart from mating and relationships,
vidence for evolutionary mismatches is also observed in the context of
iseases and mental and emotional disorders (see Kavanagh et al., 2018 ;
esse and Williams, 1996 ; Nesse, 1998 ). Characteristics of modern en-
ironments (e.g., the lack of social and family support, intense com-
etition, media overexposure) chronically induce psychological stress,
hich leads to immune dysfunction and chronic disease ( Brenner et al.,
015 ). Following this line of reasoning, we propose an evolutionary life
istory mismatch model in which a mismatch between mechanisms gov-
rning life history strategy and the current environment is a major fac-
or underlying modern reproductive delays and thus declining fertility
 Li and Manesi, 2017 ). Specifically, we argue that modern cues hijack

sychological mechanisms ( Li et al., 2018 ) governing life history strate-
ies, causing people to maladaptively delay reproduction. The current
tudies focus on one key modern-day environmental input variable that
e hypothesize contributes to modern low fertility: the desire for social

tatus. 

esire for social status and reproductive mismatch 

Humans compete with one another for resources and mates to
chieve reproductive success, and the attainment of social status is vi-
al to this goal. Similar to other social animals (e.g., Cowlishaw and
unbar, 1991 ), humans live within status hierarchies that regulate so-
ial behaviors, and having social status within these hierarchies is es-
ential for the access to resources and social allies ( van Vugt and Ty-
ur, 2015 ; von Rueden et al., 2011 ). People with higher status are more
ormidable, influential, and conferred more respect and deterrence,
hich are useful for warding off competitors and getting what they want
 Buss and Schmitt, 1993 ; van Vugt and Tybur, 2015 ; Henrich and Gil-
hile, 2001 ). On top of the benefits social status bring for the survival in

roups, social status also facilitates the acquisition of mates. Social sta-
us is a desired trait in mates ( Li et al., 2002 ; Townsend, 1993 ; Nettle and
ollet, 2008 ). Men with higher status are not only able to provide more
esources, but they are also more able to provide the protection that
omen desire ( Buss and Schmitt, 1993 ). Women with higher status can
lso facilitate the reproductive success of men – children of higher status
arents experience lower rates of mortality, healthier psychosocial func-
ioning, and better social competitiveness later in life ( von Rueden and
aeggi, 2016 ; Henz, 2019 ; Kaplan et al., 1998 ). As such, having suffi-
ient status meant having access to resources and reproductive success,
hereas insufficient status meant access to fewer resources and fewer
r no reproductive opportunities (e.g., Buss, 1989 ; Cheng et al., 2013 ;
i et al., 2002 ; Von Rueden et al., 2011 ). 

With the fitness costs (benefits) of having low (high) social status,
daptations to monitor and manage social status would thus be selected
or. This includes the attention towards cues of dominance and pres-
ige (Gutierres et al., 1999; Li et al., 2020 ) and self-evaluations of one’s
osition in the status hierarchy ( van Vugt and Tybur, 2015 ). A host of
ork on economic position indicates that people have a tendency to
ttend to positional over absolute values of limited resources, which
mplies that psychological mechanisms assessing status likely evolved
o evaluate sufficiency in relative rather than absolute terms ( Hill and
uss, 2006 ; 2010 ). And indeed, people are motivated to maintain a de-
ent standing relative to others ( von Rueden et al., 2019 ). Because hav-
ng status gives one preferred access to mating and resources, it is nec-
ssary to ensure that one’s status is sufficient. For these reasons, evolved
ocial status sensitivities include attending closely to cues of one’s sta-
3 
us within one’s competition pools, and engaging efforts to increase or
aintain status when cues suggested that status was lacking or waning

ompared to others. If assessed status is deemed insufficient, it often
akes sense not to pursue mating opportunities, because those pursuits

re likely to be unsuccessful; it instead makes sense to first pursue ad-
itional status. In this way, insufficient status can delay the pursuit of
ating goals and reproduction. 

Problematically, modern environments lead us to believe we have
nsufficient status to pursue mating (or to accept someone else as an
dequate mate) —even when we objectively have sufficient resources
o pursue mating and have children. In densely populated, techno-
ogical advanced modern environments, there are ubiquitous cues to
igh status individuals. For instance, people more frequently encounter
igh status individuals in the usual course of a day via contempo-
ary media, which exposes us to socially successful individuals out-
ide our actual social circles and with whom we actually do not com-
ete ( Suvorov, 2021 ; Yong et al., 2017 ). Additionally, social media en-
bles people to readily exaggerate their actual levels of attractiveness
nd success ( Siibak, 2009 ; Gonzales and Hancock, 2011 ; Blease, 2015 ;
ogel and Rose, 2016 ). Because encountering high-status individuals
utside one’s own social circle is unlikely in the evolutionary past, our
sychological mechanisms may not have evolved to discount the rele-
ance of high-status individuals outside our competitive circles, or to
ffectively discern and discount artificially generated cues of high sta-
us and success via social media —only relatively recently have we had
uch experiences with such mediated experiences —such cues hijack our
tatus-seeking systems to suggest to even those who may already possess
igh status that they have yet to out-compete a sufficient number of oth-
rs to move from somatic to reproductive effort. This process reinforces
lower life history strategies, resulting in especially delayed reproduc-
ive outcomes. As such, modern cues may be inducing people to invest
xtraordinary effort into attaining more status at the cost of reproduc-
ion. 

Additionally, consistent with the bias towards relative over absolute
ocial standing, there is growing evidence that modern competitive en-
ironments induce people to assess their own social standing as worse
han what they actually are ( Kaplan and Lancaster, 2000 ; Kaplan et al.,
002 ; Morita, 2018 ; Sear et al., 2016 ; Shenk et al., 2016 ). People liv-
ng in modern environments are constantly insecure about their social
tanding and feel like they are not doing enough despite their best ef-
orts to keep up ( Frank, 1999 ). Other research reveals that, in modern
nvironments, people’s perceptions of competition have substantially
ncreased, resulting in elevated status signaling, perfectionism, and ma-
erialism as means of life improvement (e.g., Curran and Hill, 2019 ;
asser et al., 2004 ), all of which predict negative attitudes toward mar-
iage and reproduction (e.g., Li et al., 2015 ; 2011 ). 

Collectively, there are reasons to believe that our adapted mecha-
isms are mismatched to modern circumstances and are being fooled
nto delaying reproduction. Modern contexts interfere with the assess-
ent of social status that leads to the constant belief that we have insuf-
cient status to pursue mating and that more status should be sought. As
uch, in modern competitive environments, people are especially moti-
ated to prioritize attaining social status and delaying reproduction. 

he current research 

While existing findings provide support for the relation between
tatus-striving – in the form of educational attainment – and number
f offspring, these findings are correlational (e.g., Hugh-Jones and Ab-
ellaoui, 2022 ). In this paper, drawing on an evolutionary life history
ismatch perspective, we experimentally examined whether desire for

tatus can affect life history strategies and reproduction. Specifically,
e tested in two experiments whether activating the desire for social

tatus leads to preferences for delaying marriage and reproduction, and
hether such preferences may be linked to shifts toward slower life his-

ory strategies. 
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tudy 1 

This study used a priming method to examine the causal link between
esire for social status and attitudes regarding marital and reproduction
iming. Study 1 also tested the mediating effect of reproductive strat-
gy, operationalized by the tradeoff between quantity in offspring vs.
he quality of offspring (see Sng et al., 2017 ). We hypothesized that,
n response to desire for social status, people are likely to shift their
eproductive strategy, which consequently influences their marital and
eproduction decisions. 

ethods 

ower analysis 

We conducted an a priori power analysis based on work testing the
ffects of desire for social status for preferences for pro-environmental
roducts ( Griskevicius et al., 2010 ), which had an effect size of d = 0.47.
ssuming a somewhat more conservative effect size ( d = 0.35), we
sed G 

∗ Power’s (version 3.1.9.7) T-tests means difference between two
roups with the following parameters to determine that we needed a
inimum of n = 130 per condition with 0.80 power and an 𝛼 of 0.05. 

articipants 

The focus of this study is on marital and reproductive timing, Be-
ause female fertility declines rapidly after age 40 (e.g., Eijkemans et al.,
014 ), we recruited participants up to 40 years of age who were single
nd had no children. These criteria are in line with previous studies fo-
using on reproductive strategies ( Sng et al., 2017 ). We recruited 300
articipants using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk and Turk Prime. Despite
he preselection, 32 participants indicated that they were actually mar-
ied and/or had children and/or were above 40 years old, leaving a fi-
al sample size of N = 268 (154 men; M age = 28.99 years, SD age = 5.36
ears). 

esign and procedure 

After providing informed consent, participants provided socio-
emographic information (e.g., socioeconomic status, age, etc.). They
ere then randomly assigned to read one of two primes (see below) de-

igned to activate either elevated desired social status (social status con-
ition) or general arousal (control condition). Participants were asked
o read the story carefully as they would later be asked to recall in-
ormation about it. Next, participants answered items assessing marital
iming, reproductive timing, and reproductive strategies. Finally, they
ompleted passage-comprehension and suspicion-probe items. No par-
icipants in this study expressed suspicion about the experiment’s ma-
ipulation or purpose. 

anipulation: social status versus control 

Participants in the social status condition ( n = 134) read a hypothet-
cal scenario in which they imagined that a major purpose in their life
as to move up the social ladder. According to the passage, reaching
igh-ranking positions and achieving success is important for oneself
nd everyone in one’s social network, and that success results in a good
ife, respect from others, and other invaluable social rewards. The pas-
age ends by emphasizing that achieving high social standing will be
 difficult and uncertain endeavor and that the individual will face a
eries of challenging situations in their pursuit of status. Participants
n the control condition ( n = 134) read instead a modified version of a
reviously designed control passage ( Griskevicius et al., 2009 ) similar in
ength and style to the social status passage and designed to elicit simi-
ar levels of general arousal. Specifically, participants imagined they had
ost their keys and, although they spent several hours searching, it was
4 
ery difficult to find them. To maintain consistency with the experimen-
al condition, we modified the control passage to indicate that searching
or the keys was very challenging and the outcome was uncertain. 

To ensure the social status story elicited the intended feelings, we
iloted it using an independent sample of participants ( N = 42; 26 men;
 age = 31.62 years, SD age = 10.62 years) randomly assigned to read

ither the social status passage or the control passage and who then
ndicated the extent to which they: (a) “desire to have higher social
tatus ” and (b) “are motivated to have higher prestige ” (1 = not at all ,
 = very much ). Because the two items were highly correlated ( r = 0.90),
e averaged them to form a composite score of desire for social status.
hese pilot participants also indicated how they felt at that very moment
overall affect; 1 = very bad , 9 = very good ), as well as the extent to which
hey felt: (a) sad and (b) worried (negative affect; 1 = not at all , 9 = very

uch ). The social status group indeed indicated greater desire to acquire
ocial status ( M = 7.17, SD = 2.18) than did the control group ( M = 5.21,
D = 2.22), t (40) = 2.88, p = .006, 95% CI [0.58, 3.32]; d = 0.89. Helping
o rule out the possibility that effects of the manipulation could be due
imply to affective differences, the two conditions elicited similar levels
f overall affect ( p = .14) and negative affect (worry: p = .14; sadness:
 = .73). 

arital and reproductive timing 

To assess marital and reproductive timing, we used a modified ver-
ion of the items developed by Griskevicius et al. (2011) . For marital
iming, two items assessed when people want to get married . The first
tem was open-ended: “Assume that you will get married. At what age
ould you like to marry? ” The average desired age at marriage was
3.72 years ( SD = 5.87 years). We transformed participants’ responses
y subtracting their current age from their ideal marital age; these trans-
ormed values indicated the number of years from now that participants
deally wanted to marry. The second item stated: “Assume that you will
et married. In how many years from now do you want to get married? ”
articipants completed this item using an 11-point scale, ranging from
 ( in 1 year ) to 11 ( in 11 + years ). Not surprisingly, these two items were
ighly correlated ( r = 0.91), and thus we averaged them to form an
ndex of marital timing ( M = 4.65, SD = 3.20). 

Likewise, for reproductive timing, two items assessed when people

ant to have their first child . Again, the first item was open-ended: “As-
ume that you will have children. At what age would you like to have
our first child? ” The average desired age at reproduction was 35.53
ears ( SD = 6.11 years). We transformed participants’ responses by sub-
racting their current age from their ideal first reproductive age; these
ransformed values indicated the number of years from now that partic-
pants ideally wanted to have their first child. The second item stated:
Assume that you will have children. In how many years from now do
ou want to have your first child? ” Participants completed this item us-
ng an 11-point scale, ranging from 1 ( in 1 year ) to 11 ( in 11 + years ).
hese two items were highly correlated ( r = 0.84), and thus we averaged
hem to form a reproductive timing index ( M = 6.28, SD = 3.75). 

ife history strategy 

To assess the tradeoff between slow and fast life history strategies in
eproduction ( Sng et al., 2017 ), we presented participants with two off-
pring quality-versus-quantity options and asked them to indicate their
reference using a 1 ( definitely option A ) to 9 ( definitely option B ) scale:
Which of these two options would you prefer? Have one child and in-
est all your time and resources into that one child (option A) OR have
ultiple children and split your time and resources across all of them

option B)? ” After reverse scoring, higher scores indicated a slower life
istory reproductive strategy where greater investment in fewer off-
pring is favored over less investment in more offspring ( M = 5.53,
D = 2.83). 
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Table 1 

Study 1: Mediation analysis on marital timing. 

Variable B SE t df p LLCL ULCI 

DV = Reproductive strategy ( R 2 = 0.03) 
Constant 4.18 .54 7.73 266 < 0.01 3.11 5.24 
Condition 0.90 .34 2.64 266 .01 0.23 1.58 
DV = Marital Timing ( R 2 = 0.06) 
Constant 2.16 .66 3.25 265 < 0.01 0.85 3.47 
Condition 0.92 .38 2.40 265 .02 0.17 1.68 
Reproductive Strategy 0.20 .07 2.93 265 < 0.01 0.07 0.33 

Table 2 

Study 1: Mediation analysis on reproductive timing. 

Variable B SE t df p LLCL ULCI 

DV = Reproductive strategy ( R 2 = 0.03) 
Constant 4.18 .54 7.73 266 < 0.01 3.11 5.24 
Condition 0.90 .34 2.64 266 .01 0.23 1.58 
DV = Reproductive Timing ( R 2 = 0.07) 
Constant 3.30 .78 4.26 265 < 0.01 1.77 4.83 
Condition 0.87 .45 1.94 265 .05 − 0.01 1.76 
Reproductive Strategy 0.30 .08 3.80 265 < 0.01 0.15 0.46 
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2 Given the effect socioeconomic status has on reproductive decisions 
( Tan et al., 2022 ), we reran the analyses described above controlling for cur- 
rent socioeconomic status. As age may have an effect on marital and reproduc- 
tive decisions, we also reran the analyses controlling for age. Results of these 
additional analyses showed similar patterns of findings – all effects remained 
significant. Additional analyses with a two-way interaction with age were con- 
ducted; there were no significant interaction between the condition participants 
were assigned to and age. 
esults and discussion 

arital timing, reproductive timing, offspring quality-versus-quantity 

radeoff

Independent t -tests were conducted for marital timing, reproduc-
ive timing, and offspring quality-versus-quantity tradeoff. As predicted,
articipants in the social status group preferred to delay marriage
 M = 5.21, SD = 3.32) compared to those in the control group ( M = 4.10,
D = 2.98), t (266) = 2.87, p < .01, 95% CI [0.35, 1.86], d = 0.35. Partic-
pants in the status group also preferred to delay the timing of their first
hild ( M = 6.85, SD = 3.95) versus those in the control group ( M = 5.71,
D = 3.47), t (266) = 2.52, p = .01, 95% CI [0.25, 2.04], d = 0.31. Finally,
articipants in the status group were inclined to have fewer children and
o invest more in each ( M = 5.99, SD = 2.77) versus those in the control
roup ( M = 5.08, SD = 2.83), t (266) = 2.64, p < .01, 95% CI [0.23,
.58], d = 0.32. 

To reduce the likelihood of Type I error, we conducted a MANOVA
o examine the effect of social status desire on marital and reproductive
ecisions. Results revealed a significant effect of status desire on the
ombined dependent variables: marital timing, reproductive timing, and
ffspring quality-versus-quantity tradeoff, F (3, 264) = 4.35, p = .005;
2 p = 0.047. The analysis also revealed significant effects for each the
ependent variables separately. 

ediation analyses 

To examine the mediating role of reproductive life history strat-
gy, we conducted a mediation analysis using Hayes’ PROCESS model 4
 Hayes, 2017 ), in which desire for status was the independent variable,
arital timing was the dependent variable, and reproductive strategy
as the mediator. Results are presented in Table 1 . As can be seen,
esire for status was positively associated with reproductive strategy,
nd reproductive strategy was positively associated with marital tim-
ng. The direct effect of status desire on marital timing remained signif-
cant, B = 0.92, p = .02. Desire for status was indirectly and positively
ssociated with marital timing via reproductive strategy, B = 0.18, 95%
I = [0.02, 0.42]. 

We re-estimated this mediation analysis but replaced marital timing
ith reproductive timing as the dependent variable. Results are pre-

ented in Table 2 . Mirroring the first analysis, as can be seen desire for
tatus was positively associated with reproductive strategy, reproductive
trategy was positively associated with reproductive timing, and desire
5 
or status was indirectly, positively associated with reproductive timing
ia reproductive strategy, B = 0.27, 95% CI = [0.05, 0.57]. The direct
ffect of status desire on reproductive timing became non-significant,
 = 0.87, p = .05, when reproductive strategy was included as a medi-
tor. 2 

Overall, Study 1 suggests that activating a desire for social status
ed people to want to delay marriage and reproduction and favor high
nvestment in a smaller number of children (versus low investment in a
arger number of children) via a slower reproductive strategy. 

tudy 2 

To ensure that the effects found in Study 1 were not due to artifacts
f non-status related differences between the two priming conditions
e.g., other emotions that may arise from reading the control passage),
e added a no-prime control condition in Study 2. 

ethods 

Methods were identical to those of Study 1 except where noted be-
ow. 

articipants 

Given the effect sizes observed in Study 1, we again used a con-
ersative effect size ( d = 0.15) to conduct an a priori power analysis
n G 

∗ Power using F -tests ANOVA with 3 groups to determine that we
eeded a minimum total sample size of 432 with 0.80 power and an 𝛼
f 0.05. We thus aimed to recruit 500 participants through Amazon’s
echanical Turk and Turk Prime. We excluded 49 participants who vi-

lated our eligibility criteria (i.e., indicated they were actually married,
ad children, and/or were above 40 years old); thus, the final sample
onsisted of 451 participants (234 men; M age = 28.88 years, SD age = 5.29
ears). 

esign and procedure 

In this study, we included a no-prime control condition where par-
icipants were not required to read any passage. Participants were ran-
omly assigned to one of three conditions in a between-participants
esign where they read either the social status passage, the con-
rol passage, or no passage ( N status = 150; N passage control = 150; N

o-passage control = 151). 

anipulation: social status versus control versus no-prime control 

We first conducted a pilot test to determine whether the social status
assage could elicit greater desire for social status than each of the other
wo control conditions. We randomly assigned an independent sample
f participants ( N = 56; 36 men; M age = 31.98 years, SD age = 8.07 years)
o read either the social status passage, the control passage, or no pas-
age. As in Study 1, they completed the two manipulation-check items
nd three items measuring overall and negative affect. The social status
anipulation was effective, F (2, 53) = 7.63, p = .001, 𝜂2 p = 0.22: the
esire to acquire social status was significantly greater for the social sta-
us group ( M = 7.47, SD = 1.42; 95% CI [6.57, 8.38]) than the passage
ontrol group ( M = 5.11, SD = 2.40, p = .001; 95% CI [4.23, 5.99]) and
he no-passage control group ( M = 5.68, SD = 1.77, p = .017; 95% CI
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Table 3 

Study 2, Pilot: Descriptive statistics for social status desire and affect. 

Status Control text No text 

Variables M SD M SD M SD 

Status desire 7.47 1.42 5.11 2.40 5.68 1.77 
Overall affect 6.00 2.00 5.05 1.75 6.16 1.61 
Worry 5.11 2.52 5.63 2.45 3.63 2.85 
Sadness 3.44 2.31 4.21 2.32 3.11 2.33 

Table 4 

Study 2: Descriptive statistics for marital timing, reproductive timing, and 
reproductive strategy. 

Status Control text No text 

Variables M SD M SD M SD 

Marital Timing 4.29 2.79 3.39 2.59 3.28 2.40 
Reproductive Timing 5.49 3,23 4.46 2.84 4.44 2.86 
Reproductive strategy 6.05 2.70 5.25 2.70 5.13 2.66 
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3 Follow-up analyses were conducted using LSD corrections to control for mul- 
tiple comparisons. The findings remained the same when with Bonferroni cor- 
rections. 

4 Given that we compared the effects of the status prime against the control 
text in Study 1, we also ran the mediation analyses with the control text con- 
dition as the reference category. The results are presented in Table 7 and 8 for 
marital timing and reproductive timing respectively. 
4.80, 6.57]); the two control groups did not differ from one another,
 = .62. Regarding arousal, results showed that, compared to each of the
wo control conditions, the social status condition elicited similar lev-
ls of overall affect ( p s > 0.11) and negative affect (sadness: p s > 0.32;
orry: p s > 0.09). Descriptive statistics of social status desire and affect

tems are presented in Table 3 . 

arital and reproductive timing 

We assessed marital and reproductive timing using the same instru-
ent from Study 1. The average desired age at marriage was 32.54 years

 SD = 5.22 years). The two items relating to marital timing were highly
orrelated ( r = 0.97) and were combined into a marital timing index
 M = 3.65, SD = 2.63). The average desired age at reproduction was
3.76 years ( SD = 4.74 years). The two items relating to reproductive
iming were highly correlated ( r = 0.93) and were combined into a re-
roductive timing index ( M = 4.79, SD = 3.01). 

ffspring quality-versus-quantity tradeoff

As in Study 1, the measure of reproductive strategy focused on the
radeoff between offspring quantity and offspring quality ( M = 5.47,
D = 2.71). 

esults and discussion 

arital timing, reproductive timing, and offspring quality-versus-quantity 

radeoff

One-way ANOVAs were separately conducted for marital timing, re-
roductive timing, and offspring quality-versus-quantity tradeoff. De-
criptive statistics of these variables are provided in Table 4 . Analyses
evealed significant effects for each of the dependent variables: Partic-
pants in the social status group preferred to delay marriage compared
o those in the passage control group ( p = .003) and the no-passage con-
rol group ( p = .001), F (2, 448) = 6.78, p = .001, 𝜂2 p = 0.029; the two
ontrol conditions did not differ from one another, p = .726. Likewise,
articipants in the social status group preferred to delay the birth of
heir first child versus those in the passage control group ( p = .003) and
he no-passage control group ( p = .002), F (2, 448) = 6.11, p = .002,
2 p = 0.027; the two control conditions did not differ from one an-
ther, p = .962. Finally, participants in the social status group expressed
tronger preference for fewer children (with higher investment in each
hild) versus the passage control group ( p = .010) and the no-passage
ontrol group ( p = .003), F (2, 448) = 5.22, p = .006, 𝜂2 p = 0.023; the
6 
wo control conditions did not differ from one another, p = 0.696. 3 We
onducted a MANOVA to examine the effect of social status desire on
arital and reproductive decisions. Results showed a significant overall

ffect of status desire, F (6, 892) = 3.56, p = .002; 𝜂2 p = 0.023. 

ediation analyses 

Similar to Study 1, mediation analyses were conducted to test the
ediation of martial and reproductive timing via reproductive strategy
ith Hayes’ PROCESS model 4 ( Hayes, 2017 ). We first included the de-

ire for status as the independent variable (dummy coded with the no
rime control condition as the reference category), marital timing as
he dependent variable, and reproductive strategy as the mediator in
he model. Results are presented in Table 5 . As can be seen, the desire
or status was positively associated with reproductive strategy, and re-
roductive strategy was positively associated with marital timing. The
irect effect of status desire on marital timing remained significant af-
er including reproductive strategy as the mediator, B = 0.82, p < .01.
inally, desire for status was indirectly associated with marital timing
hrough reproductive life history strategy, B = 0.19, 95% CI = [0.06,
.34]. 

We re-estimated this mediation analysis but replaced marital timing
ith reproductive timing as the dependent variable. Results are pre-

ented in Table 6 . Similar to the prior analysis, desire for status was
ositively associated with reproductive strategy, reproductive strategy
as positively associated with reproductive timing, and desire for status
as indirectly, positively associated with reproductive timing via repro-
uctive strategy, B = 0.13, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.28]. The direct effect of
tatus desire on reproductive timing remained significant., B = 0.92, p
 .01. 4 

Overall, Study 2 extended the results of Study 1; the inclusion of the
o-passage control condition accords further confidence to the findings
n Study 1, demonstrating that the effects were not due to artifacts of
on-status related differences between the text that primed social status
nd the control text. Study 2 also replicated the statistically mediating
ole of reproductive life history strategy on the relation between status
esire and marital timing and on the relation between status desire and
eproductive timing. 

eneral discussion 

Across two experimental studies, we showed that a heightened de-
ire for social status affects preferences for marital and reproductive
iming. Specifically, both studies showed that activating (versus not ac-
ivating) the desire to acquire higher social status led to preferences for
elayed marriage and reproduction, and for investing heavily in fewer
hildren rather than spreading one’s resources across multiple children
i.e., offspring quality over quantity). Also, the quality/quantity trade-
ff, reflecting a slower reproductive life history strategy, statistically
ediated the effects of desire for social status on delayed marriage and

eproduction (fully, for marital timing, in Study 1 and partially in Study
). 

upporting and extending life history mismatch 

Together, the findings are consistent with the theoretical framework
f life history mismatch ( Li et al., 2018 ; see also Gluckman and Han-
on, 2006 ; Kavanagh and Kahl, 2018 ; Sng et al., 2017 ; Yong et al., 2019 ,
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Table 5 

Study 2: Mediation analysis on marital timing. 

Variable B SE t df p LLCL ULCI 

DV = Reproductive strategy ( R 2 = 0.03) 
Constant 5.13 .22 23.45 448 < 0.01 4.70 5.56 
Condition X1 0.12 .31 0.39 448 .70 − 0.49 0.73 
Condition X2 0.92 0.31 2.97 448 < 0.01 0.31 1.53 
DV = Marital Timing ( R 2 = 0.07) 
Constant 2.25 .31 7.27 447 < 0.01 1.64 2.86 
Condition X1 0.08 .29 0.28 447 .78 − 0.50 0.66 
Condition X2 0.82 .30 2.77 447 .01 0.24 1.40 
Reproductive Strategy 0.20 .05 4.50 < 0.01 0.11 0.29 

Note. Condition X1 is coded such that no text, control, and status prime are 0, 1, and 0, respectively; Condition X2 is coded such that 
no text, control, and status prime are 0, 0, and 1, respectively. 

Table 6 

Study 2: Mediation analysis on reproductive timing. 

Variable B SE t df p LLCL ULCI 

DV = Reproductive strategy ( R 2 = 0.03) 
Constant 5.13 .22 4.70 448 < 0.01 4.70 5.56 
Condition X1 0.12 .31 − 0.49 448 .70 − 0.49 0.73 
Condition X2 0.92 0.31 0.31 448 < 0.01 0.31 1.53 
DV = Reproductive Timing ( R 2 = 0.04) 
Constant 3.70 .36 10.29 447 < 0.01 2.99 4.40 
Condition X1 − 0.001 .34 − 0.004 447 .98 − 0.67 0.67 
Condition X2 0.92 .34 2.66 447 .01 0.24 1.59 
Reproductive Strategy 0.15 .05 2.79 447 .01 0.04 0.25 

Note. Condition X1 is coded such that no text, control, and status prime are 0, 1, and 0, respectively; Condition X2 is coded such that 
no text, control, and status prime are 0, 0, and 1, respectively. 

Table 7 

Study 2 Mediation analysis on marital timing with control text as reference category. 

Variable B SE t df p LLCL ULCI 

DV = Reproductive strategy ( R 2 = 0.02) 
Constant 5.25 .22 23.93 448 < 0.01 4.82 5.68 
Condition X1 - 0.12 .31 − 0.39 448 .70 − 0.73 0.49 
Condition X2 0.80 .31 2.58 448 .01 0.19 1.41 
DV = Marital Timing ( R 2 = 0.07) 
Constant 2.33 .31 7.43 447 < 0.01 1.64 2.86 
Condition X1 − 0.08 .29 − 0.28 447 .78 − 0.50 0.66 
Condition X2 0.74 .30 2.49 447 .01 0.24 1.40 
Reproductive Strategy 0.20 .05 4.49 447 < 0.01 0.11 0.29 

Note. Condition X1 is coded such that control, no text, and status prime are 0, 1, and 0, respectively; Condition X2 is coded such that 
control, no text, and status prime are 0, 0, and 1, respectively. 

Table 8 

Study 2: Mediation analysis on Reproductive Timing with control text as reference category. 

Variable B SE t df p LLCL ULCI 

DV = Reproductive strategy ( R 2 = 0.02) 
Constant 5.25 .22 23.93 448 < 0.01 4.82 5.68 
Condition X1 - 0.12 .31 − 0.39 448 .70 − 0.73 0.49 
Condition X2 0.80 .31 2.58 448 .01 0.19 1.41 
DV = Reproductive Timing ( R 2 = 0.04) 
Constant 3.69 .36 10.14 447 < 0.01 2.98 4.41 
Condition X1 0.001 .34 0.004 447 .99 − 0.67 0.67 
Condition X2 0.92 .34 2.67 447 .01 0.24 1.59 
Reproductive Strategy 0.15 .05 2.79 447 .01 0.04 0.25 

Note. Condition X1 is coded such that control, no text, and status prime are 0, 1, and 0, respectively; Condition X2 is coded such that 
control, no text, and status prime are 0, 0, and 1, respectively. 
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023 ). That is, they support the idea that, in modern environments,
ome inputs may be especially intense in magnitude or no longer have
he same fitness consequences as in the evolutionary past, which, in
urn, can lead ancestrally adaptive psychological mechanisms to pro-
uce output that is maladaptive in current times. The discrepancy in
ntensity (and quantity) of status competition cues between current
nd ancestral environments arises from modern humans’ exposure to
7 
opulation densities that exceed ancestral ones by up to 10,000 times
 Rotella et al., 2021 ) and to countless numbers of real and virtual com-
etitors ( Yong et al., 2017 ). Yet, psychological mechanisms underlying
eproductive behavior have not evolved to comprehend modern con-
exts, and thus result in perceptions that one’s own status and resources
re grossly insufficient to support a family. In other words, they have
een “fooled ” by the environment into engaging in extremely delayed
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nd decreased reproduction, which may be considered maladaptive in
urrent times. Supporting the life history mismatch model, the current
ork provides the first empirical evidence for a causal link between
odern-day desire for status and (a significantly delayed) reproductive

iming. 
Furthermore, the current work highlights a basic tradeoff between

tatus attainment and reproduction and extends conceptual and empir-
cal work from life history theory ( Del Giudice et al., 2016 ; Ellis et al.,
009 ; Griskevicius et al., 2011 ; Sng et al., 2017 ). In line with life his-
ory theory, perceived status competition was found to promote a slower
ife history strategy, as expressed by the inclination to invest more into
ewer children than have resources spread across several children. Im-
ortantly, and extending prior work on life history theory, the present
esearch suggests that modern societal issues, such as delayed marriage
nd reproduction, may be maladaptive outputs of otherwise efficient
sychological mechanisms. Although it was likely adaptive for psycho-
ogical mechanisms to produce slower life history strategies upon in-
ense competition in the ancestral environment, perceptions of endless
ompetition within the modern environment may be leading to extreme
evels of slow life history strategies that may ultimately leave highly
ompetent individuals with no descendants. 

The current empirical evidence also supports and extends prior
ork from evolutionary anthropology and ecology that has proposed

inks between (a) social status concerns and desires and (b) low fer-
ility ( Boone and Kessler, 1999 ; Borgerhoff Mulder, 1998 ; Hill and
eeve, 2004 ; Rogers, 1990 ; Shenk et al., 2016 ). In the modern world, the
ost required to reach the highest-ranking positions, and the expenses
or raising competitive offspring and transmitting status to them, are
articularly high (see also, Galor, 2012 ; Hill and Reeve, 2004 ), making
he tradeoff between status seeking and reproduction especially pro-
ounced. Moreover, because of the prestige bias where people imitate
thers who are perceived as successful, the preference of investing more
n fewer offspring becomes increasingly widespread ( Richerson and
oyd, 1984 ). Studies on materialism, an obsession with proxies of so-
ial status via the possession of desirable material goods, also evidence
he negative association between status desires and reduced fertility
s well as more negative attitudes toward marriage and reproduction
 Luttbeg et al., 2000 ; Li et al., 2011 ; 2015 ). In societies where materialis-
ic attitudes are more pronounced and the desire for social status is high
such as developed East Asian countries), people put off mating efforts –
ome to the extent of forgoing mating entirely and remaining single and
hildless – as they reportedly are too busy to socialize or be interested
n dating ( Cheng, 2020 ; Ghaznavi et al., 2020 ; Wang and Jiang, 2016 ;
ong et al., 2019 ). The present research contributes to these lines of re-
earch, which mainly consists of theoretical models (e.g., Rogers, 1995 )
nd correlational data (e.g., Luttbeg et al., 2000 ; Hugh-Jones and Ab-
ellaoui, 2022 ), by providing empirical evidence for a causal effect of
esire for status on delayed reproduction. The current paper also pro-
ides direct evidence for the evolutionary mismatch account proposed
o explain the prioritization of social status at the expense of fertility in
odern contexts ( Yong et al., 2023 ). 

imitations, implications, and future directions 

We opened this article by considering a paradox: Why do people in
odern and resourceful societies opt for delayed fertility often below

eplacement levels? The present findings provide initial evidence that
aving an elevated desire for status, which often characterizes individ-
als living and working in modern, competitive, urban centers, may be
 factor behind modern low fertility. However, our work is far from
onclusive and poses questions for future work. 

First, although the causal link from social status desires to reproduc-
ive desires is a crucial life history tradeoff and a key part of our ar-
ument about why modern people are reproducing less, there are parts
f the framework that remain to be directly examined. For instance, al-
hough our studies demonstrated that status desire led to a preference
8 
or slow history strategy, thereby contributing to delayed marital and re-
roductive timings, our studies cannot conclusively identify the mecha-
ism underlying the effect of status desire on changes in preference for a
lower life history strategy. While we have demonstrated that the primes
e used in our studies induced the desire for social status in our pilot

ests, we did not directly test this is our main analyses. Also, given the
ature of our status desire manipulation, possible mediators could in-
lude perceived competition for resources and status inadequacy. More
esearch is required to identify the specific mechanism through which
his change in preference occurs. 

Alongside relentlessly fostering desires for status, modern environ-
ents combine various evolutionarily novel ecological and social fac-

ors that can shape reproductive strategies, such as low harshness (i.e.,
orbidity and mortality), low unpredictability (i.e., variation of harsh-
ess from one period to another), high costs and benefits related to
tatus competition (see also Ellis et al., 2009 ; Shenk et al., 2016 ), and
hysiological stress (for an overview, see Negro-Vilar, 1993 ) —which
e attempted to simulate in our experimental scenarios. Future re-

earch might productively tease apart the effect of desire for social status
rom the potential effects of related variables that may also character-
ze contemporary societies. Moreover, given that selected life history
trategies depends on exact notions of harshness (i.e., food, events) and
npredictability (i.e., resources, events, interruption risk), rather than
igh (versus low) harshness and unpredictability (see Fenneman and
rankenhuis, 2020 ), it is also imperative for future work to define clearer
otions of competition and identify how they select for life history
trategies. 

Ecological conditions can only partially explain the selection of
trategies and that genes play an important role to the selection of life
istory strategies ( Ellis et al., 2009 ; Baldini, 2015 ). With correlational
tudies (e.g., Ellis, 2004; Nettle et al., 2010), it is difficult to tease apart
he effects of ecological environments on life history strategies from that
f genes (i.e., genetically inclined to have “fast ” life histories in the first
lace) ( Baldini, 2015 ). The experimental nature of this paper can ad-
ress part of this concern but more studies – ideally involving monozy-
otic twins – is required. 

Our findings do not suggest that having high status leads to low fer-
ility. Rather, they suggest that being concerned about obtaining higher
tatus can lead people to endorse a slower life history strategy. That is,
ven individuals who have reached stable high-status positions might
ave many (rather than few) children and reproduce earlier (rather than
ater) in life, but only if they are not concerned with obtaining a higher
tatus; high-status individuals who are motivated to obtain additional
tatus —perhaps due to constant exposure in the modern environment
uggesting relatively higher status is necessary, may delay reproduction,
xpend more effort boosting their career, and invest more in fewer chil-
ren. Future research may benefit from directly testing this possibility. 

We note that all participants in the studies came from WEIRD popu-
ations (see Henrich et al., 2010 ). Although primarily focused on status,
ur experimental manipulation simulates conditions of modern environ-
ents; therefore, the results should generalize to contemporary societies

hat are characterized by status competition as well as predictability.
his is in line with the aims of this research and is particularly valu-
ble if one is to understand the significance of status desire for modern
ertility decline. 

We assessed marital and reproductive preferences rather than observ-
ng actual marital and reproductive behaviors. Given the experimental
ature of our study, it would not be ethical to manipulate factors that
ight affect people’s actual marriage and reproductive behaviors and
ence, measuring marital and reproductive preferences is likely to work
est in this context. That said, for our studies, participants were properly
ebriefed after the study to prevent our manipulations from altering be-
aviors through changed intentions. Despite the intention-behavior gap,
eta-analysis demonstrate that intentions do strongly predict behavior

 Sheeren and Webb, 2016 ). As such, there is reason to believe that mar-
tal and reproductive preferences translate to actual behaviors. 
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On a related note, we are not suggesting that people’s reproductive
ehaviors evolved to be guided by their reproductive intentions per se,
ather, we posit that relevant ecological conditions likely influence peo-
le’s psychology in various ways (e.g., increased status anxiety or inse-
urity, decreased mating interest), in turn manifesting in greater invest-
ent and decreased reproduction. In this process, people’s thoughts,

eelings, and intentions related to reproduction may be accessible to
hem when asked. For example, men exposed to women who were near
vulation, and were accordingly more fertile, exhibited increased im-
licit accessibility to sexual concepts ( Miller and Maner, 2011 ), exem-
lifying the operation of psychological mechanisms in achieving their
daptive goals without human consciousness. Moreover, given that our
ncestors never had the technology to control their reproduction as peo-
le in the modern day do, it is unlikely that people evolved to intention-
lly control their reproduction. As such, research is necessary to test
hese assumptions and ascertain the extent to which people pursued fit-
ess maximization in intentional ways. Along a similar vein, it can be
ritiqued that the status prime employed in our studies caused partici-
ants to rationally cut back on other areas including having and raising
hildren. While consistent findings from a host of existing studies sug-
est that this is not the case (e.g., Sng et al., 2017 ; Griskevicius et al.,
011 ), it is necessary for future work to test for discriminant validity
nd tease apart the role rationality play in reproductive behaviors. In
ther words, future studies must include measures assessing other ac-
ivities that people spend their time on upon being primed with status
oncerns, and activities that people spend their time on (including hav-
ng and raising children) upon being primed with any major goal or
oncern. 

More practically, the present research helps explain why subfertility
s such a rising problem in the modern world by drawing attention to
n important and underexplored explanation. The current findings can
nform policy makers in their efforts to increase reproduction rates, es-
ecially in affluent countries with ultra-low fertility (e.g., countries in
ast Asia and Europe). The extremely low fertility rates in these coun-
ries poses significant concerns at the societal level —when a population
s not replaced, sustaining an existing population can extremely chal-
enging sociopolitically and socioeconomically (e.g., financial needs of
ging individuals, expensive healthcare, labor shortage). Furthermore,
hese insights can inform counselors who are developing interventions
or couples and individuals who are contemplating their reproductive
iming and tradeoffs. To this end, we are not suggesting that our study
hould be taken as encouragement to increase population size since pop-
lation reduction is adaptive in certain contexts. 

Last, we note the current debate on the application of life history the-
ry to human psychology and behavior (e.g., Sear, 2020 ; Zietsch and
idari, 2020 ). Critiques argue that such application deviate signifi-
antly from the theory’s biological foundations and that psychology re-
earchers are overly liberal in their predictions of psychological out-
omes from the theory. Yet, with the empirical support received from
sychosocial applications of life history theory (e.g., French et al., 2020 ;
riskevicius et al., 2013 ; Sng et al., 2017 ; Rotella et al., 2021 ; Tan et al.,
022 ; Williams et al., 2016 ; Yong et al., 2019 ), some scholars suggest
hat the theory is in a validation phase where further research will likely
larify rather than eliminate it as a psychological framework (see, for ex-
mple, the “LHT-P ” model proposed by Nettle and Frankenhuis, 2020 ).
s such, life history theory still has the potential to offer insights for

he current paper’s discussion on social status and fertility, and future
ork through this perspective promises to contribute to this important
alidation effort. 

onclusion 

Fertility decline in modern and prosperous societies has been an
ntriguing paradox, leading to explanations from multiple disciplines.
espite that increased, multidisciplinary attention, we still know lit-

le about the deep causes of and psychological mechanisms underly-
9 
ng modern low fertility. Drawing on the novel evolutionary life his-
ory mismatch perspective, we provide the first empirical evidence for
 mismatch between the modern competitive environment and the psy-
hological mechanisms evolved to assess one’s social standing and re-
roductive strategies. Across two experimental studies, we find evidence
hat thirst for higher status can lead to slow life history strategies related
o reproduction. Taken together, these results reinforce the conclusion
hat competition for status can be a powerful explanation of modern low
ertility. 
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