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a b s t r a c t

The various milestones and transitions of emerging adulthood have led previous researchers to investi-
gate continuity and change in personality traits during this life period. In the current study, we build on
that research by investigating continuity and change during emerging adulthood in mate preferences and
mating orientations. Following past research, we hypothesized that mate preferences and mating orien-
tations would demonstrate weak-to-moderate rank-order stability over 3 years of emerging adulthood.
We also hypothesized that emerging adults would display mean-level changes that reflect increasing
maturity, such as an increased emphasis on long-term committed relationships and partners’ internal
attributes and a decreased emphasis on short-term sexual relationships and partners’ physical attractive-
ness. We followed 200 young adults from their first year to their fourth year in college. Analyses revealed
weak-to-moderate rank-order stability but very little mean-level change in mate preferences and mating
orientations. We discuss limitations of this study and directions for future research.

� 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

In industrialized societies, the ages of 18–24 have been labeled
‘‘emerging adulthood’’ – a period of changes and identity explora-
tion (Arnett, 2000). Many individuals leave home for the first time,
begin college, and start working full-time. They also explore differ-
ent relationship partners and types of relationships, which are
thought to help form their relationship identities (Fincham & Cui,
2011) and prepare them for serious commitments of adulthood
(Meier & Allen, 2009). Because the various challenges of emerging
adulthood implicate it as an important period for personality
development, previous researchers have investigated the ways in
which personality traits display continuity and change during
emerging adulthood (Roberts, Caspi, & Moffitt, 2001; Robins,
Fraley, Roberts, & Trzesniewski, 2001; Vaidya, Gray, Haig, &
Watson, 2002). Similarly, varied relationship partners and experi-
ences have the potential to influence individuals’ preferences and
attitudes toward romantic relationships. Thus, in the current study
we investigate the ways in which romantic partner preferences
and relationship attitudes display continuity and change during
emerging adulthood.

1.1. Previous research on continuity and change in emerging
adulthood

During emerging adulthood, men and women move from being
largely dependent on their parents to becoming increasingly inde-
pendent and committed to their future adult roles in terms of
career and family. How stable is personality during this transition
period? Previous researchers have operationalized stability in sev-
eral ways, the two most common being rank-order stability and
mean-level stability. Rank-order stability reflects the degree to
which the relative ordering of individuals on a trait is maintained
over time. Previous research suggests that the rank-order stability
of personality during emerging adulthood, particularly among col-
lege students, is moderate-to-strong, with cross-time coefficients
over 2–4 years averaging .5–.7 (Robins et al., 2001; Vaidya et al.,
2002). This degree of stability supports the proposition that per-
sonality traits function as organizational constructs, influencing
the situations individuals enter into and how they behave in
response to new challenges. The magnitude of stability in person-
ality during emerging adulthood, however, is slightly lower than in
subsequent years of adulthood (Roberts & DelVecchio, 2000), per-
haps because of identity and relationship exploration during this
time (Hopwood et al., 2011).

Mean-level stability refers to the degree to which the average
score of a population changes over time. Previous research sug-
gests that emerging adults display small but systematic changes
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over time: On average, they tend to become more agreeable, con-
trolled, and conscientious, and less neurotic and alienated
(Ludtke, Trautwein, & Husemann, 2009; Roberts et al., 2001;
Robins et al., 2001; Vaidya et al., 2002). These changes have been
described as evidence of increasing maturity in young men and
women as they move toward adulthood (Roberts et al., 2001).

1.2. Continuity and change in mate preferences and mating attitudes

In the current study, we extend previous research on continuity
and change in personality, to research on continuity and change
during emerging adulthood in mate preferences and mating orienta-
tions. Mating is one of the primary challenges of emerging adult-
hood, and mate preferences and mating orientations are central
to nearly any discussion of human mating. Mate preferences,
broadly defined as the characteristics that people prioritize in
romantic relationship partners (Buss, 1985), predict individuals’
partner choices (Li et al., 2013) and the characteristics their roman-
tic partners possess (Botwin, Buss, & Shackelford, 1997). Mating
orientations, broadly defined as individuals’ stated interest in com-
mitted, long-term relationships and in brief or uncommitted sexual
relationships (Jackson & Kirkpatrick, 2007), are also tied to a vari-
ety of behaviors, such as the tactics people use to attract mates
(Bleske-Rechek & Buss, 1996), how long people engage in courtship
before engaging in sex (Simpson & Gangestad, 1991), and their
likelihood of straying (Ostovich & Sabini, 2004).

Individual differences in mate preferences and orientations,
then, appear to reflect differences in individuals’ mating behavior
and the ways that they approach sexual and romantic relation-
ships. We propose that mate preferences and orientations, like per-
sonality traits, function as organizational constructs during
emerging adulthood, influencing with whom people choose to
become involved and how they respond to relationship opportuni-
ties and challenges. Like personality traits, mate preferences and
orientations may also be influenced by the challenges of different
relationships and partners. We propose that mate preferences
and orientations will show patterns of continuity and change dur-
ing emerging adulthood that are analogous to those observed for
broad personality traits.

1.2.1. Rank-order stability
People’s mate preferences and orientations are tied to their

standing on other attributes that show stability over time, such
as mate value (as indexed by physical attractiveness; Buss &
Shackelford, 2008) and personality traits such as agreeableness
and extraversion (Jonason, Teicher, & Schmitt, 2011). Indeed,
researchers have suggested that mating strategies and preferences
reflect stable personality dimensions (Nettle & Clegg, 2008).
Shackelford, Schmitt, and Buss (2005) offered tangential support
for this idea. They assessed adults’ mate preferences in their first
year of marriage and again in their fourth year of marriage and
found moderate rank-order stability (average correlation coeffi-
cient of .48). Those same adults also showed moderate consistency
over 3 years in the tactics they used to retain their partner
(Kaighobadi, Shackelford, & Buss, 2010).

In the current study, we extend previous research on rank-order
stability of mate preferences (Shackelford et al., 2005) by surveying
emerging adults who have just begun college and who are not mar-
ried but instead likely to be in the midst of relationship explora-
tion. In the same way that personality stability is less stable
during emerging adulthood than in subsequent years (Roberts &
DelVecchio, 2000), we expect that emerging adults’ mate prefer-
ences and orientations will display somewhat less rank-order
stability over 3 years of college than will those of married couples
in their late twenties (as in Shackelford et al., 2005). We hypothe-
size that emerging adults will show weak-to-moderate rank-order

stability, which would be consistent with the idea that mate pref-
erences and mating orientations guide relationship experiences
but also are influenced by them.

1.2.2. Mean-level stability
The research on mean-level continuity and change in personal-

ity suggests that as a whole, emerging adults display personality
changes that are conducive to keeping a full-time job and develop-
ing and maintaining close relationships. We expect that emerging
adults’ mate preferences and mating attitudes will show similar
movement toward increased maturity. Specifically, we hypothe-
size that they will report decreased interest in short-term mating
and increased interest in long-term mating; and that they will
place less emphasis on a mate’s physical attractiveness and more
emphasis on a mate’s internal qualities (such as faithfulness, emo-
tional stability, and intelligence). These predictions mirror what
college students say about each other: Bleske-Rechek,
VandenHeuvel, and Vander Wyst (2009) found that in a sample
of U.S. college students, many thought their peers become more
long-term oriented and less short-term oriented, and place more
emphasis on a partner’s personality and less emphasis on a part-
ner’s attractiveness, as they head toward their senior year in
college.

We are not aware of any research to investigate mean-level
change in mating orientations. Shackelford et al.’s (2005) study
of married couples is the only one of which we are aware to inves-
tigate mean-level change over time in mate preferences. They
found little change besides an increased emphasis for both sexes
on a mate’s pleasing disposition and an increased emphasis for
men on a mate’s good looks. However, Shackelford et al.’s (2005)
participants were already married and beyond emerging adulthood
at study onset. If mating attitudes and preferences fluctuate over
time, perhaps that fluctuation occurs earlier, during emerging
adulthood.

1.3. The current study

In the current study, we tested two primary hypotheses about
continuity and change in emerging adults’ mate preferences and
orientations: First, we hypothesized weak-to-moderate rank-order
stability over time; and second, we hypothesized that emerging
adults would display mean-level increases in long-term mating
orientation and emphasis on mates’ internal attributes, and
mean-level decreases in short-term mating orientation and
emphasis on mates’ attractiveness. To test these expectations, we
assessed emerging adults’ mate preferences and their long-term
and short-term mating attitudes at the beginning of college and
again 3 years later.

2. Method

2.1. Participants

Original participants were undergraduate students enrolled in
an introductory psychology course at a large public university in
the Midwestern United States (263 women, 110 men; mean
age = 18.78, SD = 1.50). The sample was broadly representative of
younger students enrolled in the university, which is 65% female.
Students represented 40 different programs and departments
across the university. Upon informed consent, students completed
the paper-and-pencil questionnaire voluntarily as part of a class
activity. All but five provided their name, contact information,
and consent to be contacted 3 years in the future.

Three years later, we obtained university funding to acquire
follow-up responses from 200 of the original participants ($25
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