
 

Why we desire partners who have had
relationship experience
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Mate copying (sometimes called mate-choice copying) is where an
individual is preferred as a future romantic partner simply because they
have relationship experience.

Mate copying is a form of non-independent mate selection arising from
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social learning. Someone gathers mate-relevant information about a
potential partner by observing their romantic interactions with someone
else. The "copying" part refers to developing a preference for a partner
simply because someone of the same gender as yourself has had a
preference for them in the past.

The basic idea is that people who have already been in a relationship
have been "road-tested". The logic goes they have proven they have at
least some romantically desirable attributes because of their experience.
This might seem odd, but there is plenty of good scientific evidence that
mate copying exists.

Although the phenomenon applies broadly, we know that it is
particularly prevalent among young women.

So, what is the value in mate copying? While it may not be obvious, the
phenomenon does hold some utility. For one, mate-seekers (men or
women) can readily identify a "good" (or at least passable) mate. In a
sense, the person with experience is a "safer bet".

Another advantage is that this information is cheap. Rather than going
through a costly trial-and-error process to identify a suitable romantic
partner (expending time and money on dates), the mate copier gets
similar information from observing others.

A man holding hands with and embracing a woman is presumably
considered by her to be at least an adequate relationship partner. The guy
in the corner of the room alone staring at his iPhone may or may not be.

"The Wedding Ring Effect", as it is sometimes called by the popular
media, is the idea that simply by wearing a wedding ring a man is
somehow imbued with a host of desirable characteristics.
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With an understanding of how and why mate copying works, this may
seem like an entirely logical extension. It is, however, an egregious
misconception.

Seminal studies and a multitude of subsequent empirical work have
thoroughly established that mate copying exists among non-humans, and
there is a bunch of converging evidence suggesting that the phenomenon
occurs among humans. However, having a heightened preference for
someone that has been romantically "pre-approved" is very different
from chasing someone who is married.

Studies have shown that romantically unavailable men are considered to
be both more attractive, and more desirable as long-term mates. But
there are also solid reasons not to pursue (or even desire) a married man.

For one, married men are probably going to be harder to romantically
"obtain" than someone who is single. A married man is going to at least
be reluctant to violate marital commitments, and prying him from his
partner is likely going to be met with strong resistance.

Additionally, there are all sorts of social proscriptions against pursuing a
married man. Doing so may well result in social derogation and/or
exclusion.

In one of the most realistic studies of mate copying, Swedish researchers
had women engage in real-life interactions with men who were wearing a
wedding ring and men who weren't. After the women had met and talked
with each man (separately), each woman was asked a series of questions
about the men she had just met. For example, she was asked her first
impression of each man, their attractiveness and so on.

There were no major differences between the two men in terms of how
they were perceived by the women, but the men without wedding rings
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were on average considered more attractive, both physically and
generally.

Women suggested that they would rather have dinner with, have sex
with, start a relationship with, and invite home the men not wearing a
wedding ring. This may not come as much of a surprise, but it does
suggest that while being in a relationship may make a man appealing in
some sense, being married doesn't.

Following on from this idea, research conducted in the US found that
female participants evaluating a photo of a man found him to be slightly
more romantically attractive and generally likeable if he was
romantically available than if he was living with a romantic partner.

The much more important variable here was whether or not he had a
history of commitment. Men who had previously been in relationships
for three years were considered far more romantically attractive and
generally likeable than men whose longest relationship had lasted only a
few months.

Some research I conducted recently found a curious pattern of results.
Namely, men with relationship experience were considered more
desirable than those without experience if the men were described only
(no visual representation). As soon as they were pictured alongside a
partner, this effect completely reversed.

Taken together, these studies suggest that the idea of a man in a 
relationship is appealing in theory – but when it becomes a reality the
appeal vanishes, or is at least mitigated.

This article was originally published on The Conversation. Read the 
original article.
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