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Abstract
We argue that inequality plays such an important role in shaping human behavior because of
the strong effects it exerts on individual reproductive success and thus evolutionary fitness.
Here we examine evidence of the relationship between economic inequality and reproductive
incentives in men and women. Inequality has been shown to increase men’s competition for
status and respect, particularly among men who are younger and poorer. This competition is
an important explanatory variable in rates of accidental death, addiction, violence, and
property crime. We then focus on parallel links in women, summarizing evidence that high
economic inequality increases women’s investment of time and attention on competitive
reproductive pursuits (such as improving physical and sexual attractiveness). We suggest that
these behaviors are due to proximate desires to socially signal and socially climb, and may
also reflect a concern with external approval. We show that these proximate mechanisms can
be interpreted in terms of the ultimate function of achieving greater reproductive success via

enhanced status, safety and material well-being in economically unequal environments.

Keywords: inequality; evolution; fitness; future discounting; hypergamy; mating effort; mate
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Introduction

Inequality generates and amplifies incentives for individuals to strive to elevate or
maintain their status, with consequences both for the individuals involved and for the
societies in which they live (Andersen & Curtis, 2012; Cheung & Lucas, 2016; Oishi
Kesebir, & Diener, 2011; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009). A great deal of excellent research,
including the work reviewed in many of the chapters in this book, examines how inequality
shapes incentives, motivations, and resulting patterns of behavior. What remains considerably
less clear is why the relationships between inequality and behavior are as we find them. Why
are certain kinds of inequality more salient than others? And why are some individuals more
affected by inequality than others? Evolutionary theory presents a useful distinction between
“how?” based, or proximate explanations, and these “why?” based, or ultimate explanations
(Laland, et al., 2011; Mayr, 1961). In this chapter we attend to the latter end of this
dichotomy to provide an ultimate explanation for why inequality motivates some behaviors
more than others.

Ultimate explanations in evolution often relate to reproduction. And this is no less
true when it comes to inequality: there exists a growing body of evidence that suggests that
inequality has such strong effects on motivation and behavior because it affects reproductive
success, thereby incentivizing particular reproductive strategies. In this chapter, we draw on
literature from psychology, biology and economics to map a relationship between income
inequality, status competition, and reproductive strategies for men and women. We begin by
explaining why reproductive success is affected by economic inequality, drawing attention to
the proximate mechanism of status competition. We then summarize evidence demonstrating

the effects of inequality on male, and female, reproductive strategies.
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Reproductive success and economic inequality

To understand the relationship between reproductive success and economic inequality,
it is important first to understand what is meant by the terms “reproductive success” and
“fitness”. The genes possessed by every individual living today were inherited from
biological parents, grandparents, great-grandparents, and so forth, each of whom passed those
genes on by reproducing. That is to say that everybody alive today descends from a
staggering number of reproductively successful ancestors, and not a single reproductively
unsuccessful individual. More than 160 years on from Darwin’s publication of his Origin of
Species (Darwin, 1859) it is well established that, ceteris paribus, genes that enhance
reproductive success tend to persist across generations, displacing genes that have no or
negative effects on reproductive success (Jennions & Kokko, 2010). It is for this reason that
evolutionary scientists can appear, to those not used to thinking in this way, to be
preoccupied, or even obsessed, with sex and reproduction.

It is not correct, however, to leap to the conclusion that more offspring are necessarily
always better. The quality of those offspring can matter every bit as much as their quantity.
Offspring that have been cared for, and taught, are more likely to survive and reproduce in
their own right, and thus to achieve reproductive success of their own. Evolutionary “fitness”
is the success, over many generations, at producing offspring who go on to produce offspring
in turn. Fitness is subject to a perennial trade-off between offspring quantity against quality,
and natural selection optimizes this trade-off as a function of the species’ ecological way of
life (Stearns, 1992). Supplementing this, individual reproductive investments also respond in
fine-tuned fashion to the particular circumstances of that individual’s life (Kaplan et al.,
2015; Stearns, 1992).

The fittest ancestors in human history tended to be those who not only enjoyed

reproductive success (offspring quantity), but who also provided their children and grand-
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children with the material and social circumstances that they, in turn, needed to survive,
thrive and mate (offspring quality). Wealth and social status became important determinants
of fitness with the advent of agriculture around 12,000 years ago. At this time, the economic
circumstances of farming permitted families to generate surpluses and turn them into wealth
that could be stored and passed on to children, as well as enabling families to own and pass
on the land that generated that wealth (Betzig, 1994; Cashdan, 1993). Holding wealth and
status not only improved one’s survival and the survival of one’s offspring, but it also thereby
improved one’s attractiveness to potential mates. Mate choice became a way of improving
status and material wealth for oneself, and for one’s offspring who could inherit both the
wealth and status. Across many documented cultures, women tend to prefer male partners
who have more resources, especially those in the form of status, money, and prestige (Buss,
1989; Cashdan, 1996; Hill & Hurtado, 1996). Likewise, across a variety of societies, the
quantity of resources held by men (but not women) translates into more success
reproductively (Betzig, 1994; Hopcroft, 2006).

Why do women, but not men, tend to marry upward into families of greater status and
wealth? One of the many, complex reasons is the widespread exclusion of women from
holding the same wealth and status as men. Although this pattern is present in traditional
foraging, herding and horticultural societies (Reiss, 1986), it grew stronger when
technologies like the plough permitted the intensification of agriculture, opening up ever
larger inequalities between the wealthiest and poorest families (Alesina, Giuliano, & Nunn,
2013). Acquiring wealth and status via one’s spouse or consort became a particularly fruitful
strategy (sometimes the only strategy) for women to achieve upward mobility. Even the
freedom or opportunity for contemporary women to support themselves economically does
not extend to all women across all cultures, and, to this day, many women still depend on

marriage for survival and social mobility in even the most progressive societies. Variation in
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wealth disparities between individuals and families is thus fundamentally relevant for
reproductive success, though it tends to affect men and women differently. In the following
sections we draw attention to the effects of economic inequality on reproductive success for
men and for women.

Inequality and men’s reproductive success

The relationship between economic inequality, fitness, and subsequent behavior is
more routinely researched among men than among women. In an influential series of studies,
Martin Daly and Margo Wilson show that one effect of living in economically unequal
environments is increased competitiveness that manifests in risky status-seeking and status-
protecting behaviors among men (e.g., Daly, 2016; Daly & Wilson, 2001; Daly, Wilson, &
Vasdev, 2001). Much evidence shows that this risk-taking accounts for the positive
relationship between income inequality, violent crime, and homicide (Daly, 2016; Krahn,
Hatnagel, & Gartrell, 1986; Penaherrera-Aguirre et al., 2018; Wilson & Daly, 1997).

A large proportion of male on male homicides are transparently competitive,
involving real or imagined status threats and occurring in a context of material expropriation
or sexual rivalry (Daly, 2016; Wilson & Daly 1985). These risk-taking strategies are
particularly likely to manifest in young men who experience being relatively deprived
(Greitemeyer & Sagioglou, 2017; Wilson & Daly, 1985). As others have argued, relative
deprivation may lead people to appraise their situation in a way that shifts the balance of the
cost-benefit ratio toward risk-taking and violence (Shah et al., 2012; Smith, Pettigrew, Pippin,
& Bialosiewicz, 2012; see also Brown-lannuzzi & McKee, Chapter XX; Sheehy-Skeffington,
Chapter XX).

Another proximate mechanism by which inequality could incentivize risk-taking may
be by encouraging men to discount the future. There is a tendency to view an inability or

unwillingness to delay gratification as a psychological malady or weakness (Kacelnik, 1997.
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Frederick et al., 2002; Kirby et al., 1999), but the problem of how and when to discount the
future is an adaptive dilemma that all animals must confront. Delayed gratification and
discounting reveal how the future is weighed when deciding the present allocation of effort,
and weighing the present more steeply than the future is adaptive in particular situations
(Kacelnik, 1997; see also Claassen, Corneille, & Klein, Chapter XX). Although individuals
vary at a trait level in the degree to which they discount future rewards compared to present
ones, future discounting covaries with many of the social ills associated with income
inequality, such as inter-male violence, problem gambling, and early sexual onset (Canale et
al., 2017; Daly et al., 2001; Wilson & Daly, 1997). It may be that cues of deteriorating
wealth, or steep competitiveness, typical of high inequality milieus exacerbate the perceived
need to expend effort to get ahead in the near-term, thus accounting for the negative effects of
inequality on longer-term behavioral outcomes.
Income inequality and status-seeking among women

Much less is known about how income inequality affects status-seeking and
competitiveness among women. Might income inequality increase competition among
women as it does among men? If so, how might that competition manifest?
Young men are the primary perpetrators and victims of violence, physical aggression, and
crime in all societies for which data are available (UN Office on Drugs and Crime, 2013), but
women can undoubtedly be aggressive and violent (Luke, 2008; Sommers & Baskin, 1994).
Women’s competitiveness against other women, however, is more often expressed in non-
violent domains, particularly self-promotion and competitor derogation (Buss, 1988; Buss &
Dedden, 1990; Buunk & Fisher, 2009; Campbell, 2004; Fisher & Cox, 2009). Women often
compete with one another in the effort they apply to enhancing their physical attractiveness
(Buss, 1988; Campbell, 2004; Fisher & Cox, 2009). Beauty is highly valued in women across

cultures, and physically and sexually attractive women enjoy many benefits over their plainer
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competitors (Barber, 1999; Buss, 1989), including higher social status, and greater value as a
romantic partner (Barber, 1995).

Wealthy, educated nations have made some progress in recent decades toward women
having equal opportunities to men, including opportunities to achieve their goals without
having to rely on their physical attractiveness. And yet many women still feel that their
physical attractiveness is one of the most valuable resources they have. The tendency to
disproportionately value one’s own physical characteristics above one’s other qualities is
termed self-objectification (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997), and it is manifestly something
younger women engage in more so than older women or men of any age (Moradi & Huang,
2008). Alongside self-objectification, there is a growing tendency for women in Western
cultures to also engage in self-sexualization, a trend where women publicly express behaviors
usually seen in soft-core pornography, such as wearing sexy, revealing clothing with sexually
suggestive slogans (Nowatzki & Morry, 2009).

A vast body of scholarly work suggests that self-objectification is driven by gender
inequity. If women are valued more for their looks and less for their earning power,
education, intelligence, then we might expect women to internalize these sources of value by
self-objectifying and self-sexualizing. In a recent study, we drew attention to the role that
income inequality may play in these outcomes. (Note that the gender equity and income
inequality hypotheses are not mutually exclusive, and may in fact, be complementary.)

In this study, we recognized that a vast, untapped source of data on self-sexualization
behavior exists in the form of “sexy selfie” pictures. Social media platforms such as
Instagram and Twitter have enabled women to post pictures of themselves, groomed and
often attractively or even scantily dressed, for public viewing. To test whether gender
inequality and/or income inequality might be associated with women’s investment in their

physical and sexual attractiveness, we compiled and analyzed a large social media data set on
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posting rates, and related these to properties of the local social and economic environment at
three different geographic scales (Blake, Bastian, Denson, Grosjean, & Brooks, 2018). We
measured the number of “sexy selfies” posted on the online social network sites Twitter and
Instagram across 113 countries, and for convergent validity, also measured spending in
beauty salons and women’s clothing stores in the United States. For further validity, we also
examined sexy selfie posts across all US cities with populations greater than five thousand
inhabitants, as well as all US counties with populations greater than twenty thousand
inhabitants. We aimed to test the robustness of any resultant effects at different geographic
scales.

We found the same pattern across all geographic levels: In areas of higher income
inequality, women posted more sexy selfies online and spent more money in beauty salons
and women’s clothing stores. Consistent with past work showing that sexualization and social
media use are more common in reproductive aged women (Duggan & Brenner, 2013), we
also found that regions with, on average, younger women have more sexy selfie posts.
Further, we found that areas with poorer, uneducated, and unemployed women had more sexy
selfie posts, whereas these same regions have fewer aggregate sales in beauty salons and
women’s clothing stores. Using the most conservative estimates from these investigations, we
can contextualize these findings as follows: For every one standard deviation increase in
income inequality, the expected count of the number of sexy selfies in a city or county given
its population increased by 31-34% (assuming all other factors are held constant). These
effect sizes were modest but reliable: The same pattern of findings emerges in 85 of 86
robustness tests we conducted, including when we exclude WEIRD nations or used other

statistical techniques (like Bayesian analyses).
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Explaining the inequality - attractiveness-preoccupation link

Why might it be the case that women in areas of high economic inequality invest
more time and attention in their physical and sexual attractiveness? One possibility is that this
association is suggestive of a kind of conspicuous consumption, where women advertise their
attractiveness to appear better off than the other members of their social circle. Several
studies report that income inequality encourages households with smaller income to use debt
to ensure their consumption level matches that of households with higher income gains, a
spending pattern that seems to be motivated by social comparison (e.g., Clark, Kristensen, &
Westergard-Nielsen, 2009). This literature informs us that people are more likely to infer
another’s social status by attending to their consumption of positional goods in economically
unequal environments, thus incentivizing the consumption of goods that portray one is of
higher status (Walasek, Bhatia, & Brown, 2018; Walasek & Brown, 2015; Chapter XX). If
women perceive that beauty products, clothing, and sexy selfies are status markers, they
might use these behaviors to signal high status.

There are arguments for and against this conspicuous consumption argument. On one
hand, beauty and attractiveness can confer status benefits (Eagly, Ashmore, Makhijani, &
Longo, 1991; Maestripieri, Henry, & Nickels, 2017), especially for women. This result
supports the idea that women conspicuously consume beauty-related products to signal high
status in environments preoccupied with social rank. On the other hand, women who wear
revealing and sexualized clothing are perceived to lack status (Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu,
2002). Indeed, sexualized clothing encourages psychological processes which attribute
wearers diminished degrees of those qualities so essential to being well-thought of, such as
competence, prestige, and warmth (Blake, Bastian, & Denson, 2016). Though conspicuous

consumption may account for covariation between income inequality, beauty salon and
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women’s clothing expenditure, on its own terms it seems a less satisfactory explanation for
the sexualized selfie findings.

An overlapping view, and one with more focus on ultimate causation, is that women’s
investment in their attractiveness in economically unequal environments is partly driven by
an increased motivation to socially climb, and potentially their long-term fitness prospects,
by attracting well-off men. Attracting high quality romantic partners, or at least sexual
interest from high-quality men who may become important allies (see Maestripieri, Henry, &
Nickels, 2017), might allow women to achieve higher status. Though the reasons women are
preoccupied with their physical appearance and wear revealing clothing are complex and
varied, many women report engaging in these behaviors to attract and capture the attention of
men (Smolak, Murnen, & Myers, 2014; Yost & McCarthy, 2012). Women frequently compete
with one another by enhancing their physical appearance, including by wearing revealing
clothing (Barber, 1999; Buss, 1988). There is also some evidence that priming female-female
competition increases women’s interest in conspicuously consuming luxury brands of
clothing and accessories (Hudders, Backer, Fisher, & Viyncke, 2014; Wang & Griskevicius,
2014). In times of economic threat (such as when incomes are unequal), women may adjust
their behavior by adopting strategies designed to attract and align themselves with men with
greater economic potential than themselves, an explanation that is also consistent with the
social role theory of gender (Eagly & Wood, 1999).

Supporting evidence for the idea that the intensity of female-female competition is
driven by the variance in male resource-holding comes from a surprising source: Data on
environments that exacerbate competition among female non-human animals. A key
framework in evolutionary biology holds that relationships between male and female animals
can be considered a kind of marketplace. Work in this field shows that competitive behavior

among females depends on the quality of the males available in that market: When male
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resource holdings are highly variable, females compete most avidly to attract the males
holding the most resources (Jennions & Petrie, 1997). Returning to human animals, because
household income inequality is more reflective of variation in male income across
households than it is variation in female income (Kimhi, 2008), economically unequal
environments may reflect the same conditions of variation in male resource holding that
motivates female-female competition in non-human animals. Environments with high income
inequality, therefore, may amplify women’s incentives to invest more time and energy in
attracting well-off men and out-doing their romantic competitors.

The link between high inequality and women’s appearance-related competition also
comes from the so-called “lipstick effect”. Although consumer spending usually declines
during times of economic recession, one specific product category appears to reliably
experience surprising growth: the consumption of beauty products (Nelson, 2001). In a series
of studies, Hill, Rodeheffer, Griskevicius, Durante, and White (2012) demonstrate that
economic recession primes increase women's desire to buy beauty products. Hill et al. (2012)
showed that economic insecurity increases beauty product expenditure because it elevates
women’s desire for resource-rich male partners. Rather than merely signaling the desire for
cheap indulgences, the “lipstick effect” extends toward all products which increase women’s
self-perceived desirability to men, regardless of their cost (Hill et al., 2012). Women’s own
socioeconomic status was also not a driver of the lipstick effect, suggesting that an increased
interest in beauty products is not due to women’s lower status generally. The implication is
that economically uncertain environments encourage a beauty-focused competitiveness
among some women because attractiveness-enhancement is a strategy that women use to
achieve status.

Recent work in economics shows convergent support for this idea. At least since

Becker (1981), economists have found much benefit to be gained by considering romantic
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relationships as subject to social exchange. The idea is that men and women, acting as agents
in a marketplace, exchange sex for other resources in that market (e.g., time, affection, love).
One way in which economists measure outcomes in that market is by tracking the percentage
of single-parent households and children born to young mothers. They reason that such
outcomes provide insight into the bargaining power of men and women, as women are less
likely to have casual sex, and men are less likely to abandon their romantic partners, when
marketplace conditions favor women over men (Barber, 2001). Between 1970 and 1990,
rising wage inequality among men in the U.S.A. led directly to decreased probabilities of
women marrying and an increase in women’s age at marriage (Loughran, 2002). These
effects were attributed to the greater benefits of searching for a marriage partner rather than
settling, as securing a high-earning partner becomes more important under higher inequality
(Loughran, 2002). In other words, when the quality among potential male partners was highly
disparate, women delayed marriage in order to maximize their chances of securing the
highest quality male partner available.

A large body of work showing that economic conditions that narrow the pool of
suitable male bachelors (i.e., reducing the “supply” of suitable men in the market) also erodes
the incentive for those men to maintain committed romantic relationships (i.e., because
supply outweighs demand), strengthening men’s bargaining position for casual sex (e.g.,
Angrist, 2002). Autor, Dom, and Hanson (in press) recently showed that when international
manufacturing competition in the years 1990-2014 caused men’s earnings to drop
dramatically relative to women’s in parts of the U.S.A., it also caused a drop in marriage
rates, and a rise in single parenting. The implication is that in economic conditions that result
in many men seeming worse off than their competitors, the pool of desirable male bachelors
is restricted to those at the higher ends of the income distribution. This reduced supply of

suitable men increases competition among women vying for economic advancement through
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marriage, thus incentivizing behaviors aiming to attract the relatively few high-quality male
potential partners. This market-based account provides a novel perspective for why fertility is
higher and more variable, and why there are more teenage pregnancies, in communities with
higher income inequality (Chiavegatto, Alexandre, & Kawachi, 2015; Colleran, Jasienska,
Nenko, Galbarczyk, & Mace, 2015; Gold et al., 2004; Santelli, Song, Garbers, Sharma, &
Viner, 2017). It also explains why these outcomes can disproportionately affect relatively
deprived women (Kearney & Levine, 2014; Noah, Yang, & Wang, 2018), who are more
reliant on gaining social status and economic security through attracting male partners, and
thus suffer the potentially negative consequences of casual sex most acutely.

We have highlighted economic and biological accounts for understanding women’s
sexy selfies in economically unequal environments, but these accounts are neither the only
interpretations, nor do they exclude other, often more proximate, kinds of accounts. One such
proximate explanation that we cannot dismiss is that women’s investment in attractiveness-
enhancement in these environments—rather than directly aiming to convey high status—
reflects a mindset focused on obtaining external approval. Deci and Ryan (2000) explain that
threats to basic needs such as for autonomy, competence, and relatedness can compel people
to move away from inherently fulfilling activities toward those that compensate by providing
an interim experience of need satisfaction (e.g., approval via fame and attractiveness).
Economic inequality has been shown to lower the likelihood that self-determination needs are
met (Di Domenico & Fournier, 2014), raising the possibility that women’s investment in
attractiveness-enhancement in economically unequal environments may reflect a
compensatory reaction to unfulfilled self-determination needs. In this sense, the aim of
increased spending in beauty salons and clothing stores, as well as posting more sexy selfies,
is not to gain status directly. The aim is, instead, to gain external approval from others by

fulfilling cultural standards of physical and sexual attractiveness, thus satisfying one’s own
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thwarted psychological needs for self-determination. Attempts to resolve both how and why
inequality has the effects that it does on women’s self-sexualization and other behaviors will
require patient experimental work, as well as a willingness to differentiate and understand

both proximate and ultimate causation.

Conclusion

One of the ways that income inequality affects humans psychologically is by stoking
status anxiety and competitiveness. These psychological effects can incentivize particular
behaviors, including motivating a desire to do better than others and protect one’s social
position. We have drawn attention to the importance of these inequality-driven incentives in
the context of reproduction, especially competition for and attraction of romantic partners.
While the effects of inequality on male competition through future discounting, risk-taking
and occasionally violent jockeying for status and respect is relatively well-established
(Wilson & Daly, 1985; Wilson & Daly, 1997), we propose that income inequality has
commensurable effects on women’s motivation to enhance their physical attractiveness, and
to compete by presenting themselves in conspicuous and often sexualized ways, including by
posting sexy images of themselves online. We suggest that these behaviors are due to
proximate desires to signal high status and socially climb, and can also reflect a mindset
focused on obtaining external approval. Moreover, we interpret these proximate mechanisms
in terms of the ultimate function of enhancing status and reproductive success by securing the
highest status and/or wealthiest available mates and male allies. More research mapping the
specific psychological effects of income inequality as they pertain to women’s appearance-
enhancement would allow a comprehensive understanding of these patterns.

It is also worth noting that increased sexualization in economically unequal

environments may derive from a combination of supply and demand factors. In addition to
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incentivizing women to use their sexual attractiveness to socially climb (i.e., increased
supply), income inequality may elevate men’s desire for sexualization (i.e., increased
demand). Thus, when we see income inequality changing women’s behavior in particular
ways that suggest attraction goals have been activated, we should remember that this could
partly reflect women adjusting their behavior to suit what they think is desirable in that
environment. This type of market-based theorizing is well developed in other fields, though it
is under-utilized in social psychology. Contextualizing individual behavior as occurring
inside a market that incentivises particular outcomes has much to offer future social
psychological work, especially as it pertains to understanding the effects of income inequality

on behavioral outcomes.
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