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How does the ratio of men to women in the environment influence people’s career aspirations, such as the desire to make lots of

money? We show that a scarcity of the opposite sex non-consciously leads people to prioritize making more money, including

pursuing high-paying careers rather than starting a family.
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100 / On Sunshine, Snow, and Sex: Environmental Effects in Consumer Preference

Our contribution is twofold: first, we find that the age old ad-
vertising maxim that “sex sells” is not as simple as conventional wis-
dom holds. Instead, our data suggest that the response to sexual cues 
is likely a complex strategic response that nonconsciously incorpo-
rates environmental conditions. Second, this study is an important 
step in understanding the effects of heterogeneous social groups on 
consumer decision making. Just as significant individuals motivate 
behavior (Fitzsimons and Bargh 2003), so do the psychophysical 
properties of a group. Overall, our results have useful implications 
for marketers designing advertisements depicting attractive models 
or retail spaces which facilitate customer—employee interaction.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
The ratio of males to females in the environment is known to be 

an important factor in determining animal behavior (Guttentag and 
Secord 1983). Changes in sex ratio influence behavior via the eco-
nomic logic of evolutionary biology. Because it is more difficult for 
the plentiful sex to attract mates, the plentiful sex has to work harder 
for evolutionary success.  The most commonly observed pattern in 
animal behavior is that when the opposite sex becomes scarce, indi-
viduals increase intrasexual competition. 

Sex ratios also vary in human populations. For example, where-
as Las Vegas, Nevada, has 1.16 men per every woman, Birmingham, 
Alabama, has 0.88 men per every woman (Kruger, 2009). Sex ratios 
can also vary between nations. Multiple Asian countries have recent-
ly become strongly male-biased. In the most striking case, China will 
soon have a surplus of over 40 million men, producing an adult sex 
ratio of over 1.2 men for every woman (Hesketh 2009). 

Correlational research at the population level has begun to ex-
amine how sex ratio relates to various human behaviors. Paralleling 

findings in animal behavior, a scarcity of the opposite sex in hu-
man population is associated with increased competition among the 
plentiful sex. For example, male aggression and violence increase 
as populations become more male-biased (Barber 2003). Similarly, 
female aggression increases as populations become more female-bi-
ased (Campbell 1995). The plentiful sex appeals to amplify competi-
tion when there is a scarcity of the opposite sex. 

Drawing on emerging theory in evolutionary psychology, we 
hypothesized that sex ratio might have a considerable effect on finan-
cial aspirations. For example, a scarcity of marriageable men might 
motivate women to allocate more time and effort into earning imme-
diate monetary rewards. Although the reasons why women choose 
to devote a great deal of time and effort toward earning money is 
likely to be complex, we contend that an often overlooked factor 
in women’s desire for monetary rewards is the ratio of adult men to 
women in the local population. 

Study 1 looked at U.S. population data to examine the link be-
tween sex ratio and women choosing high-paying careers. We looked 
at sex ratio in the top 10 largest metropolitan areas in the U.S. and the 
percentage of women in the top 10 highest-paying careers. Findings 
showed that a scarcity of marriageable men was strongly related to 
more women entering high-paying careers. This finding, based on re-
al-world data, suggests that the availability of mates could have im-
portant implications for whether women pursue monetary rewards. 

Because earning a high salary may come at the expense of invest-
ing time into family, Study 2 tested the prediction that experimental 
manipulations of perceived sex ratio should influence how women 
prioritize earning money vs. starting a family. Women viewed photo 
arrays of men and women that were ostensibly indicative of the local 
population. The arrays were either male-skewed, female-skewed, or 
equal sex ratio (control). Participants then indicated their desire to 
pursue high-paying careers versus starting a family. Consistent with 
predictions, experimentally manipulated female-biased sex ratios led 
women to increase their desire for earning a lot of money rather than 
having a family. 

Study 3 sought to conceptually replicate the experimental find-
ings for women using a different sex ratio manipulation and test 
whether sex ratio influences men’s career aspirations. Participants 
read news articles describing the local population as either male-bi-
ased or female-biased. Participants then indicated their desire to pur-
sue high-paying careers versus starting a family. Findings showed 
that when there was a scarcity of men, women once again prioritized 
earning money relative to investing in family. Findings also revealed 
a parallel pattern for men: When women were scarce, men were 
more interested in pursuing high-paying careers. 

Study 3 also examined a key individual difference, which pro-
vided insight into which individuals were driving the effects. We ex-
amined how sex ratio influenced desire for high-paying careers for 
people who differed in attractiveness, meaning that they were differ-
entially able to compete for mates. Findings showed that a scarcity 
of women led men to aspire to high-paying careers when those men 
were more attractive. Conversely, a scarcity of men led women to as-
pire to high-paying careers when those women were less attractive. 
This pattern suggests that women who can secure a mate more eas-
ily might be less inclined to pursue a high-paying career. However, 
increased competition appears to motivate less attractive women to 
allocate greater effort to careers that offer more financial rewards. 

Our findings highlight people’s sensitivity to a particular fea-
ture of the social environment—the ratio of adult men to women. 
Just as sex ratio has important effects on animal behavior, we find 
that it also has theoretically consistent and important effects on hu-
mans. We find that a scarcity of the opposite-sex leads both men and 
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women to invest in high-paying careers. For women in particular, 
this suggests that whether a woman chooses a briefcase or a baby—
whether she invests heavily into a career or into family—appears to 
be related to the local mating ecology and the availability of mates.
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