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Perceived differences in the relative numbers of nearby men and women are shown to affect the variance of unrelated decisions.

People cued with ratios indicating more own-sex individuals used less diversified strategies in gambles, retirement allocations and

research funding choices.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Human populations, from towns to regions to countries, vary 

in their distributions of men and women. These differences in op-
erational sex ratio, the relative number of sexually mature men to 
women, can produce marked changes in various cognitions and ac-
tions, such as modulating tendencies toward aggression, parenting 
style, and long-term vs. short-term romantic proclivities (e.g., Barber 
2001). The same is also true in a wide variety of animal species (e.g., 
Kvarnemo and Anhesjo 1996). Differences in population sex ratios 
index the availability of potential mates and can produce competitive 
behaviors even in individuals not actively seeking romance. Recent 
research has shown that, in addition to real skews in sex ratios, per-
ceptions of sex ratio skew can also lead people to change their behav-
ior. For instance, male students who believed their school was popu-
lated by more men than women (an unfavorable ratio for heterosexual 
males) were less likely to save income and more likely to spend to 
the point of debt (Griskevicius et al. 2012). In the current paper, we 
expand on this research by investigating how changes in sex ratios 
affect the more general process of decision-making under uncertainty. 
We do so by asking whether perceptions of increased and decreased 
potential mate availability directly influence preferences for option 
variability in situations where choice entails risk. Specifically, we test 
whether sex ratio skew affects bet-hedging behavior.

Bet-hedging refers to the notion that individuals often gain long-
term utility by lowering the variance of their decisions and spreading 
risk over possible outcomes (Slatkin 1974). A specific form of bet-
hedging, diversified bet-hedging, involves an individual investing 
resources in several (possibly competing) strategies simultaneously 
(Olofsson, Ripa and Jonzén 2009). That is, not “putting all your eggs 
in one basket.” Diversified bet-hedging is often considered to be a 
safer strategy than investing resources in single-options and thus is 
more often employed by individuals with a relatively short time-
horizon (Olofsson et al. 2009). In contrast, we predict the percep-
tions of decreased mate availability that accompany an unfavorable 
sex ratio will produce a competitive mindset through which people 
(implicitly) presume that success necessitates risk-taking (cf., Kun-
reuther and Wright 1979). Further, we predict that this mindset can 
generalize to other decision-contexts. Thus, we expect that exposure 
to unfavorable sex ratios will produce decreases in diversified bet-
hedging behavior.

Study 1 investigated this idea in the context of gambles. Par-
ticipants took part in a study labeled “accuracy in interpersonal per-
ception and memory.” Participants were briefly shown multiple ar-
rays of face photographs ostensibly taken from the local area (e.g., 
campus, websites) and were told they would complete a memory 
test on these faces later in the study. After each array, participants 
recalled the number of men and women in each set as a measure of 
“accuracy.” These arrays varied in the ratio of female to male faces, 
and were either female-biased or male-biased between-participants 
(from 68-78% of the more numerous sex). As an interlude before 
a (non-existent) final memory test, participants completed several 
supposed distracter items, beginning with the primary dependent 
measure. This task required participants to imagine playing a lottery 
and choosing between one of two options, either 1 $10 ticket with a 
possible $10,000 prize or 10 $1 tickets for a possible $1,000 prize. 
Analyses revealed that, consistent with predictions, people who 
viewed unfavorable ratios (men + male-biased, women + female-

biased) were more likely to choose the single ticket, high-payoff/
high-risk option—to put their eggs in one basket—than people who 
viewed favorable ratios.

Study 2 expanded on this finding by testing outcomes that al-
lowed for a greater degree of decision diversification. Participants 
received a similar cover story, and after completing the face array 
tasks, were told that they would complete several tasks prior to a 
face memory test. These two tasks included a retirement account in-
vestment procedure and a public funds investment procedure. The 
retirement procedure involved making allocation decisions regarding 
the percentage of one’s investment that should be assigned to stocks 
(described as higher risk, higher return), bonds (lower risk, lower 
return) and cash (no risk, little if any return). The public funds proce-
dure asked participants to imagine that four companies were working 
on a disease vaccine to prevent a possible future epidemic, and to 
decide how the government should allocate research funding support 
between the four (with funding described as increasing a company’s 
research speed, but not necessarily success). For each procedure, de-
cision variance (spread of allocations across the options) was used 
as the dependent measure. Both measures showed similar patterns: 
People who viewed unfavorable sex ratios invested more money into 
fewer options, again putting their eggs into fewer baskets.

In summary, two studies show that perceptions of environmen-
tal variation in the relative numbers of men and women can influence 
whether people choose to diversify their decision outcomes or not. 
“Unfavorable” sex ratios led to less diversification and more high-
risk/high-reward decisions, consistent with the interpretation that 
success under such conditions necessitates risk-taking. This work 
contributes to our understanding of the incidental factors that elicit 
risky behavior and highlights how decision domains with quite im-
portant long-term relevance (e.g., retirement accounts, research fund-
ing) are susceptible to seemingly irrelevant situational cues. Future 
research will investigate particular mediating mechanisms and indi-
vidual differences that may play a role in these decision strategies.
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