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People tend toproject their own level of interest onto prospective partners. Thisreality, rather than sex-
specific evolutionary pressures, might explain why menand women often differently misperceive a
partner’s sexual interest, suggests astudy in Psychological Science.

Sex differences in misperceptions ofsexual interest have been well documented, but what explains these
differencesremains unclear, according to Anthony J. Lee (University of Stirling, Scotland)and
colleagues. They explain that there are two kinds of accuracy inperceptions of sexual interest: (a)
whether and to what extent individuals candistinguish more and less sexually interested potential mates,
and (b) whetherindividuals tend to overestimate or underestimate others’ sexual interest,regardless of
their ability to distinguish more or less sexually interestedpotential mates.

The researchers used these measuresto examine differences in how well people estimate others’ sexual
interest. Leeand colleagues tested 1,226 self-reported heterosexual subjects (586 men and640 women).
The individuals participated in a speed-dating task in which theymet with several subjects of the
opposite sex for 3 minutes and were free todiscuss whatever topic they liked. After each interaction,
participants ratedtheir own sexual interest as well as the sexual interest they perceived fromtheir
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partners. Individuals also rated their own facial, bodily, personality,and overall attractiveness, as well as
their sociosexual orientation—includingtheir willingness to engage in uncommitted sex in the past,
attitudes towarduncommitted sex, and desire for sex.

Individuals were somewhat accurate inidentifying the partners who were more and less interested in
them, and theirown sexual interest did not seem to change how they perceived their partner’sinterest.
However, in accordance with previous research, men tended to be morelikely than women to
overestimate their partners’ levels of sexual interest.

Interestingly, this bias disappearedwhen researchers accounted for the individuals’ sociosexual
orientation andself-rated attractiveness. Regardless of sex, participants who were moreoriented toward
short-term relationships and uncommitted sex, along with thosewho rated themselves as more attractive,
perceived higher levels of sexualinterest from their partners, regardless of whether or not these
perceptionswere valid. These findings are consistent with individuals projecting their owninterest onto
their partner, Lee and colleagues write.

The results also indicated that men’sand women’s different perceptions might stem from men being
both more orientedtoward short-term relationships and more interested in their partners. Thesefindings
suggest that individuals can accurately detect cues of sexualinterest, even in brief encounters, but
partners’ actual sexual interest mightplay a minor role in these perceptions.

Nevertheless, the findings arecontrary to the popular notion that perceptions of sexual interest have
evolveddifferently for men and women because it is advantageous for men tooverestimate, and women
to underestimate, sexual interest. They seem toindicate that the tendency of individuals to assume that
potential partnersreciprocate their sexual interest leads to increased mating success, regardlessof sex.

“Alternatively, this bias might notreflect a specialized adaptation at all but may instead reflect a
broadertendency for individuals to assume that others think like themselves,” Lee andcolleagues offer.

In summary, the study shows that factors other than sex itself can explain sex differences in the
perception of sexual interest. This challenges the notion that misperceptions of sexual interest occur
solely because of sex-specific differences in evolutionary selection pressures.
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