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ABSTRACT

This article describes current evolutionary research on adolescent sexual and romantic behavior. It first reviews func-

tional explanations for basic sex differences in behavior. As in other pair-bonding mammals, women seek dominant

males, and men seek and guard young, fertile females. Recent work is then described on adolescent competitiveness,

mate selection, and pair bonding. The outcomes of even childhood social competition can be profound, with healthy,

early-maturing, attractive children deriving lifelong benefits. Adolescent competition is intense among girls as well as

boys. Depression is more common for boys with few sex partners, and for girls with many. Based on cross-cultural data

and on analysis of pubertal changes in girls and boys, it can be concluded that adolescents have an evolved propensity

for early sexual experimentation, followed by more judicious mate choice. Yet the bond with a girl’s first sex partner is

often profound. Amorous infatuations are intense in both sexes and usually mitigate within 3 years, for plausible adaptive

reasons. Early menarche and unmarried motherhood impose developmental disadvantages on children but may be an

evolved adaptation for stressful family conditions and a shortage of marriageable men. Gaining an understanding of

normal adolescence can help in diagnosing, preventing, and treating problematic behaviors. J. Am. Acad. Child Adolesc.

Psychiatry, 2004, 43(1):11–19. Key Words: adolescent sexuality, dominance, competitiveness, mate choice, depres-

sion.

The evolutionary approach to the study of human be-
havior is profoundly influencing the behavioral sci-
ences. Evolutionary theory is flexible enough to
account for both normal and abnormal variation in
human development. It therefore seems potentially
useful for psychiatry, which has lacked a generally ac-
cepted, comprehensive model of normal behavior to
serve as a basis for understanding pathology (Leckman
and Mayes, 1998; McGuire and Troisi, 1998).

Collaboration between these two interdisciplinary
fields is occurring (e.g., Jensen et al., 1997; Vitiello and
Stoff, 1997), but more could be done. Evolutionists
share with psychiatrists a particular interest in emotions

and motives. These are the behaviors that most directly
enhance fitness, that address biological imperatives.

The present article illustrates the application of evo-
lutionary analysis to adolescent sexuality. We will focus
on evolutionary explanations for sex difference in re-
productive behavior in animals, adolescent competi-
tiveness, mate selection, and pair bonding. We will
then analyze one particular sexual variant: promiscuity
and premarital pregnancy.

SEX AND ADOLESCENCE

Because biological fitness is defined as reproductive
success, evolutionists have studied sexual motivation
and sex differences intensively. Why particular behav-
ioral sex differences exist is of great interest to evolu-
tionists, especially those who study adolescence. Little
can be said about adolescence that applies uniformly to
both sexes, and many early theories of adolescence may
have suffered from trying to lump the sexes together.
Somatic sex differentiation in childhood is compar-
atively minor, but at adolescence the sexes diverge to
follow their respective reproductive pathways. Sexuality
is fundamental to adolescence (Schlegel, 1995).
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EXPLAINING SEX DIFFERENCES IN
REPRODUCTIVE BEHAVIOR

Darwin (1859) noted that males are more sexually
promiscuous and females more selective. How can one
account for this fundamental sex difference in mating
strategies? This pattern, far from being confined to our
Western culture or even to our species, has few excep-
tions in the animal kingdom and none among the
mammals (Trivers, 1972).

Male mammals have been selected to seek out sexual
variety because this tendency allows them to dissemi-
nate their genes widely by fertilizing multiple females
in rapid succession, whereas females, once pregnant,
gain little by copulating with additional males. Fur-
thermore, because of the burdens of gestation, lacta-
tion, and further care of offspring, mammalian females
will benefit from choosing a mate with high-quality
genes so as not to squander these efforts on weak off-
spring. Male mammals, by contrast, are less discrimi-
nating: any insemination may result in propagation of
their genes. Because of this low cost to males of in-
seminating a female, males compete intensely for access
to females. Consequently, males have evolved to be
larger and more aggressive than females in most mam-
mals. In effect, the males compete to gain the maternal
investment of females. This reasoning applies to our
species particularly, given our heavy maternal invest-
ment in the young. For example, the theory explains
the ubiquitous markets for prostitutes and erotica,
which cater to the male desire for sexual variety.

But there are some complications in species such as
ours in which the males help care for offspring. Because
of internal fertilization and resulting uncertainty about
paternity, men risk being cuckolded—deceived into in-
vesting in another man’s children. To prevent this bio-
logical disaster, men have been favored who possessed
a capacity for sexual jealousy—distress at the prospect
of their mate copulating with another male, and a de-
sire for a mate committed to him exclusively. Similarly,
males in other species with paternal behavior guard
their mates against rival males.

Sexual jealousy is less necessary for a woman because
she cannot be cuckolded. Accordingly, women are
somewhat less distressed by contemplating a casual sex-
ual encounter by their mate than are men (Buunk et al.,
1996). A woman’s fitness is jeopardized more if her
mate deserts her. Envisioning a potential emotional
bond developing between her mate and another
woman usually causes more distress, frowning, and

sympathetic activation than does the scenario of a ca-
sual encounter. Women everywhere are concerned with
the resources, or nuptial gifts, that a man may provide,
and with gaining access to these resources. Therefore,
the woman is concerned with signs of the man’s emo-
tional commitment to her.

The evolutionary necessity for women to be judi-
cious about sex and for men to be eager for it may help
to account for the relative importance of gonadal hor-
mones in male and female sexual behavior. Udry
(1988) studied both attitudinal and physiological cor-
relates of sexual behaviors. He found that U.S. boys’
age of sexual initiation depended mainly on testoster-
one level and attractiveness to girls, but girls’ sexual
initiation rested mainly on their social values. Boys are
inclined to engage in sex when they have a sex drive
and opportunities to indulge it. Most girls have little
trouble attracting willing males but are constrained by
socialization factors.

This theory helps to explain many otherwise baffling
but common adolescent behaviors, such as boys show-
ing off recklessly and challenging authority, girls being
the coy choosers of sex partners and exchanging infor-
mation about boys, and both sexes obsessing about
their attractiveness and disparaging rivals (Buss, 1994).
The theory does not deny the role of culture in shaping
sex differences between men and women or the exis-
tence of individual exceptions, but it explains why
some cultural norms are virtually universal, such as the
sexual double standard (Daly and Wilson, 1983).

ADOLESCENT COMPETITIVENESS

How can we understand the high degree of competi-
tiveness of adolescents? Among animals, males typically
strive for dominance, territory, or nuptial gifts, and
females choose males that are successful in this com-
petition. Thus, males compete with each other accord-
ing to essentially the same criteria on which females
evaluate them. Similarly, adolescent boys who are
popular with the opposite sex are also respected by
same-sex peers and are evaluated on similar criteria
(Dong et al., 1996). Peer competition is ultimately
sexual.

The reproductive relevance of competition in hu-
mans may be obscured by the fact that it begins well
before sexual maturity. Children begin to compete
starting around 3 years of age in various cultures
(Omark et al., 1975). However, this early competition
makes adaptive sense because of primacy effects (early
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outcomes influence later ones), and because success in
competition for resources in childhood eventually con-
tributes to reproductive success.

The importance of primacy effects and the appre-
ciable heritability of dominance (Gottesman, 1966)
help to explain the great stability of boys’ dominance
ranks from childhood to late adolescence (Weisfeld et
al., 1987). Boys who were ranked as “tough” (domi-
nant) in childhood tended still to be dominant, popu-
lar leaders 9 years later. It has long been known that
early-maturing boys tend to be popular, sexually active,
and well adjusted (Graber et al., 1997; Jones and Bay-
ley, 1950). However, early pubertal maturity seems to
be a correlate but not a cause of adolescent boys’ social
success; these boys have been popular with their peers
throughout development. Healthy boys—and girls—
will usually mature early and, because of their good
health and genes, will be sought as mates (Chisholm,
1999). Cross-culturally, early maturers of both sexes
are more fertile and desirable as mates (Borgerhoff
Mulder, 1989). These socially powerful, healthy, self-
confident, outgoing individuals tend to enjoy lifelong
social advantages. Others respect them, and they gain
opportunities to participate socially and to practice
leadership. It is sometimes asserted that undergoing the
changes of puberty, especially earlier than peers, is trau-
matic. However, retarded pubertal development is
more commonly associated with psychological difficul-
ties and peer rejection (Higham, 1980). Early maturers
may, however, suffer some liabilities from their popu-
larity with peers, especially older and opposite-sex
peers; they are prone to indulge in sex and drugs at an
earlier age, and to neglect their studies (Graber et al.,
1997; Silbereisen et al., 1989).

Although originating in childhood, competition
peaks around reproductive maturity because a new, es-
sential resource is now at stake: mates. Competition
may be especially intense among adolescent boys. They
begin with no mates, and so must strive to break into
the breeding pool. Most adolescents’ mateships are not
formalized by marriage, and so are more readily chal-
lenged. If mate competition is especially intense among
boys, their testosterone levels would be expected to be
high, since testosterone enhances aggressiveness and
competitiveness (Mazur and Booth, 1998). Indeed,
males’ testosterone levels peak at around 17 years of
age. When a man marries, his testosterone level tends
to fall, presumably because he has less need to compete
for mates. If he divorces and re-enters the competitive
arena, it rises.

Another reason for the intensity of adolescent mate
competition is that promiscuity abounds. Some boys have
many sex partners while others have few or none, so the
stakes are high. Sorensen (1973) found that 24% of U.S.
high school boys reported three or more sex partners in
the previous month, 15% had had one or two, and 61%
had had none. Recent studies have confirmed this pattern
(Forrest and Singh, 1990; Laumann et al., 1994).

If mate competition is intense among young, un-
married males, we can understand their high frequency
of crime and delinquency everywhere (Daly and Wil-
son, 1988). This includes homicides arising from pub-
lic dominance contests, sexual jealousy, and robbery
attempts to secure resources to attract women. Consis-
tent with the universality of this finding, high levels of
testosterone have sometimes been linked to delinquent
behavior in adolescent boys (Dabbs and Morris, 1990).

At first glance, adolescent girls appear to be low in
competitiveness since they are less promiscuous than
boys and vie for only one mate at a time. Sorensen
(1973) found that most adolescent girls were monoga-
mous (28%) or virgins (55%) rather than promiscuous
(6%). But since females tend to desire the same few
dominant males, considerable competition occurs; in-
deed, female–female aggression is universal (Campbell,
1995). Violent quarrels between women peak in their
youthful years, suggesting a sexual basis. Many disputes
arise from insults about sexual promiscuity.

Thus, women compete for desirable mates, but also
compete to choose wisely. In all societies men tend to
be the overt sexual initiators, but women take most of
the actual decisions (Moore, 1995; Stephens, 1963).
Moreover, women are under time pressure to choose a
mate while they are still young. Marriage at the onset of
fertility would maximize reproductive success and is the
norm in traditional cultures.

The intense sexual competition of adolescence is of
clinical relevance. Depression and suicide dispropor-
tionately befall individuals low in biological fitness,
such as those who are unmarried or otherwise isolated
from their families, and the infirm (deCatanzaro,
1995). Similarly, U.S. male adolescents who were vir-
gins were more depressed and suicidal than more sexu-
ally successful males (Spencer et al., 2002). On the
other hand, promiscuous girls tended to be the most
depressed, perhaps because of low mate value or social
rejection. Incidentally, adolescent girls report more de-
pression than do boys, but boys commit suicide four
times as often as girls, a sex difference that has been
growing for 40 years (LeVay and Valente, 2003).
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MATE SELECTION

Physical Attractiveness

How can we understand the apparently unwise mate
choices of so many adolescents? Natural selection fa-
vors discrimination in choosing a mate in order to
optimize the genetic makeup of offspring. Animals
evaluate the genotypes of a prospective mate by its
phenotypic characteristics. Cross-cultural research has
shown that mates are consistently chosen on the basis
of appearance. People seek healthy, vigorous mates
(Ford and Beach, 1951), and both sexes prefer mates
with symmetrical facial and bodily features, which in-
dicate health and fertility (Thornhill and Grammer,
1999). Standards of attractiveness have been found to
translate reliably from one culture to another, reflecting
their fundamental validity in assessing genetic quality
(Cunningham, 1986).

In addition, most people prefer mates who are some-
what more sex-differentiated than average, who tend to
be highly fertile. Men tend to seek women who have
low waist–hip ratios (Singh and Young, 1995) and full
breast development (Barber, 1995); women prefer men
who are tall and have large mandibles and superciliary
(brow) ridges (Barber, 1995; Keating, 1985). As in
other species, females are attracted by testosterone-
dependent traits, and males by estrogen-dependent
ones.

Male Dominance

Mates are chosen on additional criteria. Kindness
was desirable in all 37 of Buss’s (1989) societies. This
makes adaptive sense given the duration and interde-
pendence of marital relationships. Men preferred a
youthful bride of high reproductive potential. Women
preferred a man older than they but not an old man per
se. Since social status is associated with age everywhere,
women seek a mate who is somewhat dominant—just
as females of many other species seek a dominant mate.
Cross-cultural evidence indicates that women prefer
men who exhibit dominance in nonverbal behavior,
decision-making power, height, shoulder width, mus-
cularity, facial features, depth of voice, education, com-
petitiveness, and self-confidence—not just wealth or
social status (Barber, 1995; Weisfeld et al., 1992).
Dominant males make desirable mates because they
possess the hardiness and prestige to provide resources
and protection for their families. Also, females who
selected a dominant male would gain a perpetual re-

productive dividend by bearing reproductively success-
ful sons who inherited the father’s genes for
dominance. This might explain the sex appeal of “bad
boys.”

However, some women select a less dominant, mas-
culine, attractive man whom they may be better able to
retain and influence. A less dominant man may, be-
cause of his hormonal profile, also be more uxorious
and paternal than a more masculine one (Storey et al.,
2000). Men with lower testosterone levels spend more
time with their wives, are less promiscuous, earn more
money, and have stabler marriages (Mazur and Booth,
1998). Longitudinal research suggests that U.S.
women, after entering university, begin to choose men
partly on the basis of future earning power (Weisfeld et
al., 1987), so there may be a developmental progression
toward considering more than just physical appeal. In
fact, Chinese adolescents evaluated peers more on the
basis of intelligence than physical traits (Dong et al.,
1996). Culturally variable criteria definitely shape mate
choice, presumably because these criteria enhanced the
local reproductive success of people who applied them.

Mate Searching

How does mate choice actually proceed? People may
accept as a mate anyone who at least matches their own
mate value (Stroebe, 1977). This algorithm would pro-
tect oneself from mating with inferiors while not set-
ting too high a standard. Matching might be
accomplished partly by comparing one’s own self-
esteem with the apparent self-esteem of prospective
mates as reflected by dominance displays such as direct
gaze, relaxed demeanor, and erect posture.

Murstein (1971) suggested that people first seek a
mate similar to them in attractiveness and then proceed
to apply other criteria. This flow-chart strategy would
allow rapid elimination of many candidates because
attractiveness can be assessed instantaneously.
Townsend and Wasserman (1998) found that U.S. un-
dergraduate men first relied on the criterion of attrac-
tiveness to screen potential sex partners, whereas
women relied initially on traits reflecting male domi-
nance. Consideration of numerous factors such as age,
compatibility, attitudes of parents, and mate values of
competitors make mate selection very complex. Gram-
mer (1990) even discovered that Austrian women chose
men partly on the basis of ability to make them laugh.

This research on mate choice might be useful to
clinicians in assessing adolescents’ individual mate val-
ues, and in guiding them to optimize their choices.
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Appreciation of the enormity of the task of mate choice
might also promote tolerance for adolescents’ notorious
self-absorption. Adolescence may be a time of selfish-
ness in preparation for the strain of parenthood, just as
elderly, postreproductive individuals tend to dote on
their younger kin. The impulsiveness of adolescents,
attributable to late maturation of the prefrontal cortex,
may actually be adaptive in inclining them to be self-
centered. Similarly, adolescence is the healthiest stage
of life, as the body reaches maturity in preparation for
reproduction.

PAIR BONDING

What is the biological function of pair bonding? Pair
bonding evolved in species with highly dependent
young that require the efforts of both parents for sur-
vival (Kleiman, 1977). The pair bond keeps the male
near the female and hence in a position to help care for
their young. Pair bonding, or amorousness, is a human
universal (Jankowiak and Fischer, 1992), commonly
occurring after marriage in arranged marriages and de-
pendent on pubertal hormones (McClintock and
Herdt, 1996).

Pair bonding is intensified by orgasm, accompanied
in both sexes by a surge in oxytocin, which enhances
social bonding in mammals (Carter, 1992). Oxytocin is
released at birth and during lactation—additional oc-
casions when social bonds are strengthened. Recipro-
cally, a woman reaches orgasm more often if she is
married or otherwise pair bonded (Laumann et al.,
1994). Orgasm increases the likelihood of conception.
In the absence of orgasm, more of the sperm are liter-
ally rejected from the vagina, sadly, in the “flowback”
(Baker and Bellis, 1993). Thus, female orgasm in-
creases the probability of conception, so promiscuous
women choose their sex partners and also, inasmuch as
orgasm likelihood varies with the partner, choose
whose sperm will fertilize them. This would allow these
women to gain favors from several men in exchange for
sex, but to still influence paternity.

A woman is likely to have her most intense love with
her first sex partner (Kallen and Stephenson, 1982).
Similarly, the man’s bond tends to be especially intense
with a woman whom he initiates sexually (Peplau et al.,
1977). The painful barrier posed by the hymen may
intensify the significance of sexual initiation. This oc-
casion is significant for the man, too, because only he
can be certain that she is not already pregnant. It may
make adaptive sense for him to be strongly bonded to
her, given his high confidence of paternity if she con-

ceives. These considerations suggest that young love
can be a deep, serious matter, however misguided the
choice of partner (Feiring, 1996).

Townsend et al. (1995) found that U.S. undergradu-
ate women tended to recall going through three stages
of involvement with men. In the first stage, they re-
ported having competed to attract desirable men, per-
haps to assess their own mate value and hone their
amatory skills. Subsequently, women were more sensi-
tive to the benefits of the relationship, mainly signs of
commitment by the man. They often reported feeling
“used” if the man’s investment fell short of his sexual
rewards. In the third stage, sex was confined to a single
partner, the woman having learned that casual sex was
often aversive. This developmental progression recalls
Sorensen’s (1973) conclusion, corroborated by more
recent studies (e.g., Reis and Shaver, 1988), that ado-
lescent girls proceed from casual, somewhat promiscu-
ous sex to monogamy. The intensity of an amorous
bond usually grows with its duration, especially in
women (Singer, 1985).

Casual, promiscuous sexual experimentation may
have been the norm during prehistory. In two thirds of
traditional societies, adolescent sexual experimentation
is effectively unrestricted (Broude and Greene, 1976).
This hominid pattern of early adolescent sexual experi-
mentation is confirmed by the sequences of pubertal
development (Weisfeld, 1999). In girls the external
genitals, breasts (sexual lures), interest in the opposite
sex, vaginal rugae, and pubic hair and mons veneris
(which may protect during intercourse) mature years
before the onset of fertility. Similarly, in boys orgasm
usually begins about a year before ejaculation, and fer-
tility increases only gradually thereafter.

Thus, the typical sexual strategy for hominid females
was probably early sexual experimentation, and mar-
riage at the onset of fertility—which would have mini-
mized the risk of premarital pregnancy while
maximizing the reproductive span. With maturation of
the capacity for orgasm and of wisdom in choosing a
mate, a girl’s love affairs would have lengthened and
deepened. The rise in androgens in adolescent girls may
enhance their capacity for amorousness as well as li-
bido. Presumably, adolescent girls’ evolved emotions
incline them to pursue this reproductive strategy, cul-
tural pressures notwithstanding.

For males in prehistory, there was probably intense
competitiveness for females, and a tendency to marry
and care for one’s children but to remain alert for
extramarital opportunities or a chance to take another
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wife. Most traditional cultures legitimized polygyny
(Stephens, 1963).

Amorousness may be more intense in men than
women. Men are more inclined to report having fallen
in love (Kanin et al., 1970); women are usually the
ones who break off a love affair and recover faster (Hill
et al., 1979). Because of the macho ethic, males may be
reluctant to acknowledge the distress of a failed ro-
mance. Women are also more likely to marry someone
whom they do not love than are men (Kephart, 1967).
This sex difference in amorousness may reflect a sex
difference in the importance of romantic commitment.
The man must convince the reluctant woman that he is
committed to her—and genuine commitment is more
convincing than a feigned one.

An intense infatuation, to which adolescents are es-
pecially prone, seldom lasts beyond 2 or 3 years (Fisher,
1992). A baby would likely have been born by then in
the absence of contraception, and the parents would
need to shift their attention to their helpless newborn.
The probability of divorce peaks around 3 or 4 years
after marriage worldwide (Fisher, 1992), and divorce is
more likely if the couple have no children. Adolescents
are prone to expect that infatuation will last indefi-
nitely, and to become disheartened when it inevitably
fades (Rickel, 1989).

SEXUAL PROMISCUITY AND
PREMARITAL PREGNANCY

If pair bonding is adaptive, being the preferred ar-
rangement for raising children in all societies, how can
we explain the endemic sexual promiscuity and unwed
childbearing of some populations? A widespread con-
dition is unlikely to be pathological in the sense of
reducing fitness, since genes that lower fitness are se-
lected against. A supposedly pathological behavior, if it
is widespread and hence a frequently chosen option,
may constitute the optimal response for the individual
given her particular environmental circumstances.
Therefore, the most systematic approach may not be
individual therapy but rather intervention on the soci-
etal level to render conditions more compatible with
human nature. Adolescent sexual promiscuity and un-
wed motherhood may be just such a case of making a
realistic response to adverse societal conditions.

The widespread prevalence of this behavior can be
understood as follows. When epidemiologists seek to
identify the cause of an outbreak, they first determine
its pattern of prevalence. Similarly, ethologists identify
the function of a given behavior by noting its distribu-

tion in the animal kingdom. Which species exhibit the
behavior, and what distinguishes them from species
that lack it? This reasoning can also be applied to adap-
tive behaviors exhibited by a particular human popu-
lation. A given social class or occupational group may
benefit from behaving in ways different from those of
their counterparts. For example, parents often try to
restrict premarital liaisons in societies with large bride
prices (Broude and Greene, 1976). This allows parents
of a girl to find her a wealthy husband, and parents of
a boy to be assured of his bride’s sexual fidelity.

Which human populations, then, characteristically
have high rates of promiscuity? One might think of
U.S. blacks, who indeed currently have a low marriage
rate. However, during World War II, when jobs were
plentiful, the marriage rate for blacks was a robust 80%
(Harris, 1980). The key factor explaining the marriage
rate seems to be the availability of marriageable men
(Wilson, 1987). Around the world, indigent men sel-
dom can marry and, if married, are likely to be di-
vorced (Goode, 1993). A woman faced with a shortage
of marriageable men, such as a black woman—or, in-
creasingly, a white woman—in America today, may
have to choose between reproductive failure and single
motherhood. Much as society might prefer sexual ab-
stention in such circumstances, individual selection will
strongly oppose it.

Because this situation is so widespread, a societal
remedy is indicated. Wilson (1987) recommended en-
hancing the economic prospects of indigent men so
that more can afford to marry. Other proposed solu-
tions, such as encouraging marriage by moral suasion,
appear less promising. If adolescents marry, they usu-
ally divorce within a couple of years (Carlson and Stin-
son, 1982).

The promiscuous reproductive strategy may offer its
own benefits. The woman may gain resources from
each of her lovers. Women in the Dominican Republic
who pursued this multi-male strategy had more and
healthier children than women in single-male house-
holds (Brown, 1973). Impoverished U.S. adolescent
girls may have a baby because they anticipate receiving
childcare services from their mother or grandmother
while remaining in school (Burton, 1990). Govern-
mental assistance is another resource. Lindemann and
Scott (1981) found that two thirds of pregnant girls
acknowledged that they had wanted to have a baby.

If many of the girls in a particular adolescent com-
munity are promiscuous, then boys with dim economic
prospects may opt for a promiscuous strategy them-
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selves. This might set up a positive feedback system,
with promiscuity becoming ever more entrenched.
Holding a steady job might become even less appealing
to men, who instead could pursue their love lives full-
time. This would lead to even fewer marriageable men.

The availability of marriageable, high-earning males
affects sexual strategies for both sexes. Adolescents tend
to have sex earlier and more freely in low-income
groups such as rural and inner-city populations. The
South American Ache tribe has a shortage of men and,
accordingly, a high rate of extramarital affairs and di-
vorce (Hill and Hurtado, 1989). By contrast, the
neighboring, ecologically similar Hiwi tribe has a sur-
plus of men and highly stable marriages.

Research in several countries has even established
that girls in father-absent or stressful homes tend to
undergo puberty early, and hence to first give birth at
a young age (Ellis and Garber, 2000; Surbey, 1990).
Natural selection may have favored girls whose repro-
ductive timing was influenced by these environmental
factors. Girls in stable, supportive homes would delay
puberty in order to continue being nurtured, whereas
girls in troubled homes would leave early and begin
reproduction. Note that acceleration of puberty would
not occur deliberately, attesting to the evolved nature
of this mechanism. However, conscious processes may
also operate. Family stress apparently induces girls to
begin sex early, partly by instilling in them a belief that
they will die young (Hill et al., 1997).

Sexual promiscuity may be transmitted across gen-
erations in subtle ways, not just by imitation of female
kin and friends. Family stress such as that associated
with father absence or poverty leads mothers to treat
their sons harshly, thereby giving rise to insecure at-
tachment (Chisholm, 1999). This sort of mother–son
relationship, in turn, predicts unstable romantic rela-
tionships (Hazan and Shaver, 1987) and criminal ten-
dencies (Weisfeld and Aytch, 1996) for the son as an
adult. His promiscuity and criminality would result in
father absence in the next generation and perpetuation
of the cycle of single motherhood and criminality. An-
other factor in this dynamic is the intense sibling rivalry
and resulting stress that frequently beset families in
which step- and half-siblings are present (i.e., in which
siblings share fewer or no genes and hence are less
altruistic toward each other). Interactions are generally
more negative between half-siblings and stepsiblings
than between full siblings, controlling for various fac-
tors (Hetherington and Clingempeel, 1992; White and
Riedmann, 1992).

Our sympathy for these beleaguered single mothers
should perhaps be channeled into attempts to improve
the marriage prospects of their daughters so that the
cycle can be broken. Children do better if raised by
both biological parents—academically, economically,
behaviorally, and emotionally (Amato, 1993; Cherlin
and Furstenberg, 1994). Abuse, neglect, sexual abuse,
and homicide are much more likely in single-parent
and stepparent homes (Daly and Wilson, 1988, 1995).

Also, despite the fact that many adolescent girls who
get pregnant acknowledge wanting a baby, many others
lack access to contraceptives. Therefore, pregnancy pre-
vention is still needed, along with economic and edu-
cational reforms to arrest the current decline in earning
power of young men (Howell, 2000). The only preg-
nancy prevention programs that have been consistently
and dramatically successful are those in which contra-
ceptives are provided confidentially in high school clin-
ics (Dryfoos, 1985; Zabin et al., 1986). These
programs are common in Western Europe but rare in
the U.S.

CONCLUSION

An evolutionary model of adolescence seems prom-
ising for understanding the competitive, sexual nature
of this life stage (see also Schlegel and Barry, 1991;
Weisfeld, 1999). As in many other species, young
males compete for dominance and its sexual preroga-
tives. Females compete, but less intensely and less di-
rectly. They do most of the selection of mates and
regulation of sexual activity. Adolescents who are late
to mature, less attractive, and less polished are prone to
adjustment difficulties. Appreciating the urgent, com-
petitive nature of adolescent sexuality and the funda-
mentally different reproductive strategies of boys and
girls is necessary to comprehend this life stage. It is also
important to recognize that different environmental
conditions may evoke different individual adaptive
strategies, but some outcomes may be better for society
than others.
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