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Assortative mating must be important for maintaining
morality in a population, as moral principles are
shared by most people in a group. Breeding by a
pair with similar morals results in genetic and cultural
transmission of these morals to the next generation,
which maintains the moral norms of the group. In
this study, we investigated absolute and relative
mate preferences in relation to particular moral
foundations, as represented by five general moral
values. In both sexes, correlations between ratings
for self and an ideal romantic partner on these factors
were rather high (.67 ≤ r ≤ .84). Differences between
self-ratings and ratings for the ideal romantic partner
did not deviate significantly from zero for any of these
factors.
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Introduction
Moral principles should be shared by most people in a
group. Although there are some universal aspects, moral
judgments differ among groups (e.g., Haidt et al., 1993).
One reason for this could be that people with similar
morals tend to gather together and their values are
transmitted from generation to generation. Indeed, people
tend to prefer contact with those who are similar to them
in cultural, behavioral, or genetic aspects over contact with
dissimilar people (McElreath et al., 2003; McPherson et al.,
2001). Such homophily could contribute to the foundation
and maintenance of morality. An important factor is
assortative mating, which can be defined as the nonrandom
coupling of individuals based on their resemblance to each
other with regard to one or more characteristics (Buss,
1984). Because men and women have to cooperate to
produce and raise helpless and time-consuming offspring,
agreement among partners not only in terms of fidelity
but also in many other aspects of morality is needed for
successful breeding and increased fitness in men and
women. Moreover, breeding by a pair with similar morals
results in genetic and cultural transmission of these
morals to the next generation, which would maintain the
moral norms of a group. A possible mechanism of this
maintenance is niche construction (Laland et al., 2001),
which occurs when organisms alter the local environment

to which they have adapted. Humans, as social animals,
tend to construct social niches by actively choosing to form
relationships that are congenial and low in conflict so as
to construct a rewarding environment that fits their needs
(Yamagishi & Hashimoto, 2016). Morality is a principle
shared by most people in a group; it can be regarded as
a social environment to which members of the group are
motivated to adapt. If people who share the same moral
sense gather by assortative mating, a specific moral sense
would tend to be reinforced and maintained in the group
through construction of a social niche.
Many moral virtues may have evolved in both sexes
to advertise good genetic quality, parenting ability, and/
or partner traits (Miller, 2007). Previous studies suggest
that people desire kind, cooperative, and moral mates.
In a large cross-cultural study by Buss (1989), 10,047
people from 37 cultures were asked to rate and rank the
desirability of several traits in a sexual partner. Among
the top 10 most desired traits, by both sexes and across
almost all cultures, were kindness, an exciting personality,
adaptability, and chastity. Moreover, many studies on
lonely hearts personal advertisements in newspapers
and magazines showed that people often state that
they possess, and are seeking, moral traits, especially
kindness, generosity, honesty, fidelity, and the capacity
for commitment (e.g., Oda, 2001). There are, however, a
number of aspects of morality beyond those representing
the holders’ quality or ability. For example, as described
below, adherence to tradition and submission to legitimate
authority, which cannot be considered as initiative of mate
quality, are thought to provide the foundation for morality.
Although such an aspect of morality may have been
maintained by assortative mating, there have been few
studies on assortative mating in the context of morality.
In the present study, we investigated whether people
feel attracted to potential partners with similar morals to
themselves. A variety of views have been presented about
what kind of intention, decision, or action is included
in the concept of morality. In this study, we adopted the
moral foundation theory, which explains the origins of,
and variation in, human moral reasoning, based on innate,
modular foundations (Graham et al., 2011). Haidt (2012)
argued that humans are equipped by the evolutionary
process with a set of automatic moral intuitions, but these
moral intuitions can be altered by social and cultural
influences. The moral foundation theory posits that moral
behavior can best be described according to five general
moral values: 1) Harm/Care (refers to the virtues of warmheartedness, humaneness, and nurturance, which evolved
to elicit a caring and sensitive response required to help
those in need), 2) Fairness/Reciprocity (refers to ideas of
justice, rights and impartiality, which evolved in response
to the adaptive threat of being exploited by cheaters,
and increases one’s chances of receiving the benefits
of cooperation), 3) Ingroup/Loyalty (refers to fidelity,
patriotism and self-abnegation in favor of other group
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members, which evolved to maintain group cohesion by
making an individual aware of others who may want to
hurt or ostracize members of the group), 4) Authority/
Respect (refers to respect for legitimate power, authority
and tradition, which evolved in response to maintaining
and respecting social hierarchies), and 5) Purity/Sanctity
(refers to the abhor rence of disg usting things and
contamination, which evolved in response to the danger
of pathogens and parasites). Among the morality elements
considered in previous studies, cooperation is related to
Fairness/Reciprocity and Ingroup/Loyalty, kindness is
related to Harm/Care, generosity and honesty are related
to Fairness/Reciprocity, and fidelity and chastity are
related to Ingroup/Loyalty and Purity/Sanctity. The Moral
Foundations questionnaire was developed to measure
the five domains of moral foundations (Graham et al.,
2011). We evaluated our participants’ moral standards
with respect to their ideal long-term romantic partners
according to these five values, and compared them with
their standards for themselves.
In addition to the preference for similarity, another
type of preference, “aspirational assortative preference”,
has been discussed. Aspirational assortative preference
suggests that people desire partners with traits that are
similar to, but superior to, their own (Watson et al., 2014).
People are expected to prefer higher moral standards
according to the theory of sexual selection, but this might
not apply if the partner’s morals are quite different from
their own. Accordingly, the morals that people desire in
their ideal partners could be anchored by self-appraisals
pertaining to moral character. As well as these relative
mate preferences, an absolute preference for morality
should also be expected. Absolute mate preference is
expected to differ between the sexes according to sexual
selection theory. In the present study, we compared the
magnitude of the preferences for the five moral foundations
between the two sexes. However, large sex differences in
preferences with regard to the five foundations were not
expected to be seen because each foundation is important
for both sexes.
In the present study, absolute and relative mate
preferences for the Big Five traits were investigated
simultaneously to determine whether participants confused
the questions about preference for an ideal partner with
that about themselves. The former questions were modified
from the latter ones and required taking the perspective of
an ideal partner. If participants did not fully understand
the difference between the two similar questions, a high
correlation might cause an artifact. We should obtain,
however, a similar pattern in relation to the Big Five
preferences to those of previous studies if participants
understood the difference between questions on an ideal
romantic partner and those relating to themselves. Because
of the word limitation, details of the preference study on
the Big Five traits were reported in the supplementary.
Methods
Participants
In total, 185 Japanese undergraduates (101 females, 84
males; mean age: 19.3 ± 1.3 years) at two universities
participated. They responded to a paper and pencil
questionnaire in classrooms and received no monetary
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reward for their involvement. Informed consent was
obtained from all participants included in the study.
Measures
MFQ-SELF: The Japanese version of the 30-item Moral
Foundations Questionnaire (MFQ; Kanai, 2019 translated
from Graham et al., 2011) was used to assess the moral
foundations of the participants. To be consistent with
the MFQ-IDEAL, described below, the word “someone”
in each item was replaced with the initial of a person,
“A”. The second section measures the degree to which
participants agreed or disagreed with sentences describing
moral judgments, using a six-point Likert scale ranging
from strongly disagree (0) to strongly agree (5).
MFQ-IDEAL: This version of the MFQ, designed to
investigate the moral foundations of one’s “ideal romantic
partner”, is an adapted form of the original MFQ. To create
a questionnaire that looked specifically at an individual’s
ideal romantic partner, in the first section participants were
asked to evaluate their ideal romantic partners’ morals. As
stated above, the word “someone” was replaced with the
initial of a person, “A”, and the six-point Likert scale was
modified to range from not important at all (0) (as a moral
trait in an ideal long-term partner) to extremely important
(5). That is, we measured not participants’ evaluation
of the moral relevance of several moral considerations
but their evaluation of moral consideration of their ideal
romantic partners to a person “A”. No other changes were
made to the original instrument. To help the participants
to understand the changes, a preliminary exercise was
completed before they answered the first part of the
questionnaire (Figure 1). In the second section, we asked
participants to rate the desirability of the moral traits
described by the questionnaire items in a romantic partner,
using a six-point Likert scale ranging from not desirable at
all (0) to strongly desirable (5). No changes were made to
the original instrument in this section.
These scales, as well as BFS-SELF and BFS-IDEAL
(see the supplementary), were bound into a booklet and
administered to participants. It was emphasized in the
instructions that the participants should consider their
own ideal romantic partner, rather than that which they
believed the rest of society might consider ideal. Following
Figueredo et al. (2006), the questionnaires on self was
administered after the questionnaires on an ideal partner
to avoid priming the subjects for intentionally matching
the ideal romantic partner’s personality to one’s own.
Moreover, the questionnaire on the Big Five traits was
inserted between the MFQ-IDEAL and the MFQ-SELF
to prevent confusion. That is, The MFQ-IDEAL was
completed first, followed by the BFS-IDEAL, MFQSELF, and then the BFS-SELF. The study was approved
by the Bioethics Review Committee of Nagoya Institute of
Technology (No. 30-001).
Statistical analyses
Bivariate correlations between self and ideal romantic
partner ratings were calculated for all factors. Self-scores
were subtracted from those of the ideal romantic partner
factors and tested against zero to identify discrepancies
between the ratings of self and ideal romantic partners.
A power analysis using G*Power 3.1 showed that a
sample of 84 participants was required to compare the
correlation with 0, given an effect size of 0.3 (medium;
2

Romantic partner morality
Q: Think of an ideal person for you as a marriage partner (long-term relationship partner). Suppose that there
are judgment materials that the person judges whether the act of a certain person (Mr. A) is ethically correct or
wrong. How important do you think following items as judgment materials that the ideal romantic partner has
for Mr. A?

Judgment for Mr. A
How important as moral judgment
of the ideal romantic partner?

Ideal
romantic
partner

You

Mr. A

Figure 1. Question and illustration presented for participants to help understanding of the first part of MFQ-IDEAL
Cohen, 1992), power of .80 and an alpha of .05 and that a
sample of 64 participants in each group was required to
detect a between-group difference, given an effect size of
0.5 (medium; Cohen, 1992), a power of .80 and an alpha
of .05 (t-test). Thus, our sample size was sufficient for the
analyses performed.

all rather high and statistically significant (Table 3).
Differences between the self-rated scores and those of the
ideal romantic partner scores did not deviate significantly
from zero (Table 4). There was no sex difference in the
magnitude of the differences between self and romantic
partner scores (Table 4).

Results
No significant sex differences were observed in the
MFQ-IDEAL or MFQ-SELF scores, with the exception
of the Harm score for the MFQ-SELF (Tables 1 and 2).
Cronbach’s alpha values were lower than those reported
by the authors of the scale (Tables 1 and 2). The alpha
value for the individualizing moral foundations subscale
(including Harm and Fairness) of MFQ-IDEAL was
.72, and that for the binding moral foundations subscale
(including Ingroup, Authority, and Purity) was .76. The
alpha value for the individualizing moral foundations
subscale of MFQ-SELF was .73, and that for the binding
moral foundations subscale was .79.
In both sexes, correlations between self and ideal
romantic partner ratings on these same foundations were

Discussion
No significant sex differences were found in self-ratings
on MFQ traits, except for Harm, or for ratings regarding
the long-term ideal romantic partner. Scores on the MFQSELF and MFQ-IDEAL were highly correlated, albeit
differences between the MFQ-SELF and MFQ-IDEAL
scores did not deviate significantly from zero in any case.
The fact that we found no sex difference in preferred
moral traits in the ideal romantic partner suggests that
there was no tendency for absolute mate preference in
morality. On the other hand, the strong correlation between
self-ratings and ratings of the ideal romantic partner
pointed to a strong relative mate preference. It is possible
that this high correlation might be due to participants not
fully understanding the difference between the MFQ-

Table 1. Scores of each factor in MFQ-IDEAL
Cronbach’s
Female
alpha
M ± SD
Harm
.51
23.3 ± 3.2
Fairness
.59
19.6 ± 3.6
Ingroup
.61
16.2 ± 4.1
Authority
.45
15.4 ± 3.4
Purity
.42
18.4 ± 3.2

Male
M ± SD
22.5 ± 3.6
19.1 ± 3.7
15.1 ± 4.0
14.9 ± 3.7
17.9 ± 3.7

t
−1.63
−0.96
−1.85
−0.88
−0.97

df
167.48
174.65
179.04
171.24
166.95

Cohen’s d
0.24
0.14
0.27
0.14
0.15

All
M ± SD
22.9 ± 3.4
19.4 ± 3.6
15.7 ± 4.1
15.2 ± 3.6
18.1 ± 3.4

t
−2.41*
−1.67
−1.31
−0.36
−0.95

df
164.69
172.05
179.84
175.91
176.67

Cohen’s d
0.35
0.25
0.19
0.05
0.13

All
M ± SD
23.0 ± 3.8
19.4 ± 4.0
15.4 ± 4.1
15.4 ± 4.1
18.3 ± 3.8

Note. Degree of freedom was adjusted because Welch t-test was employed.

Table 2. Scores of each factor in MFQ-SELF
Cronbach’s
Female
alpha
M ± SD
Harm
.53
23.6 ± 3.5
Fairness
.61
19.9 ± 3.8
Ingroup
.56
15.8 ± 4.2
Authority
.50
15.5 ± 4.1
Purity
.54
18.5 ± 3.8

Male
M ± SD
22.3 ± 4.0
18.9 ± 4.1
15.0 ± 4.0
15.3 ± 4.1
18.0 ± 3.8

Note. Degree of freedom was adjusted because Welch t-test was employed. * < .05
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Table 3. Correlation between MFQ-SELF and MFQ-IDEAL
Female
Male
Harm
.73***
.71***
Fairness
.67***
.80***
Ingroup
.71***
.79***
Authority
.74***
.77***
***
Purity
.78
.84***

All
.73***
.73***
.75***
.76***
.81***

*** < .001

Table 4. Mean differences between self and ideal romantic partner on each morality factor
Female
Male
t
df
M ± SD
M ± SD
Cohen’s d
Harm
−0.34 ± 2.45
  0.18 ± 2.93
  1.28
162.01
0.19
Fairness
−0.26 ± 3.02
  0.20 ± 2.49
  1.13
182.99
0.16
Ingroup
  0.36 ± 3.18
  0.05 ± 2.55
−0.73
182.79
0.11
Authority
−0.10 ± 2.76
−0.35 ± 2.69
−0.61
178.32
0.09
Purity
−0.17 ± 2.43
−0.13 ± 2.14
  0.11
182.30
0.02

All
M ± SD
−0.10 ± 2.69
−0.05 ± 2.79
  0.22 ± 2.91
−0.21 ± 2.72
−0.15 ± 2.30

Note. Degree of freedom was adjusted because Welch t-test was employed.

SELF and MFQ-IDEAL, thus answering questions in the
two instruments in the same way. However, correlations
between self and ideal romantic partner ratings on the Big
Five traits were lower than those for moral foundations,
and showed a similar pattern to a previous study (see the
supplementary). This suggests that the participants did not
confuse the MFQ-SELF with MFQ-IDEAL.
The results suggest that, regardless of differences in
the importance of particular moral domains, the level of
agreement with one’s partner is of primary importance;
such agreement could be the basis for maintaining moral
sensibility in a group. One problem with these findings
was that the Cronbach’s alpha values for subscales of the
MFQs were lower than those obtained by the authors of
the scale, although the values for the inclusive indices were
sufficient. Previous studies on non-Western subjects have
also reported low alphas in each foundation and a sufficient
degree of alphas in the inclusive indices (e.g., Kim et al.,
2012; Trups-kalne & Dimdins, 2017; Yilmaz et al., 2016).
These results suggest that the internal consistency of the
MFQ depends on the sociocultural context. Murayama
and Miura (2019) investigated the validity of the Japanese
version of MFQ and reported that, although the five-factor
model showed the best fit compared to other models,
some problems could be found in the reliability of the
five foundational dimensions. In fact, such a low internal
consistency is an essential and unavoidable issue of the
MFQ because, as Graham et al. (2011) have argued, the
scale is composed with priority given to measurements in
various situations. Another problem was that we examined
only aspirational assortative mating. Further study of
married couples is needed on actual assortative mating
with respect to morality.
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