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• Numerous hypotheses attempt to explain the existence and
evolution of human languages, but few address the question of why

humans often possess such prodigious vocabularies. Even though
the typical adult English speaker is familiar with upwards of 100,000
words, most conversations can be successfully navigated with

knowledge of only a few thousand (Nation, 2006). This working
vocabulary allows us to appreciate literature, read the newspaper,
and surf the internet. Because natural selection is unlikely to favor

waste in any behavior or trait, this finding is rather surprising
(Ridley, 2004). So why do humans have such vast vocabularies? In
his Descent of Man, Charles Darwin (1871/2004) argued that the

origin of language rested in courtship calls between the sexes. This
study explores the possibility that vocabulary ability has been
subject to sexual selection throughout human ancestral history. If

this is the case, vocabulary is likely to be used as a sexual display
even in modern courtship situations.

• Intelligence as a fitness indicator. Sexual displays are ubiquitous
in the animal kingdom and there are a number of different ways
that members of each sex display their fitness when attempting to

attract desirable mates. Due to the differing contribution of
resources to offspring by males and females we should expect the
sex that contributes the least to be the one that typically produces

the most vigorous sexual displays (Trivers, 1972). For example,
because females usually provide a disproportionate amount of
parental care and support in most primate and bird species, males

often focus their time and effort toward intrasexual competition or
the production of extravagant displays. In non-human animals these
displays may take the form of either physical (e.g., the extravagant

tail of the male peacock) or behavioral characteristics (e.g., the
intricate nest of the male bowerbird). For humans, many researchers
have argued that displays of creativity, humor, and intelligence serve

a similar purpose through their role as signals of mental fitness
(Miller, 2000). Results from numerous studies suggest that this may
be the case, with both evolutionary psychologists and human

biologists now documenting links between intelligence and
creativity (Preckel, Holling, & Wiese, 2006), intelligence and sperm
quality (Arden, Gottfredson, Miller, & Pierce, 2009; Pierce, Miller,

Arden, & Gottfredson, 2009) and intelligence and measures of body
and facial symmetry (e.g., fluctuating asymmetry) (Prokosch, Yeo, &
Miller, 2005).

• Intelligence and verbal displays. Numerous lines of research
have affirmed the link between verbal ability and intelligence

(Weschler, 1958). Therefore, it is highly likely that breadth of
vocabulary serves as a phenotypic proxy for intelligence. Previous
research in this area has indicated that priming individuals with

mating cues results in higher levels of creativity (Griskevicius,
Cialdini, & Kenrick, 2006) and increases in the use of low-frequency
words (Rosenburg & Tunney, 2008) on writing tasks. However, none

of this work has examined the effect of mating cues in spoken
verbal communication situations. Thus, the current study is the first
of its kind to explore the effect of mating primes on an individual’s

use of vocabulary in oral communication. I predicted that men
would use a higher percentage of low-frequency words after an
imagined romantic encounter with a young woman than they would

after viewing photographs of older women.

• Design. The present study tested the hypothesis that vocabulary

serves as a sexual display by presenting mating cues in the form of
photographs of young, attractive opposite-sex individuals and
asking participants to describe a romantic scenario with them. I

used a 2x2 factorial design with sex (female versus male) and prime
(younger versus older) as between subjects factors. All participants
recorded a short autobiographical statement that was later

transcribed to provide the dependent variable.

• Participants. Twenty four unpaid participants were recruited

from psychology courses at the University of Wisconsin – Eau
Claire. All students were given partial course credit in exchange for
their agreement to participate. Of the 24 students, 18 were female

and 6 were male. Mean age for females was 20.4 years (SD = 1.5)
and the mean age for males was 19.8 (SD = 1.6).

• Materials. Word lists and overall frequency data were taken from
the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA; Davies,
2008). COCA represents the most inclusive of all currently available

corpora of American English and contains more than 410 million
words. The current study operationally defined words as low-frequency
if they did not appear on a list of the top 2,000 commonly used

English words. This cutoff was chosen based on research
suggesting that a lexicon of 2,000 to 3,000 words is sufficient to
understand nearly all spoken and written communication (Nation,

2006). Bullon (2007) describes the existence of a “defining
vocabulary” of 2,000 of the most common English words from
which all definitions in dictionaries are now written. Based on this

evidence, 2,000 seemed a fitting cutoff point for the definition of
high- and low-frequency words for the purposes of the current study.
All text analysis was carried out using the text and content analysis

software program Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC;
Pennebaker, Booth, & Francis, 2007).
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• The current study was designed to expand upon existing research
in the area that has successfully utilized priming paradigms to

investigate the effect that mating cues have on creativity
(Griskevicius et al., 2006) and use of low-frequency words
(Rosenburg & Tunney, 2008). However, the data failed to support

the original hypotheses. Concerns with the overall design of the
study and limitations with the current sample size are discussed
below, but small group Ns seem to be the main contributing factor

to non-significance.

• Male displays of work and achievement. Of considerable

interest to the evolutionary framework of the study, but
unfortunately not supported wholly by the results from the current
data, are the post hoc contrasts between prime conditions in the

LIWC content areas of work and achievement. Human males often
display resources or provide cues of social dominance when
attempting to attract the attention of quality potential mates (Buss,

1988; Cashdan, 1993; Landolt, Lalumiere, & Quinsey, 1995).
Therefore, the LIWC categories of work and achievement were
able to provide an assessment of the degree to which males in the

current sample engaged in these displays, namely by determining
the degree to which males focused their time toward speaking
about their past achievements or work habits. Many researchers

argue that these displays provide females with a proxy for a male’s
future provisioning abilities, and a number of studies have
documented that women self-report as being attracted to men

who display ambition, drive, and who are achievement orientated
(Buss, 1991; Shoemake, 2007). Likely as a result of a small male
sample size, the predicted effects were non-significant in the

current study.

• Limitations and future directions. The current work tested

males and females in a laboratory environment by having them
imagine a fictional social scenario; future work in this topic area
might seek to replicate this study in an actual courtship situation.

Though the design of the current study allowed for a more
ecologically valid test of Rosenburg & Tunney’s (2008) findings by
having participants record spoken responses to prompts, it may be

even more valuable to conduct a naturalistic observation of male-
female pairs engaged in early courtship situations. An additional
test of the theory that vocabulary is used as a display of

intelligence would be to determine if males who use a greater
number of low-frequency words are actually chosen more
frequently or rated as more attractive by females. If this was the

case, it would also be interesting to find out if there exists an
optimum number of low-frequency words that mediates perceived
attractiveness. Recent work has shown that texts written by

authors who utilize unnecessarily complex language are rated to be
of a lower quality and the authors themselves are rated as lower in
intelligence than their more succinct and comprehensible peers

(Oppenheimer, 2006). It has yet to be determined whether this
effect carries over into spoken communication.

• Conclusion. Non-significant findings for both of the main
hypotheses may be attributable to a dearth of participants and
small overall sample sizes, especially in the extreme lack of male

participants. As such, the current study fails to provide evidence
for the hypothesis that males use vocabulary to display intelligence
in this context (Miller, 2000). Future research will focus on

recruiting a larger proportion of male participants.

I thank Blaine Peden for assistance with all LIWC analyses,
and Lynzy Abress and Megan Risdal for theoretical input

during experimental design and insightful comments on
early drafts of this poster and the resulting manuscript in
progress.
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Romantic Encounter or 
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Results

There was no significant main effect of Sex (F(1, 21) = .41, MSE = .988, p = .53) or

Prime (F(1, 21) = .12, MSE = .821, p = .73). Both male and female participants used a

similar percentage of high-frequency words in their descriptions across both conditions.

The interaction between Sex and Prime, as predicted by the main hypothesis, was also

non-significant (F(1, 19) = 2.98, p = .10). Priming males with photographs of younger

females and an imagined romantic date did not lead to higher percentages of low-

frequency words (M = 26.84, SD = 4.71) than when they were primed with older

females and a casual, non-romantic lunch date (M = 18.00, SD = 3.97).

While men primed with photographs of younger women did not use significantly more

words related to achievement (e.g., earn, hero, win) than those who viewed photographs

of older women (t(3) = 1.77, p = .17), their means reflected a tendency toward the

direction predicted by past research on male mating behavior.

Female participants used significantly more words in their autobiographical descriptions (M =

140.94, SD = 38.66) than did male participants (M = 88.60, SD = 51.84; t(21) = -2.49, p = .02).

Previous studies have show that males and females don’t differ in the number of words spoken

per day, so the observed difference in the current sample is surprising. However, the current

finding may result in part from the subject matter of the autobiographical statement. Many

participants talked about social relationships that they had formed and activities they were

engaging in with friends. This might be a topic that women are inherently more interested in or

willing to talk about.
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Prime Conditions and Photographs

The second half of participants were shown photographs of older, opposite-

sex individuals, and asked to imagine a non-romantic, casual encounter with

one of them. For males, this second group served as the control group, as it

has been previously documented that young, university-age males do not

perceive this style of interaction with an older woman as a courtship

opportunity (Rosenburg & Tunney, 2008).

One half of all participants were shown an array of photographs (4) of

young, attractive opposite-sex individuals and instructed to imagine a romantic

encounter with the individual of their choice. This process served as the

mating prime. Participants were then asked to describe, out loud, their ideal

date with this individual (e.g., where they would take them, what sort of

activities they would engage in, conversations they might have) and record

their responses.

Upon entering the experiment,

participants were randomly assigned to

one of two conditions (the mating prime

condition or the control condition),

which determined which set of

photographs they would be viewing.

Participants in both conditions were

allowed 1 minute to describe an

imaginary encounter with the individual

of their choice.

As assessed by the percentage of total words categorized as signaling tentativeness (e.g.,

maybe, perhaps, guess), both males and females expressed greater levels of reservation and

uncertainty in their descriptions of the romantic encounters and casual lunch dates (M =

9.76, SD = 4.4) than they did in their autobiographical statements (M = 4.23, SD = 2.9; t(22)

= 5.89, p < .001).

Romantic encounter and 
casual lunch date

Autobiographical statement


