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Abstract 
The human species needs to mate and to do so, 

cannot avoid varying degrees of  pathogen 

presence. This investigation maintains that those 

considered Germ Avoidant are more desirous of  

sexual-inexperience in a long-term mate – an effect 

that presents itself  primarily when the threat of  

infectious disease is temporarily salient. By 

examining the interaction effect between disease 

salience and the germ avoidant, a decrease in the 

preferred sexual experience for possible long-term 

partners to have had is observed. Therefore, 

pathogen prevalence is one of  the factors that 

assists in our decision: avoid germs or mate. 

Introduction 
Having many intimate relationships confers benefits as well as costs to 

an individual. Benefits include access to more resources, more 

coalitional support, and a greater chance of  producing viable 

offspring. One major cost of  having many such relationships, 

however, is an elevated risk of  exposing oneself  to novel diseases. 

This cost is more likely to outweigh potential benefits in regions 

where levels of  disease are especially high. In line with this theory is 

recent cross-cultural research, which suggests that in regions of  higher 

disease prevalence, tighter social networks and restricted sociosexual 

behaviors are valued more than in regions of  lower disease 

prevalence. The goal of  the present research is to investigate whether 

this effect can be observed at the individual level of  analysis as well. 

We predict that making the threat of  disease salient within one’s 

immediate environment will affect the value one places on having 

many sexual encounters and one’s attitudes towards promiscuous and 

casual intimate relationships. 

Methods 
▪ Participants were 133 undergraduate students (38 male, 95 female) at 

the University of  British Columbia and each completed a self-report 

measure of  Perceived Vulnerability to Disease a battery used to assess 

chronic Germ Avoidance.    

▪  Randomly assigned to one of  the three conditions, pictures were 

then passed around and observed by each participant for 

approximately 8 seconds each. Condition 1 included pictures 

indicating disease threat , Condition 2 included pictures indicating general 

threat and Condition 3, included non-threatening pictures (see examples 

below). 

▪ Participants responded to open-ended questions about the number 

of  sexual partners they desire for themselves (before marriage) and 

how many sexual partners they ideally would like the person they 

marry to have. Participants then divided 100 hypothetical “mate 

dollars” between seven predetermined ideal partner attributes, placing 

quantitative value on, for example, virginity.  

Discussion 
Results indicate strong support for the hypothesis that for those who 

report higher germ avoidance, disease salience increases desired 

sexual-inexperience in ones ideal long-term partner . Further study 

might elucidate some of  the other attitudes regarding sexual 

promiscuity that might be influenced by the presence of  disease.  

 

It is evident that the concern for disease influences mate preference 

but why is this only seen when placing value on the sexual 

promiscuity of  our partners and not of  ourselves? Perhaps the 

deeply rooted facets of  personality, culture or memory that go into 

personal mate selection are much less malleable to external cues such 

as disease salience than the seldom considered sexual history of  

one’s ideal mate.  

 

Research has shown that the closeness one feels to a long-term mate 

decreases ones personal perceived vulnerability. As the present study 

did not measure current relationship status, it might be interesting to 

observe how being in a relationship might protect the germ avoidant 

from the effects of  disease salience.  

Results 
Interestingly, there was little influence of  disease salience on 

personal promiscuity desires, however , in concurrence with the 

hypothesis, there was a significant interaction between the 

experimental manipulation and individual differences in Germ 

Aversion on measures assessing the desired level of  sexual 

experience in a mate (p = .02, see Figure 1). There was also a 

significant negative correlation between being germ avoidant and  

desired sexual promiscuity in a long-term mate in the disease salience 

condition (r = -.43*, p < .01), a correlation not observed in the other 

two conditions, (non-threat, r = -.12; general threat, r = .06). 

Additionally, a significant interaction was observed between being 

germ avoidant and the disease salient condition on the hypothetical 

monetary value placed on virginity, (p = .02, see Figure 2). Also 

observed was a similar trend in correlations between those more 

avoidant of  germs and salient disease, (r = .44 *, p < .01) compared 

to the other two conditions (non-threat, r = .02; general threat, r = 

.06). There was a significant negative correlation for germ avoidant 

women in the disease condition to desire fewer sexual partners  before 

marriage (r = -.21*).  
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Figure 2 

Disease
Threat

Control
Conditions

Low Germ 
Avoidant  

High Germ 
Avoidant  

   Disease Threat    General Threat        Non-Threat 

Manipulation Examples 


