
DOI 10.1007/s10818-005-0493-y
Journal of Bioeconomics (2006) 8: 21–33 © Springer 2006

Sexual Selection and Economic Positioning

NEIL B. NIMAN
Department of Economics, University of New Hampshire, Durham, NH 03824, USA
(Neil@orbit.unh.edu)

Synopsis: In their recent survey of Darwinian aesthetics, Grammer et al. (2003) note the surprising
lack of a connection between studies related to human beauty and the theory of sexual selection.
Understanding this missing link sheds new light on recent research that indicates positional concerns
Pingle & Mitchell 2002, Solnick & Hemenway 1998, are important factors in the decision-making pro-
cess. Integrating the theory of sexual selection into the decision framework found in economics makes
it possible to explain why individuals are potentially willing to accept less, as long as it places them in
a superior position relative to others.
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Modern economic theory is predicated on the assumption that more is preferred to
less. However, recent research indicates that positional concerns (Pingle & Mitchell
2002, Solnick & Hemenway 1998) are important factors with respect to both con-
sumption and income. The empirical data from their survey work indicates that
individuals would be willing to accept less if it placed them in a superior posi-
tion relative to others. These invidious comparisons first noted by Veblen (1899)
and more recently by Frank (1999), raises the interesting question whether human
beings are less rational than economists have assumed, or whether there is some-
thing else at play in the decision-making process. Rather than appealing to irratio-
nality on the part of economic agents, it may be worthwhile to look more closely
at the peacock’s tail and other natural phenomena for an explanation.

The peacock’s tail has been perhaps the most vexing challenge to biologists try-
ing to explain why an organism would be willing to place itself at risk in sup-
port of such an ostentatious display (Cronin 1991). One popular explanation based
upon Zahavi’s (1975) handicap principle is that the peacock’s tail serves as a sig-
naling device to perspective mates about relative health and strength. As a result, it
would only seem natural to make a similar connection between displays of wealth
or beauty and the process of sexual selection. However, in their recent survey of
Darwinian aesthetics, Grammer et al. (2003) note the surprising lack of a connec-
tion between studies related to human beauty and the theory of sexual selection.

From the perspective of economics, Ben-Ner & Putterman (2000) have suggested
that evolutionary psychology (Buss 1994, 1995) may provide the best avenue for
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integrating the concept of sexual selection into the economic decision-making pro-
cess.1 Introducing the concept of sexual selection, however, shifts the focus away
from the organism to a broader perspective that also encompasses the gene. While
both the gene and the organism share the same goal of survival, they each achieve
that goal in a different way. The gene survives by being passed along from one
generation to the next through the process of reproduction. It is the mixing of
genes between partners that plays a large role in determining the survival probabil-
ities from one generation to the next. For the gene, survival is a process that takes
place through time where the partnering decision is the key for success. On the
other hand, the organism survives for a single generation. Life begins with birth
and ends with death. Therefore the issue of survival for the organism is largely
dependent on the ability to garner the largest share from existing scarce resources.

These two very distinct paths for obtaining the same objective (survival) lead to
the construction of compatible, but different decision functions. On the one hand,
the survival of the gene depends on the ability of the organism to choose the best
possible partner so that the subsequent mixing of genes and the creation of a new
generation of organisms places the gene in the best position for survival. The sur-
vival of the organism on the other hand, depends on the ability of the organism to
choose between alternatives in order to ensure that they have maximized the use of
existing resources to increase the probability that life continues for a determinate
period of time. One way of understanding how these independent decision functions
can coexist is to conceive of them as occurring on two levels. One level represents
those decisions designed to place the economic agent in a superior relative position
to maximize the survival of the gene, while at a higher level, decisions are imple-
mented to maximize utility in an effort to further the survival of the organism.

It is in the selection of potential partners that subsequently leads to a mixing
of genes into new combinations through the process of reproduction where eco-
nomic positioning becomes an important variable. To ensure that the best of all
possible combinations is created (though not one that will necessary be selected
for survival), choices are made in response to the signals that are sent between
individuals. Signals about wealth, intelligence, and natural beauty help in the deci-
sion process underlying the selection of partners who mix their genes and transmit
these new combinations to future generations.2 Those individuals who make the
best choices based on the available signals will place their genes in the best posi-
tion to be selected for survival.

To more fully develop the role that economic positioning plays within a broader
evolutionary theory of the economy, we begin by developing the argument that
relative position plays an important role when the standards for success are con-
stantly changing. Next, the point is developed that the key to survival is not merely
keeping up with changing circumstances, but also depends on remaining one step
ahead of one’s contemporaries. Finally, the point is made that change is not some-
thing that occurs exogenously, but is itself driven by those same forces that make
relative position essential for future survival.
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1. Evolutionary relativity

When we hear talk of the ‘survival of the fittest’, one question often asked is what
exactly is it that must survive? Certainly it is easy to conclude that it is the sur-
vival of the organism that is of importance. Cast in terms that describe a process
that begins with competition for a limited number of resources when an expanding
population places increasing demands on an environment with limited resources,
it is the struggle to maintain life that becomes the focal point for the survival of
the fittest. Life for an organism begins at birth and ends with death and it is the
in-between where the struggle to maintain life takes place.

However, at a different level in the hierarchy of life, survival of the fittest may
have an entirely different meaning. If, for example, we were to adopt the perspec-
tive of a modern biologist such as Richard Dawkins (1989), it is the survival of the
gene rather than the organism that is of primary importance. It is the gene that
transcends the discrete beginning and endpoints of the organism as it is transmit-
ted from one generation to the next. It is also the subsequent alterations in those
genes that insure the future survival of the species as changes in the environment
make certain characteristics more or less desirable in the subsequent struggle for
existence.

At the hierarchical level of the gene, the organism is nothing more than a recep-
tacle that passes on genes from one generation to the next. It is the ‘selfish’ gene
concerned with persisting in the population (even when the life of the organism
ends) that drives the evolutionary process. While the continued life of any host
organism is desirable, it is the survival of the gene and not the organism that is
important. Hence as long as the gene can be passed down from one generation to
the next, the question of the duration of any organism in the chain is moot. In
this sense, the process of reproduction is more essential than that of life and it is
here that one must focus if they are in search for how a ‘scarcity problem’ affects
future survival through time.

At the level of the reproducing gene, the scarcity problem is not one of sus-
tenance, but rather turns on the process of reproduction. While the male of the
human species has a seemingly unlimited supply of sperm, the female is endowed
with a fixed supply of eggs. It is this scarce supply of eggs and the subsequent nine
months of gestation that places a limit on reproduction and therefore becomes the
basis for a ‘fundamental’ problem. The genes’ ability to replicate itself and hence
its ultimate survival, is limited by the female’s ability to supply reproduction. At
the level of the gene, the economic problem becomes one of how to allocate a
scarce supply of eggs among the demand created by a seemingly unlimited number
of sperm.

For most individuals, a market for reproduction is not utilized in order to make
the necessary partnering decisions required to bring together sperm and egg. How-
ever, even if we assume that economic agents act as if there was such a market, the
fixed supply of eggs creates a chronic shortage in terms of reproductive capacity.
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One could argue that the solution to this problem is a simple one. If there is
indeed a limited supply of reproductive capacity, then positive economic incen-
tives will be created that will lead to an expansion in production. In other words,
females will become more valuable and their numbers will increase.

From the perspective of the gene, larger numbers of offspring does not nec-
essarily translate into greater survival probabilities. Increasing the supply of eggs
by expanding the number of females in the population may merely trade one
competitive struggle for another. A rapid expansion in the size of the population
merely shifts competition from the act of reproduction to that of gaining enough
sustenance for survival. This proposed solution therefore becomes a non-solution
because solving the problem of a limited number of females creates an even larger
one that may potentially jeopardize the survival of the entire population. Hence
resolution of the fundamental problem is not one of identifying the appropriate
incentives to increase the supply of reproductive capacity, but rather, how to make
the best use of a limited number of females within a given population.

To understand this point a little better, it is important to note that genetic
survival is not the outcome of a process that maximizes the number of exact gene
replicas in the population. If such were the case, then organisms would rely pri-
marily on asexual reproduction. Rather, survival of the gene is enhanced through
sexual reproduction where recombination and outcrossing lead to a mixing of
genes that increases the likelihood for survival. From the gene’s perspective, what
is lost through the process of mixing is more than compensated by the increase in
the survivability of the new combination.

New combinations increase the probability of survival because of the threat
posed by the existence of parasites (Hamilton & Zuk 1982). Parasites are more of
a threat in nature than predators because they exist in much larger numbers and
evolve much more quickly (because of their shorter lifespans). To survive, organ-
isms must be able to adapt their genetic defenses to combat a constantly evolving
threat from parasites that evolve much more quickly than more complex organ-
isms. Hence, if a person is trapped in the jungle, the threat of drinking from a pool
of water is often much greater than the one posed by the potential of being eaten
by a lion.

Sexual reproduction accomplishes just this task of adaptation. By creating new
combinations of genes, organisms are in a better position to combat attacks from
parasites. However, it is a war that is not won or lost in a single battle. As the
human genome evolves to combat the threat of one virus, others are constantly
evolving in order to find new openings for attack. Thus, the genetic structure of
an organism must constantly change in order to defend against these new threats.
This constant parry and attack is sometimes referred to as the problem of the Red
Queen (after Alice in Wonderland) because it is a continuing battle where change
on one side must be constantly followed by change on the other (Ridley 1995). It
is one where the battle is never won or lost.3 Evolution ensures some form of par-
ity but not ultimate victory between combatants.
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If the future survival of a particular gene depends upon a mixing of genes, than
what becomes important is the quality of the genes that are joined. As a result,
the focus shifts from trying to maximize the number of offspring containing one’s
genes. Rather, the choice problem becomes one designed to ensure a greater qual-
ity of offspring housing one’s genes. While perhaps in the future one can evalu-
ate individual genes and select them for reproduction, at this point, an individual’s
phenotype as expressed in terms of physical beauty, economic status, educational
pedigree or other such variables serve as a proxy for one’s genotype. Thus even-
tual genetic success is tied in large part to one’s success in finding a mate who best
exemplifies a quality set of genes.

The survival of the gene therefore depends on two sets of decisions: the decision
of how to allocate scarce resources to ensure that the organism can survive in a
hostile environment, and the decision of how best to mix combinations of genes
to ensure the survival of future generations. While the former can take place inde-
pendent of the agent’s relative position, the latter is entirely dependent on how one
individual compares relative to another. As long as substantive differences exist
between individuals (and this is true because different combinations of genes lead
to the creation of different organisms), then better to partner with the successful
individual then the unsuccessful one if success (however it may be defined) is a
good proxy for the quality of one’s genes.

This multi-level choice problem is similar in concept to the idea of skew selec-
tion. Skew selection brings together the dual ideas of competition and cooperation
into a single model.4 In such a model, organisms cooperate in order to gain safety
in numbers while competing in order to gain safety in position (Cassill 2003).5 The
advantage of this approach is that cooperation is not based on ad-hoc ideas of
altruism and the concept of competition can be expanded to include high-risk sta-
tus seeking behavior. The result is that new insights can be generated to explain
how diversity emerges as the basis for selection and ultimately survival.

However, while skew selection can explain how status seeking behavior provides
an extra measure of insurance against extinction, it does not explain a priori why
one chooses to act differently. While status seeking may be rewarded ex post in
terms of being selected for survival, why would a rational decision maker choose
to be different in the first place? The challenge is to explain status-seeking in terms
of a rational choice problem. The theory of sexual selection provides just such a
foundation. Individuals seek to gain a superior relative economic position in order
to maximize the probability that their genes will survive as the result of the choices
others will make when seeking a mate.

2. Why is relatively more preferred to less?

To solve the mystery of why relatively more is preferred to less, we must focus
our attention more closely on those decisions that ultimately determine the relative
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position of economic agents. Here, the fundamental problem can be recast as one
where the female must determine how to allocate a fixed supply of eggs subject to
the constraint imposed by the minimum of a nine-month commitment to promote
the reproduction and subsequent preservation of the gene. One assignation involves
a minimum of a nine-month commitment but often lasts a lifetime. Women are
limited in terms of the number of times they can procreate and must make a sub-
stantial investment in terms of fertilization, gestation and lactation. One mistake
could place their genes at risk, either as the result of pairing with a weak set of
genes or unprotected by a failure to provide adequately for the economic welfare
of the child. As a result, men who have an unlimited supply of sperm find them-
selves competing against each other for a woman’s reproductive services.

The notion that differential parental investments required by men and women
may play a significant role was first identified by Trivers (1971). Because of the
substantial investments incurred by reproduction, women seek to identify prospec-
tive mates who not only have good genes, but also are willing and able to make the
necessary support and financial commitments required to assist a child through the
early stages of life. Making a contribution to the gene pool does not end with con-
ception. It depends on the survival of the child and the child’s ability to success-
fully mate later in life. Women thus form preferences for a prospective mate that
are based upon certain characteristics displayed by males. Buss (1994) identifies
these as including: economic capacity, social status, age, ambition and industrious-
ness, dependability and stability, intelligence, compatibility, size, strength, health,
love and commitment.

These characteristics are used to evaluate the suitability of a male as a future
lifelong partner with the ability and commitment to see the reproductive process
through to the maturation of the child. A father who abandons the mother soon
after birth or is not willing or able to provide adequate opportunities for the child
to thrive and flourish would not be ranked highly as a suitable candidate. While
status provides a measure of ability, kindness is a measure of willingness (Jensen-
Campbell et al. 1995).

In a recent study by Li et al. (2002), kindness is found to be essential in mate
selection. However, in their study of mate preferences, they found that the tradi-
tional differences between men and women hold true: men prefer physical attrac-
tiveness and women prefer status and resources. This would support the idea that
relative economic success is an important decision tool for women and physical
attractiveness as a proxy for relative health is an important one for men.

What makes this study of particular interest is that the authors utilized a con-
strained optimization framework to evaluate the strength of these preferences when
a budget constraint is taken into account. It is easy to talk in terms of wanting a
mate who is attractive, wealthy, intelligent, kind, etc. By constraining choices, how-
ever, it was possible to rank preferences in terms of importance. What the results
indicated were that women required a minimum level of social status while men
wanted to ensure that a woman was at least of average physical attractiveness.
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Once these ‘necessary’ thresholds were met, they then evaluated the candidates in
terms of what ‘luxuries’ they had to offer.

It is important to note that attractiveness incorporates not only physical fea-
tures such as youthfulness (Alley 1988, Berry & Zebrowitz-McArthur 1988), facial
features (Cunningham et al. 1990, Grammer & Thronhill 1994), but may include
waist to hip ratios (Singh 1993, 1995), body odor (Schall & Porter 1991), voice
quality (Zuckerman & Driver 1989), and decoration (Grammer 1998). The concept
of attractiveness takes on additional dimensions when it is recognized that phys-
ical appearance can be augmented through surgery, or alternatively as the result
of changes in dress, deportment, ornamentation, or conspicuous displays of wealth
(Leibenstein 1950, Braun & Wicklund 1989, Bagwell & Burnheim 1996). Because
being born a so-called ‘ugly duckling’ does not mean that one cannot become rel-
atively more attractive through the use of surgery, diet or the prodigious display of
wealth, Grammer et al. (2003) utilize the Red-Queen-Hypothesis to describe how
the search for beauty becomes a race where both the competitors and the stan-
dards that establish what exactly constitutes beauty are constantly changing.6

Since attractiveness is a relative and not an absolute concept (one merely needs
to be more attractive than the others in the pool of candidates), and these charac-
teristics are not uniformly held by all members of a given population, the appro-
priate strategy is to position oneself as being more desirable than those who
surround you. By not merely emulating, but surpassing others, one can gain a rel-
ative advantage in terms of securing the best partner possible.7 Economic success
therefore becomes an important mechanism to augment one’s physical endowments
in order to obtain a superior relative position. Prosperity as evidenced by one’s dis-
play of wealth sends positive signals to prospective mates about the survival prob-
abilities of one’s offspring.8

In the field of biology, the concept of a handicap is sometime used to explain
why a particular specie of animals might redirect considerable resources away from
the survival of the organism and focus them toward the survival of the gene
(Zahavi 1975, Zahavi & Zahavi 1997). Where the survival of the organism is repre-
sented by a daily struggle to acquire enough food or avoid the clutches of a pred-
ator, a handicap makes the process that much more difficult. However, for those
that manage to survive, the handicap sends a positive signal about the quality of
a particular set of genes. Those who are able to shoulder a greater burden in terms
of maintaining their own survival will generally have a superior set of genes and
therefore increase the potential for the survival of the gene in future generations.
Hence the survival of the organism is placed at risk in order to achieve the poten-
tially greater payoff of being able to mix one’s own genes with a higher quality
partner.

Miller (1996) has used the handicap principle to make a connection between
the process of sexual selection and the act of conspicuous consumption found in
the work of Veblen (1899). For Veblen, increasing economic prosperity shifts the
competitive struggle between individuals away from survival and becomes focused
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instead on self-esteem.9 In primitive societies, individuals compete for the scarce
resources necessary for life. As societies become more prosperous, the competition
for survival becomes less intense. However, the need for the individual to make
comparisons to others in order to feel good about their own self shifts the compet-
itive social struggle from one of physical prowess to that of relative comparisons
of wealth.

As wealth becomes more pervasive in society, conspicuous leisure and consump-
tion emerge as strong signals for individual success. For the purposes of this dis-
cussion, it is important to note that these signals not only help build self-esteem,
but also enhance the survival of the gene. As females are evaluating the potential
of a number of prospective suitors, conspicuous displays of wealth or leisure send
signals about the quality of one’s genes. The greater the handicap on display, the
more likely that individual will be able to dedicate resources and higher quality
genes to the process of reproduction.

3. Passive vs. active agents

The concept of relative position plays an important role not just on the demand
side of the market, but also influences supply decisions. If economic agents earn
the market clearing wage or the normal rate of return, it becomes difficult for an
individual to stand out relative to one’s peers. Yet it is the ability to distinguish
one’s prosperity and prospects that lead to reproductive success—a level of success
that ultimately determines which genes are passed along from generation to gen-
eration. Thus, if the economic agent is to maximize the probability for survival of
the gene through time, it cannot be a passive ‘price taker,’ but rather must be an
active seeker of relative success. For employees, relative success often comes from
actions designed to gain above average wage increases within a particular organiza-
tion. In the case of entrepreneurs, market power is created by either holding back
the forces of competition within an existing market, or as the result of inventive
activity that ultimately results in the creation of entirely new ones.

This desire for relative individual success, however, is incompatible with the
more general social goal generated by the competitive forces underlying markets.
In its drive toward greater economic efficiency, the market promotes uniformity in
prices, goods and production techniques. Entry and exit ensure that only the low-
est cost producer will survive in the long run. As such, differences in operations,
organizations, technologies or product features will slowly meld into a single set of
characteristics. By creating greater efficiency, uniformity ensures that resources are
utilized in such a way that the maximum number of goods is available for distri-
bution within a given population. It therefore maximizes the probability that each
organism will be able to garner the largest share possible to ensure survival.

Yet if gaining a superior relative position is the best avenue of success for the
gene, then it is diversity and not uniformity that is desirable. In an environment
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that is constantly changing, in order for the gene to successfully compete in a race
for survival from one generation to the next, it is precisely those new combinations
leading to differences between the old and the new that turns back the forces of
extinction. The potential for the survival of the gene is maximized when it is part
of a skewed rather than a uniform distribution (Cassill 2003). Such a distribution
maximizes diversity, thereby ensuring that under changing conditions at least one
new combination of genes will be well-suited for survival.

However, this dichotomy between uniformity and diversity serves as a source of
conflict rather than harmony between competing interests. The market as a social
institution is designed to maximize the continuation of society by ensuring the sur-
vival of its members through a process that promotes uniformity in an effort to
achieve an efficient allocation of resources. Individual action on the other hand,
in so far as it is motivated by the desire to maximize the survival potential of the
gene, in many instances is designed to disrupt the workings of the market to ensure
a non-level playing field so that relative position can be preserved or enhanced.
Thus individual decision-making at the level of the survival of the gene may lead
to choices that foster the achievement of social status (Castronova 2004) at the
expense of social well-being.

The British biologist Lloyd Morgan perhaps best draws the contrast between
invisible hand processes such as the one guiding the market or natural selection
and the conscious decision-making characterized by sexual selection. Writing at
the turn of the twentieth century, Morgan (1896, p. 219) notes: ‘Natural selection
begins by eliminating the weakest, and so works up the scale from its lower end
until none but the fittest survive; there is no conscious choice in the matter. Sexual
selection by preferential mating begins by selecting the most successful in stimulat-
ing the pairing instinct, and so works down the scale until none but the hopelessly
unattractive remain unmated. The process is determined by conscious choice.’

Competition within markets is traditionally viewed as a mechanism that elimi-
nates the weak through exit and welcomes the strong through entry in a manner
akin to the process of natural selection. However, while it is assumed that market
participants make conscious choices, they are de facto passive responders to those
market forces that drive the market to competitive equilibrium. Economic agents
have little power to ultimately stand in the way or change the nature of compe-
tition, and hence in the long run, are relegated to the position of accepting what
has become a normal rate of return for their efforts.

However, from a different level of the decision hierarchy, passive behavior
becomes active as the economic agent is not only concerned with survival at
a moment in time, but also survival through time. This requires a conscious
and active decision-making process to generate those differential outcomes that
maximize the probability that the gene will be successfully passed on from one
generation to the next. In the case of employees within an organization, such
active decision-making prompts the individual to try and influence management
to reward their performance with higher relative wages (Milgrom 1988). Within
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an organization where compensation is determined by a single manager or com-
pensation committee, successfully promoting oneself relative to others can lead
to a wage that is higher than other similarly qualified individuals working at
comparable companies.10

Alternatively, this active decision-making can be found in the actions of the
entrepreneur who disrupts existing conventions in an effort to create new markets
or opportunities in existing ones (Schumpeter 1961). Rather than challenging exist-
ing competitors on a level playing field, the entrepreneur attempts to tilt the odds
in her favor by introducing a new technology or way of doing things that makes
existing modes of operations or thinking irrelevant (Niman 2000). After all, entre-
preneurs do not enter new markets in order to just earn a normal rate of return.
Relative success comes not from passively responding to the forces of competition,
but rather by using competition as a tool for invalidating the actions of entrenched
competitors. Thus the focus is not directed toward imitating the success of oth-
ers, but instead on redefining what it means to be successful in existing markets
or entirely new ones.

The successful entrepreneur, able to earn an above normal profit, gains not only
a superior economic position, but also a relative advantage in the sexual selec-
tion process. However, success is often only temporary as the forces of competition
work aggressively to undermine the superior position of the entrepreneur. Hence
the entrepreneur is forced to constantly reinvent both his product and his firm in
an effort to hold back the forces of competition or fundamentally change the rules
to forestall the need to compete. This creates its own ‘Red Queen’ process where
the degree of relative success depends upon how well one can constantly raise the
bar for success and stay ahead of competitors who are constantly nipping at one’s
heels. Therefore the same ‘Red Queen’ process that drives the need for ever newer
combinations of genes to ensure the survival of the species provides the dynamic
force that motivates the actions of the entrepreneur who creates new combinations
that drive entire economies.

4. Conclusion

The significance of adopting a hierarchical approach to decision-making is that it
becomes possible to develop an evolutionary theory of the economy where change
is not entirely random, but rather is also part of a cognitive thought process
designed to achieve a particular goal. Change in an evolutionary economy, rather
than being driven exclusively by the market as a proxy for natural selection, is
the result of a decision-making process designed to obtain a superior relative posi-
tion. Adopting a hierarchical approach to decision-making enables the construc-
tion of a theory where the agent for change attempts to maximize the probability
for survival through time (rather than at a particular moment in time) by achiev-
ing a superior position relative to others. As such, economic agents become active
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decision makers rather than passive respondents to external forces, thereby making
it possible to move from a static theory of markets to a more dynamic theory for
an entire economy.

Such a shift to a dynamic theory for an entire economy does not dispense with
the assumption that agents are rational decision makers seeking to maximize some
objective function. Rather, the theoretical framework is expanded to include the
choice problem that forms the foundation underlying the process of sexual selec-
tion. The inclusion of sexual selection points to two rather than one choice prob-
lems that individuals attempt to maximize and it calls attention to multiple rather
than a single period of time governing those choices. If survival for the current
generation is the sole focus of attention, then relative positioning has no signifi-
cance to a problem designed to maximize the life-span of a particular individual
within the current generation of life. However, if the time span of interest incorpo-
rates multiple generations and there is a link between one generation and the next,
then a second choice problem emerges.

This second problem centers on how to maximize the probability of survival
between multiple generations in an environment that is constantly changing, and as
a result, is continually altering the ‘rules’ about what is required in order to pros-
per and flourish. In this context, optimality is achieved with diversity rather than
uniformity. Diversity becomes a requirement for the preservation of life when the
environment is constantly changing.

When choices must be made between similar but distinctly unique alternatives,
relative position becomes an important decision variable. The relative position of
an individual as articulated through expressions of their accomplishments, send
signals that provide some measure of the qualities they can contribute to the prob-
lem of survival across multiple generations through time. Hence the diversity of
relative positioning and the uniformity of the market are not at cross-purposes, but
rather are expressions of a multi-faceted choice problem.
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Notes

1. The evolutionary psychology approach propagated by David Buss (1995, p. 2) is predicated on the
following syllogism: ‘Because all behavior depends on complex psychological mechanisms, and all
psychological mechanisms, at some basic level of description, are the result of evolution by selection,
then all psychological theories are implicitly evolutionary psychological theories.’ According to Buss,
the only causal processes proposed over the past two centuries are evolution, creationism and seed-
ing theory. What is excluded are evolutionary theories based on something other than selection such
as mutation, drift and pleiotropic effects.
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2. Such a perspective can serve as the foundation for the achievement bias postulated by Castronova
(2004).

3. The same type of ‘arms race’ underlies Veblen’s (1899, p. 31) concept of pecuniary emulation. He
writes: ‘The tendency in any case is constantly to make the present pecuniary standard the point of
departure for a fresh increase of wealth; and this in turn gives rise to a new standard of sufficiency
and a new pecuniary classification of one’s self as compared with one’s neighbors.

4. ‘According to skew selection, nature does not select “for” the fittest player—the individual who max-
imizes personal capital. Rather, nature selects “for” the shrewdest investor—the individual whose
rules of resource distribution (flexible investments into personal and group capital) allow him to con-
tinue to play over time (Cassill 2003, p. 92).’

5. From an economics perspective, the value of cooperation is not necessarily attained through larger
numbers, but rather from increased productivity. In so far as larger numbers promote an expanded
division of labor where all benefit from the ability to make greater use of an existing level of
resources, then one would expect organisms to work cooperatively to their own mutual benefit.

6. As Grammer et al. (2003, p. 401) note: ‘If we assume that beauty brings a certain amount of status
in a society, we have started another race behind the mirrors. This time people will race against the
media and surely also against other people. The future of the adapted mind is the creation of artifi-
cial people.’

7. This distinction forms the basis for Adams & McCormick’s (1992) theory of clubs.
8. It is important to note that once a couple has children, the desire to spend in order to establish a

superior relative position does not end. A relative pecuniary advantage could be used to finance edu-
cational and other opportunities that would place their subsequent offspring in a position to succeed
in the reproductive contests faced by future generations. Therefore, living in the right neighborhood
or attending the best school helps to position the child to compete in a future reproductive contest.
By teaching their children to appreciate the ‘finer things in life’, the child will be in a stronger rela-
tive position to court a suitable partner when they reach the appropriate age.

9. As noted by Veblen (1899, p. 16) ‘In any community where such an invidious comparison of persons
is habitually made, visible success becomes an end sought for its own utility as a basis of esteem.
Esteem is gained and dispraise is avoided by putting one’s efficiency in evidence.’

10. One possible influence activity might take the form of enhancing one’s appearance or wardrobe
in order to capture a larger portion of the ‘beauty premium’ discovered by Hamermesh & Biddle
(1994) from existing employers.
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