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GENDER DIFFERENCES IN PERCEPTION OF THE 
APPROPRIATE MATURITY AGE FOR MEN AND 

WOMEN: AGE NORMS OF REPRODUCTION
RELATED LIFE EVENTS BETWEEN THE SOCIAL 

CONTEXT AND EVOLUTIONARY FOUNDATIONS

Rodne razlike u percepciji doba zrelosti za muškarce 
i žene: Starosne norme za životne događaje u 

domenu reprodukcije između društvenog konteksta i 
evolucionih korena

ABSTRACT: The paper explores gender differences in the perception of appropriate 
age for reproduction-related life events. Evolutionary theory suggests that age norms 
are shaped by gender-specific evolutionary challenges. We tested two hypotheses 
based on the evolutionary rationale. Hypothesis 1 suggests that both men and women 
believe that women should reach maturity and experience reproduction-related life 
events earlier than men. Hypothesis 2 claims that men and women demonstrate 
this tendency asymmetrically. When women estimate the appropriate/ideal age for 
men, they suggest a higher appropriate age for men than men themselves. When men 
estimate the appropriate/ideal age for women, they suggest a younger age for women 
compared to women themselves. In the second part of the paper, we explored the 
background of these claims by testing the alternative explanations based on social 
forces (culture, socio-economic status, education, age, values). The hypotheses were 
tested using the 9th wave of the European Social Survey (ESS) data, totaling around 
47 thousand respondents and the sample of Balkan countries was analyzed in more 
detail. The appropriate age was measured using ’ideal age’ as the concept which 
reflects the optimal timing expectations for reproduction-related events: living with a 
partner, marriage, and parenthood. Respondents were also asked to make judgments 
about the appropriate age of becoming an adult for men and women. The overall 
results supported the outlined expectations based on the evolutionary approach.
KEYWORDS: perceived ideal age, maturity, reproduction-related life events, 

gender differences, ESS, evolutionary theory
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APSTRAKT: Rad istražuje polne razlike u percepciji idealne starosti za životne 
događaje povezane sa reprodukcijom. Evoluciona teorija tvrdi da su starosne norme 
oblikovane rodno specifičnim evolucionim izazovima. Testirali smo dve hipoteze 
zasnovane na evolucionom pristupu. Hipoteza 1 tvrdi da i muškarci i žene veruju 
da žene treba da dostignu zrelost i ostvare životne događaje u vezi sa reprodukcijom 
ranije od muškaraca. Hipoteza 2 tvrdi da muškarci i žene asimetrično iskazuju 
ovu tendenciju. Kada žene procenjuju idealnu starost za muškarce, navode 
stariju dob nego što to čine muškarci. Kada muškarci procenjuju idealnu starost 
za žene, oni navode mlađu dob za žene u poređenju sa ženama koje procenjuju. 
U drugom delu rada istraživali smo navedene tvrdnje na osnovu uobičajenijih 
alternativnih objašnjenja zasnovanih na društvenim činiocima (kulturni obrasci, 
socio-ekonomski status, obrazovanje, starost, vrednosne orijentacije). Hipoteze 
su testirane na osnovu podataka iz Evropskog društvenog istraživanja/European 
Social Survey ESS) (9. talas), na oko 47 hiljada ispitanika, sa detaljnijom analizom 
balkanskih zemalja. Percepcija starosne dobi je merena preko varijable „idealne 
starosti“ koja odražava optimalna vremenska očekivanja za događaje povezane 
sa reprodukcijom: život sa partnerom, brak i roditeljstvo. Ispitanici su takođe 
procenjivali starosnu dob prelaska u odraslost za oba pola. Rezultati istraživanja su 
potvrdili navedene predikcije zasnovane na evolucionom pristupu.
KLJUČNE REČI: idealne godine, zrelost, životni događaji vezani za reprodukciju, 

rodne razlike, ESS, evoluciona teorija

According to population statistics, there is a consistent age gap in the 
reproduction-related behavior of men and women. In Serbia, for instance, women 
have, on average, their first child and get married at an earlier age than men 
(Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2017; 2020). These differences are 
caused by gender-specific age norms and expectations which have a significant 
role in shaping behavior over the life course, as „prods and brakes upon behavior, 
in some instances hastening an event, in others delaying it“ (Neugarten, Moore, 
& Lowe, 1996: 25).

Although the formal age norms (age of consent, etc.) converge across 
countries, there are still differences in cross-cultural perceptions of the 
appropriate age of maturity and reproduction-related behavior for men and 
women.3 However, there is a lack of explanatory research on informal age 
norms and gender in reproduction. One recent cross-cultural study explored 
the perceptions of the age of adulthood and markers of adulthood, without an 
in-depth gender-age elaboration (Spéder, Murinkó, & Settersten, 2014). Another 
study considers the timing of family transitions as actual experience but lacking 
a normative perspective on this issue (Scherger, 2009).

3 In this paper, we use the term ‘maturity’, which partly overlaps with the ‘transition to 
adulthood’, but it is more suitable for evolutionary approach. Although we are aware of the 
conceptual subtleties, we use the concepts of ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ interchangeably, referring to 
both biological and social components of behavior. 
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This paper aims to fill the identified gap in research on age norms, gender, 
and reproductive behavior. The appropriate age for certain reproduction-
related life events is operationalized as ’ideal age’ reflecting the optimal timing 
expectations for the following reproduction-related events: living with a partner, 
marriage, and parenthood. Our approach departs from the explanations based 
on „social forces“ and draws on the evolutionary rationale to explain the 
persistent prescriptive age patterns for men and women. We proceed by testing 
the explanatory value of the evolutionary approach as opposed to the alternative 
explanations based on socio-economic status, education, values, etc. (e.g., Eagly 
and Wood 1999).

The evolutionary approach to 
gender, age, and reproduction

The role of evolutionary mechanisms is to ’solve adaptive problems’ (Buss 
& Schmitt, 2011). The expressed preferences reflect evolution-based tendencies, 
whether conscious or not: „The human preferences of today are influenced by 
evolved evaluative mechanisms that had been associated with greater survival 
success in ancestral environments“ (Huang & Bargh, 2008: 573).4 Men and 
women have encountered different problems in mating and sexual behavior and 
consequently, developed gender-specific adaptive mechanisms. From a biological 
perspective, pregnancy and breastfeeding are exclusively female issues, while 
the problems of uncertain paternity and misdirected parental investment are 
specific for men. In other domains, evolutionary mechanisms converged (habitat 
preference or kin investment) (Buss & Schmitt, 2011). The timing of adulthood/
maturity and reproduction-related behavior is a robust evolutionary mechanism 
based on gender differences. Evolutionary theory suggests that gender/sex 
matters in perceptions of the age of maturity and the appropriate age for certain 
reproduction-related life events in two ways.

1. It depends whether the appropriate age is suggested for men or women.
On average, the appropriate age of reproduction-related events for women 

is lower compared to what is seen as appropriate for men. Also, the perceived 
age of maturity for men and women (at what age a man/woman is considered 
an adult) is expected to show the same pattern: women are expected to reach 
maturity earlier than men. What is important to note here is that both genders 
(sexes) are expected to share this view, estimating the lower appropriate age for 
women and higher for men.

Researchers described several evolutionary benefits for men to mate with 
relatively younger partners (Kenrick, Keefe, Gabrielidis, & Cornelius, 1996). 

4 What happens in practice may, however differ from the evolutionary-grounded preferences 
for various reasons. What is often observed, for instance, is that older men tend to marry 
older women, including those who are post-menopausal, despite their stated preferences for 
younger women. However, when South Korean men marry ‘purchased brides’, they seem 
to more freely act on their preferences, and therefore actually marry young, fertile women, 
regardless of whether the grooms are young or old (Sohn, 2017).
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They are mostly related to fertility and future reproductive potential (Kenrick 
et al., 1996; Pawlowski & Dunbar, 1999). Women are more often evaluated 
for their physical characteristics and attractiveness as indicators of their 
reproductive value. These markers are „heuristic cues“ in mating behavior and 
human reproduction (Huang & Bargh, 2008). Age is commonly used as a proxy 
in estimating maturity in mating behavior.5 Age norms could be explained by 
’sensitivity to the peak’ in mating preferences (Huang & Bargh, 2008). It has been 
confirmed that age preferences for dating partners are consistent with ’ordinary’ 
expectations: men prefer younger women (the age gap increases with men’s age) 
and women prefer older men (the gap being relatively constant over the life 
course) (Kenrick et al., 1996).

Correspondingly, given the high parental investment of human females, 
women are ’choosier’ about a mate’s characteristics (Kenrick, Sadalla, Groth, 
& Trost, 1990). They tend to prefer males of somewhat older age compared to 
themselves. The evolutionary rationale is that humans have „exceptionally long 
periods of juvenile dependence that are partially subsidized by male economic 
contributions“ (Hill, 1993: 86). In other words, for females, social status matters 
more and it is related to males’ age. The underlying reason is that social status 
and resources are accumulated with age (Schmitt & Buss, 2018; Todosijević, 
Ljubinković, & Arančić, 2003).

2. This asymmetric perception is further differentiated if the assessments 
are made by men or women. Due to the asymmetry in optimal reproductive 
strategies and different parental investment, the asymmetry between the genders 
will be increased even if they evaluate age norms for the same gender. This 
asymmetry reflects different sex-related evolutionary interests.

First, women are expected to perceive the ideal age for men as somewhat 
higher compared to what men perceive for themselves. According to Trivers’s 
theory of parental investment, resources of a potential mate (of the opposite 
sex) are more relevant to the gender with greater parental investment (women); 
hence women show a greater tendency to suggest older appropriate age for men 
(Trivers, 1972; Pawlowski & Dunbar, 1999; Buss & Schmitt, 1993).6 On the other 
side, being the sex characterized by lower parental investment, men do not 
feel the same pressure to assign maturity at an equally older age. For them, the 
preferred age gap is due to their incentive to mate with younger females. Hence, 

5 However, this is a fine-grained mechanism: the appropriate age of maturity has its upper and 
lower limits and corresponds to the peak of reproductive value combined with the highest 
chances of survival (Hill, 1993). 

6 Parental investment is defined as ”any investment by the parent in an individual offspring 
that increases the offspring’s chances of surviving (and hence reproducing) at the cost of the 
parent’s ability to invest in other offspring“ (Trivers, 1972, p. 139. as cited in Buss, Schmitt, 
1993: 206). Actually, the potential male mate should be neither too young nor too old: ”this 
is because they [females] need to ensure that any male partner is neither too young (either 
because he is unlikely to accumulate sufficient wealth during the woman’s active reproductive 
life or because he is more likely to desert in favour of younger women) nor too old (because 
of the increased risk that he will die prematurely before the end of the period of parental 
investment)” (Pawlowski & Dunbar, 1999, p. 66). 
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they have an incentive to think of their sex as sufficiently mature even if the age 
difference is somewhat lower than what females would wish for. The benefits 
are, for instance, the increased choice of potential mates, and especially the 
possibility to start mating at an earlier age and therefore have a more extended 
mating period over the life-course7. For the sex with less parental investment, it 
should pay off to mate even if the chance of offspring survival is smaller due to 
its lack of resources to  contribute to offspring survival.

Second, compared to women, men are expected to perceive the maturity age 
of women to be lower. A corresponding asymmetry is expected to be relevant for 
the sex with greater parental investment (women, speaking of homo sapiens). 
For women, an important strategic goal is to secure a resourceful mate, willing 
to share and invest resources in joint offspring (e.g., Schmitt & Buss, 2018). It 
may be required to have sufficient time to make an appropriate choice, to avoid 
choosing a too young, ergo resource-poor mate, and perhaps more importantly, 
to reach the age of the highest fertility (which is associated with somewhat older 
age compared to the long-term cumulative fertility). Thus, from the angle of the 
female long-term reproductive strategy, there is less pressure to secure a mate 
at the earliest age, but only not to miss the peak of the mating value.8 From 
the male angle, the ideal mate, especially taking into account the evolutionary 
imperative of paternal certainty, as well as cumulative fertility, is a partner close 
to the age of physiological maturity, i.e., clearly below the age of what would 
female optimal mating strategy advise as ideal for their own sex/gender.

The bulk of the evolutionary psychology literature focuses on the first 
hypothesis – simple sex differences in the perceived ideal or appropriate age for 
reproduction-related life-course events. We want to expand the evolutionary 
conceptual framework by proposing the second hypothesis – that it matters not 
only about whom the judgments are made (men or women), but also by whom. 
To summarize our theoretical argument, we expect (1) that both genders agree 
that the ideal/appropriate age to start living with a partner (become adult, get 
married, become a parent) for women is lower than for men, and (2) that men 
and women differ in their perceptions of ideal age for their own and the opposite 
sex. (2a) Men are expected to think that the ideal age for women is lower than 
what women would think. (2b) Women are expected to think that the ideal age 
for men is somewhat higher compared to what men think.

The above hypotheses are tested on the questions about reproduction-
related life-course events. We expect to find some converging patterns, while the 
ideal ages for these events may differ. For instance, the maturity age is expected 
to be lower compared to the ideal age to become a parent. Likewise, the ideal age 
to get married is likely to be higher compared to the ideal age for starting living 
with a partner. Yet, the pattern of the relationships should be equivalent in each 

7 Buss, Shackelford,& LeBlanc (2000), for instance, report that men (but not women) prefer 
younger partners the more children they desire to have.

8 As Huang & Bargh argue, “Because human mate value is based in part on the age of a 
potential mate, sensitivity to the peak is paramount.” (Huang & Bargh, 2008, 573).
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case. The ideal age for women is to be estimated as younger compared to the age 
of men; the perceptions expressed by men and women should be asymmetric – 
as described above.

Finally, it has been noted that for humans, mating strategies and preferences 
are influenced by long-term and short-term perspectives (Wiederman & 
Dubois, 1998). For instance, it has been reported that in a short-term context, 
men’s standards are considerably lower than their standards for a long-
term mate, while women’s standards in both contexts are similar (Kenrick et 
al.1990, Kenrick, Groth, Trost, & Sadalla, 1993; Nevid, 1984). In our research, 
the question referring to the age of becoming an adult does not differentiate 
between short-term or long-term goals. The other three questions (ideal age to 
start living with a partner, to get married, and to become a parent) all imply a 
long-term relationship. To some extent, the question on the ’ideal age to start 
living together unmarried’ is perhaps somewhat ambiguous concerning the time 
perspective. However, the phrase ’living together’ (rather than just ’dating’ for 
instance) also suggests a long-time perspective. This is important because the 
implications from the parental investment theory and Sexual Strategies Theory 
(Buss &Schmitt 1993) are more dealing with a long-term context. For instance, 
in a short-term context, distinctive male preference for women of younger age is 
likely to be attenuated (Kenrick et al. 1990).

Method

The analysis is based on the data from the European Social Survey (Round 
9). The interviews were conducted in 29 European countries in 2018, using 
the CAPI interview mode. In each country, the ESS surveys are based on 
nationally representative random samples. The complete ESS 9 dataset (Edition 
2, Production date: 15/06/2020) includes around 47,000 respondents. Some 
analyses in this paper are based on the entire ESS sample, and some analyses are 
limited to individual countries.

We used a set of questions from the „Timing of Life“ Module, which was 
first introduced in Round 3 as a rotating module (2006). The module is based on 
a multidisciplinary life course perspective (European Social Survey, 2018).9 The 
questions are designed to differentiate between the real-life experience („Are 
you or have you ever been married?“) and normative aspects of the life course 
(„In your opinion, what is the ideal age for a boy or man to get married?“). We 
are interested in the questions addressing the age norms of maturity/adulthood 
and reproduction-related life events.

Survey design

The subset of questions was administered through a split ballot survey 
design. Half of the randomly selected respondents were asked about women, the 

9 The module addresses four aspects of the life course: 1) the actual, experienced life events; 2) the 
segmentation of the life course; 3) social norms; 4) life planning (European Social Survey, 2018). 
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other half about men. Hence, there are two sources of differences between the 
genders. First, men and women have different views of age norms of life events 
(respondent gender). Second, men and women have different views of male and 
female age norms of life-course events (gender by questions asked). Hence, the 
sample is divided into four categories (Table 1).

Table 1. Split ballot sampling (Module: ’Timing of Life’)
Respondent gender

Gender by the question asked Male Female Total
1. Men asked about Women 10,992 0 10,992
2. Men asked about Men 10,758 0 10,758
3. Women asked about Women 0 12,815 12,815
4. Women asked about Men 0 12,516 12,516
Total 21,750 25,331 47,081

A split ballot design is suitable for testing the main hypotheses of our 
research. It differentiates between the expectations for men and women (ideal 
age norms) and possible explanatory factors of these expectations (gender and 
other characteristics of the interviewed participants). However, such a design has 
certain limits because each respondent was asked (randomly) about either male 
or female age norms. While this means that we cannot assess the intra-individual 
differences in perceptions, the adopted design ensures that assessments of the 
ideal or appropriate age are made independently.

Variables

Our analysis is based on a set of questions aimed to explore the ideal age of 
several reproduction-related life-course events and age of maturity:

Appropriate age
Age at which girls/boys or women/men become adults,

Ideal age
The ideal age to start living with a partner not married to,
The ideal age to get married,
The ideal age to become a mother/father.

Example question (ageadlt):
People differ in their ideas about the ages at which girls/boys or 

women/men become adults, middle-aged and old.
At what age, approximately, would you say girls/boys or women/men 

become adults?
Interviewer instruction: If the respondent states ’It depends,’ accept 

answer and do NOT probe. If the respondent provides an age range, ask for 
a specific age within that range. If the respondent cannot give specific age, 
code as ’Don’t know’.
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Note that from the analyses reported here, we excluded those who answered 
’It depends’ and ’Don’t know’, as well as the respondents below 13 and above 89 
years of age, because they are treated as errors or irrelevant that would not have 
an impact on the results. In the analysis of the entire ESS 9 dataset, we used the 
provided ’analysis weight’ (anweight) to enable generalizations based on the sample 
of „Europeans“ (as represented by the ESS 9 non-random sample of countries).10

Hypotheses

Two hypotheses were tested:

H1: On average, the appropriate age of maturity is different for women 
and men: women should reach maturity and experience reproduction-
related life events earlier than men.

H2: Men and women should demonstrate this tendency in an 
asymmetric fashion. When women estimate the appropriate/ideal age for 
men, they should show a greater tendency to suggest older appropriate age 
for men. When men estimate the appropriate/ideal age for women, they 
should show a greater tendency to suggest younger age for women.

Alternative explanations

H1 (and to some extent H2) is predicted not only by the evolutionary 
theory but could be supported by sociological and life course research. In fact, 
many studies have found gender differences over the life course (Ignjatović, 
2009; Tomanović & Ignjatović, 2006, 2010; Stanojević, Tomanović, & Ljubičić, 
2016; Galland, 2000). To test the robustness of the evolutionary perspective, 
we explored several alternative explanations of the observed findings, much 
of which could be subsumed under the social role theory of sex differences 
(Eagly and Wood 1999). Any significant variations caused by social, economic, 
cultural factors would reduce the heuristic value of the evolutionary explanation. 
We selected key variables from the dataset to test the alternative explanations 
(macro-level factors, education, age, values). If confirmed, this would imply that 
other factors are at play, rather than (just) the evolutionary forces.

Results

Age of becoming an adult for women/men

Overall, mean estimates of the age at which boys and girls become adults 
differ – the respondents (mixed sexes) think that girls become adults at the age 
of approximately 19.8, while the average opinion is that boys become adults at 

10 According to the ESS Guide to Using Weights and Sample Design Indicators with ESS Data, 
the “anweight corrects for differential selection probabilities within each country as specified 
by sample design, for nonresponse, for noncoverage, and for sampling error related to the 
four post-stratification variables, and takes into account differences in population size across 
countries” (p. 4).
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approximately 22. When taken together, men and women on average think that 
females become adults at a younger age compared to males. The difference is 
about two years.

More informative than the simple means is the distribution of the 
respondents’ assessment of the age at which men/boys and women/girls become 
adults is presented in Figure 1. Both men and women are most likely to claim 
that age at which girls become adults is 18.

The three most typical answers about that age for boys are 18, 20, and 25. 
Clearly, the overall perception is that girls become adults earlier than boys. In 
the case of girls, some 20% of male respondents think that they become adults 
even before the age of 18. Women, on the other side, are more likely to cite a 
higher age when boys become adults. Nearly 10% of female respondents think 
that this age is 30, and nearly 20% think it is the age of 25. At the same time, it 
is worth noting that the legal norm or maturity (18 in most European countries) 
affects the assessed maturity age, especially for girls, as the adjacent years (17 
and 19) have much lower frequencies.

Figure 1. Distribution of responses concerning the age 
at which boys/girls become adults by respondent gender

The next question is whether the asymmetry in perceptions by male and 
female respondents, as predicted by our Hypothesis 2 and noticed in the above 
figure, is also statistically significant. The average perceived age at which girls 
and boys become adults (by male and female respondents) is presented in Figure 
2. The graph also shows the confidence intervals around the estimated means.

Compared to female respondents, men think that girls become adults at a 
younger age (19.6), while female respondents give a slightly higher age (20.05). 
The difference between males’ and female respondents’ estimates is larger 
concerning the age at which boys become adults. Male respondents, on average, 
proposed the age of 21.2, while women thought it should be more than a year 
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higher (22.5). This confirms our Hypothesis 2 about the gender asymmetry in 
perceptions of appropriate age for boys and girls in this case.

Figure 2. Average estimates of the age at which girls and boys become adults, 
separately by male and female respondents

The ideal age to start living with a partner not married to

The results indicate a relatively lower ideal age for women than for men. 
When asked about women, both sexes favor a somewhat younger age, 18 and 
20, although the modal value is 25 years (except for men asked about women, 
where the modal value is 20). Sex differences are particularly noticeable at the 
extremes. Ages 18 and 20 are more often seen as ideal for women, while ages 
from 25 to 30 are more often seen as ideal for men. In accordance with H1, both 
genders think that the ideal age is lower for women than men.

Concerning the sex-based asymmetry in the perceptions of the ideal age, 
women think that the appropriate age for men is somewhat higher than what 
men think is ideal for men. The highest peak at the age scale point 25 is the 
appropriate age for men perceived by women, similarly as for each year until 30.

The corresponding asymmetry can be observed in the young age categories. 
 Men tend to see more often young age as ideal for girls. In brief, women think 
that the ideal age for men is higher than what men think is ideal for men. 
Symmetrically, men think that the ideal age for women is younger than what 
women themselves think.
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Figure 3. Distribution of responses to the question about ideal age 
to start living with a partner not married to

The following graphs (Figure 4) shows that gender matters two-ways:

1. Both genders think that the ideal age to start living with a partner not 
married to is lower for women than for men.

2. While both genders show this tendency, women think that the ideal age 
for men is higher than what men think is ideal for men. Symmetrically, 
men think that the ideal age for women is younger than what women 
themselves think.

While these gender-based comparisons produce statistically significant 
differences in the entire ESS sample, one may rightly ask whether these 
differences are substantively large as well, or the statistical inferences just reflect 
the large sample size? Of course, for individual countries, confidence intervals 
are broader, and in some cases, some differences may be insignificant.

Figure 4 illustrates this point. The pattern of the group averages is the same 
as in the entire ESS sample. However, since the confidence intervals are broader 
in the Serbian sample, some differences are not statistically significant. In this 
case, the difference between perceptions of the ideal age for girls by Serbian men 
and women is not statistically significant.
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Figure 4. Ideal age to start living with a partner not married to 
– European and Serbian data

We conducted analyses for each country. While the pattern of the distribution 
of the means is pretty constant, some of the comparisons do produce overlapping 
confidence intervals. Differences between ideal ages for men and women ascribed 
jointly by both genders are virtually always large and significant. The interaction 
between genders of the perceivers and the targets is not always significant, but the 
pattern of relationships is pretty constant. There are two exceptions. In the Czech 
Republic, men opted for higher ideal age to women than female respondents did 
for women. Similar is the case in Latvia. In fact, in the Latvian sample, the only 
differing group is women’s perception of ideal age for girls – which was estimated 
as lower than for any other group. At the same time, there were no differences 
between the remaining three groups. This is the only case where women gave 
lower ideal age for girls than men. It remains for further research to verify if this is 
a feature of Latvians’ attitudes or perhaps a methodological artifact.

From the evolutionary point of view, countries as units are not relevant – 
the evolution-based tendencies are supposed to show up regardless of political 
borders. Hence, the most relevant is the ’European’ sample. Still, the country-
level analyses may be interesting and useful for testing some of the implications, 
as shown in the subsequent sections.

The ideal age for a man/woman to get married 
and become a father/mother

We present the results together for questions about the ideal age to get 
married and become a mother/father. The group averages, with confidence 
intervals, are presented in Figure 5. The previously observed pattern is identified 
here as well. The respondents believe that the ideal age to get married or become 
a parent is higher for men than for women. The overall difference is about two 
years for both variables.

Additionally, the gender of the respondents also matters. Women attributed a 
higher ideal age for men compared to male respondents. On average, the ideal age 
for men to get married is 27.6 years, and to become a father 28.8 years. The average 
ideal age estimated by men is 26.9 and 28, which is about 7–8 months lower.
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Ideal ages for women to get married and to become mothers, as perceived 
by men, is as low as 25.2 and 26.3, respectively. Women are somewhat less 
enthusiastic about getting married or becoming mothers at such a young age, so 
their average perception of the ideal ages is 25.9 and 26.8. The difference is about 
5–7 months.

When asked about the ideal age for the opposite sex, the average European 
man thinks the ideal age for a woman to get married is about 25.2 years, while 
the average European woman thinks the ideal age for men to get married is 
27.6. A difference of averages is approximately 2.5 years, showing that these age 
norms are close to the reported behavior patterns. For example, according to 
population statistics, the difference between men and women regarding their 
age at first marriage was, on average, around three years during 2015–2019 
(Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2020).

Figure 5. Perceived ideal age to get married and to become parent

Testing the alternative (non-evolutionary) explanations

The results presented in the previous sections are in line with the predictions 
based on the evolutionary approach, such as the ’parental investment theory’ 
(Trivers, 1972). However, the results may be explainable from other perspectives. 
The findings might reflect the macro-level socio-cultural, economic, or political 
differences among the compared countries. Accounting for these differences 
might change the pattern of associations hypothetically caused by evolutionary 
inclinations.

Macro-level socio-economic and cultural factors have a strong influence on 
gender relations in society. Different ’gender regimes’ and different opportunities 
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for women have changed the perceptions of appropriate age in reproductive 
behavior and maturity.11

Micro-level socio-economic interests may have an impact, too. According to 
the exchange theory, mate selection is a transaction: men and women exchange 
valuable resources – youth and attractiveness for resources (Taylor& Glenn, 
1976, McClintock, 2014). If this is the case, indicators of the relevant resources 
should matter – in particular age and education. Hence, we examined whether 
age and level of education affect the pattern of the obtained findings.

Finally, one could argue that the observed gender differences and 
asymmetries reflect the influence of specific value orientations. In particular, the 
traditionalist value orientation may be responsible for differences in perceptions 
of the appropriate/ideal age for men and women. Conversely, non-traditionalists 
demonstrate age egalitarianism in their perceptions of the appropriate and ideal 
age for reproduction-related events. If that is the case, the evolutionary theory 
will lose its explanatory value.

Macro-level factors: Culture, economy

To capture the role of broad cultural and economic factors, we treat country 
of residence as a summary variable encompassing the general influence of 
macro-level factors. We compared a group of Balkan countries (Serbia, Croatia, 
Montenegro, and Bulgaria) with a group of Western and Nordic countries 
(Sweden, Norway, Netherlands, and Switzerland). The Balkan countries are 
based on traditionalism modified by ex-communist experience and socio-
economic transition. The Western/Nordic countries are liberal, high-income 
countries with a high quality of life.12 Also, there is a two-way interaction 
between cultural change and economic development (Inglehart & Norris, 2003). 
The comprehensive social modernization (higher income, public services, etc.) 
creates „a climate conducive to more liberal views of social roles, including those 
determined by sex, class, and ethnicity“ (Inglehart & Norris, 2003: 36). Hence, 
and in line with the social role theory, one would expect smaller sex differences 
in gender-egalitarian cultures (Eagly & Wood 1999).

The results based on the question „Age at which girls/boys or women/men 
become adults“ are presented in Figure 6 and Figure 7. The age of becoming an 
adult is generally perceived as lower in the Western/Nordic group than the Balkan 
group. Although some comparisons did not produce statistically significant 

11 The ’gender regime’ reflects the transformations of gender relations in society on the ’overall 
social system’ based on the following dimensions: a continuum from domestic to public, 
the degree of gender inequality, gender relations in different domains (economic, polity, 
civil society) and social practices (Walby, 2004). According to Walby, there is an ongoing 
transformation of the gender regime from domestic to public, through several trajectories: 
welfare state-led, market-led, regulatory polity-led. The four countries in our analysis are 
mostly welfare state-led countries (except for Switzerland). 

12 According to the UN classification, the four Western-Nordic countries are ‘developed 
economies’, including Bulgaria and Croatia as part of the EU. Serbia and Montenegro are 
‘economies in transition’. However, ex-communist experience and cultural background are 
shared by these four countries in the second group (United Nations, 2020).
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differences, the familiar pattern of diverging sex differences was identified. 
Macro-level factors do not affect the interaction between the perceiver-gender 
and the target-gender when evaluating the age of becoming an adult.

Figure 6. Gender differences in the Balkan countries

Figure 7. Gender differences in Western-Nordic countries



304 SOCIOLOGIJA, Vol. LXIII (2021), N° 2

Education

Education could be relevant for reproduction-related preferences in multiple 
ways. Education may imply cultural differences – the less educated are likely 
inclined towards traditionalism and gender asymmetry in social relations. The 
level of education also implies different economic interests as the less educated 
are also less well-off economically. Also, extended education is associated 
with delayed parenthood, so it is likely to affect ideal age perceptions and 
reproduction-related norms (Nikitović, Buturović, & Ignjatović, 2018).

The analysis was conducted on the created variable with three education 
categories. Results presented in Figure 8 corroborate the argument that education 
is likely to affect the views on ideal age. The estimated ideal age to become a 
parent and ideal age to get married are strongly associated with education. The 
higher-educated respondents, on average, think that the ideal age for parenthood 
is nearly two years higher compared to the lower-educated respondents. The 
association between age and education is less straightforward for the remaining 
two variables (age of becoming adult and ideal age to start living with a partner). 
This tendency may be explained by the influence of one’s personal experience 
and perspective – parenthood is postponed until after completing education.

Figure 8. Ideal age assessment in different education categories

The main question is whether education affects the way male and female 
respondents perceive the ideal age for men and women. The comparison of 
the four gender-based groups is presented in Figure 9. The same analysis is 
performed in each of the three subsamples based on the level of education. The 
less educated believe that younger age is ideal for becoming a parent compared to 
respondents with higher education. But the pattern persists within the education 
levels. In other words, gender differences and asymmetry are not affected by 
education.
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Figure 9. Gender differences in perceptions of ideal age 
to become a parent in three education categories

Age

Age is related to many other factors: socio-economic position, personal 
attitudes and preferences of social norms regulating reproduction, and value 
orientations. Perhaps the actual position along the age dimension is relevant. For 
instance, the acceptable age range of potential mates is limited for the youngest 
generations. Both 19-year-old men and women are likely to have more similar 
age preferences than 30-year-old men and women – simply because a greater age 
range is acceptable.

In the analyzed dataset, the age of respondents is correlated with some of 
the examined attitudes: age is negatively correlated with the assessed ideal age 
to get married (r=-.13, p<.001), and the perceived ideal age to become a parent 
(r=-.10, p<.001). Thus, older respondents favor slightly younger age as ideal in 
these cases. But respondent’s age only partly explains the pattern of interaction 
with gender differences and asymmetries. In most age groups, the pattern of 
the associations is unaffected – gender matters both for targets and evaluators. 
The only deviation is observed in the youngest age category (15–24 years old), 
where the gender asymmetry is not identified. In this category, respondents 
still assign higher ideal age to become a parent to men, but male and female 
respondents do not differ in this regard – they provided equal assessments of 
the ideal ages.
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This may reflect the specific life-cycle position of this group – at the stage 
before becoming a parent. In fact, this age category gave the highest estimates of 
the ideal age compared to respondents from the other age categories. This could 
also be a generational feature. Younger generations are more inclined towards 
egalitarian gender relations (Inglehart, Norris, 2003). However, this deviation 
does not characterize all the examined attitudes. In the case of estimates of the 
ideal age to start living with a partner not married to, the gender difference in 
the assignment of the ideal age for women is reproduced in the youngest age 
category as well (graph not shown). So, this deviation (the lack of evidence about 
the gender asymmetry at the youngest cohort) is not consistently obtained across 
different attitudes.

Figure 10. Gender differences in four age categories

Other similar studies partly support this finding. Kenrick et al. (1996) 
observed a preference among teenage boys to date women older than themselves, 
unlike the expected behavior, confirmed as a universal male preference for 
younger women. This pattern is consistent with our research results: age is 
associated with the assessment of ideal age for parenthood across different age 
categories, except for the youngest cohort (15–24). The asymmetry of gender 
differences between male and female respondents (higher ideal age for men 
when assessed by women and younger age for women when assessed by men) 
was not identified among the youngest men and women. We suggest that this is 
mainly due to the objectively restricted range.
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Values
The role of values was already mentioned in the section on macro-level factors 

– education and age. Traditionalism, in particular, may be relevant, as this value 
orientation is explicitly interested in gender and reproduction-related domains. In 
this analysis, we focus on two indicators on the individual level of traditionalism. 
One is a self-description question, where the respondent describes him/herself in 
terms of specific value orientation. The respective item, which comes from the 
Schwartz’ ’Human Values Scale’, is formulated in the following manner:

Now I will briefly describe some people. Please listen to each 
description and tell me how much each person is or is not like you.

Tradition is important to her/him. She/he tries to follow the customs 
handed down by her/his religion or her/his family.

Responses from: 1. Very much like me to 6. Not like me at all.

This variable is generally correlated with the examined attitudes about the 
ideal and appropriate age, but gender differences and asymmetries are not affected 
by traditionalism. As Figure 10 shows, the pattern of associations is equivalent both 
within the subsamples of the traditionalist and non-traditionalist respondents. The 
average age levels differ – traditionalists believe that both boys and girls become 
adults at a slightly older age. But the two-way gender differences are persistent – 
men ascribe younger age to women, while women ascribe older appropriate age 
for men. The same pattern of associations (all equally statistically significant) was 
identified for the remaining attitudes about the ideal age.

Figure 11. Influence of traditionalist value orientation 
onto perception of age at which one becomes adult
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The second indicator of a traditionalist worldview is identified by the 
following question (freehms):

Using this card, please say to what extent you agree or disagree with 
each of the following statements.

Gay men and lesbians should be free to live their own life as they wish

There is a strong negative correlation between this measure of traditionalism 
and attitudes about the ideal and appropriate age. Liberals perceive a relatively 
older age as ideal (close to 28) compared to those who strongly disagree with this 
statement (average ideal age is evaluated at slightly above 26). And yet, according 
to the results presented in Figure 11, the pattern of gender differences and 
asymmetries is unaffected. Among both traditionalists and non-traditionalists, 
when women are asked about the ideal age for men to start living with a partner, 
they opt for older age compared to men. Likewise, when men are asked about the 
ideal age for women, they provide a lower figure than women. However, in the 
traditionalist group, the differences in judgments made by men or women are 
somewhat attenuated (below statistical significance in case of the ideal age for 
becoming a parent). Similar results obtain for several other ’ideal age’ variables 
(perceived age when boys/girls become adults, the ideal age to get married or 
become a parent).

It is possible that strong value commitments may, to some extent, override 
the manifestation of evolution-based tendencies. But, among the more liberal 
segment of the population, these tendencies are free to manifest. Still, the 
asymmetry affected is one concerning the ideal or appropriate age for women, 
but not for men. This may be partly explained by the new ’gender contract’, 
which is part of the liberal worldview. Egalitarian gender relations are based on 
women’s economic and political empowerment. Although the role of a ’male 
breadwinner’ is increasingly losing its evolutionary rationale, female age still 
depends on biology, even though new options are emerging for women (new 
reproductive technologies). In general, secularization and self-expression values 
are associated with the decline of the traditional family and gender equality, 
respectively (Inglehart & Norris, 2003: 11). Yet, control for none of the variables 
that imply cultural differences, individual or societal level, erased the predicted 
sex differences. Thus, as Schmitt (2015) concluded, and contrary to the social 
role theory (Eagly & Wood 1999), evolutionary-predicted gender differences are 
not smaller, or disappearing, in gender-egalitarian societies or much affected by 
individual differences in traditionalist values.
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Figure 12. Traditionalism and attitude 
towards the ideal age to start living with a partner

It should also be noted that in the ESS sample, the proportion of 
traditionalists (in this way defined) is rather low. Namely, nearly 80% of the 
respondents agree or strongly agree with the statement „Gays and lesbians free 
to live life as they wish“. An additional 10% neither agrees nor disagrees. This 
means that confidence intervals for averages in the traditionalist group are larger. 
If we add ’the undecided’ to the traditionalist group, the asymmetry turns out to 
be statistically significant (the differences in ideal age perception about women, 
as expressed by male and female respondents).

Discussion

Drawing on the evolutionary theory, we predicted that the estimated 
appropriate age of maturity for reproduction-related life course events would 
be different for men or women. We also predicted that the difference would be 
affected by the gender of the perceiver. Namely, men are expected to ascribe 
maturity (or ideal age to get married, start living with a partner) to girls/women 
at an earlier age compared to women. Correspondingly, women are predicted to 
declare higher age of maturity for men compared to men themselves. The rationale 
for these predictions come from Trivers’ parental investment theory (1972) and 
Sexual Strategies Theory (Buss & Schmitt 1993, Schmitt & Buss 2018).

We tested the implications of this theoretical approach using the ESS 9 (2nd 
advance release) dataset. The ESS used a split-ballot design and asked a random half 
of the sample to make judgments about men and another half about women. We 
adopted the most simple and straightforward approach by comparing the averages of 
men and women, making judgments about the ideal age for men and women.

The data support predictions from evolutionary psychology. We observed 
a complex interaction of the perception of ideal (and appropriate) age for 
reproduction-related activities and gender (gender of the perceiver and gender of 
the judgment targets). The results supported Hypothesis 1 by showing different 
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ideal/appropriate ages for men and women. The European public agrees that 
women reach maturity earlier than men and that the ideal age for them to start 
living with a partner, get married, and become mothers is lower than for men. 
This conclusion is based on both analysis of the ESS data as a whole and each 
country studied separately. All evidence points to the same conclusion.

A more challenging task was to provide evidence of the gender asymmetry 
in the judgments of appropriate age made by male and female respondents 
(Hypothesis 2). The overall results supported the hypothesis about the gender 
asymmetry in all questions referring to perceptions of age-related reproductive 
life-cycle events – the age at which girls and boys become adults, the ideal age to 
start living with a partner, the ideal age to become a parent, and to get married. 
The specific pattern of group differences was obtained using the entire ESS 9 
E02 sample and in most cases of specific country samples. Thus, we conclude 
that our Hypothesis 2 also received strong support.

However, the gender effect on differing perceptions is on theoretical grounds 
expected to be smaller than the effect subsumed under H1. H1 states that the 
appropriate/ideal age should differ for the two sexes. H2 is like a corollary to this 
thesis. It states that perceivers’ gender also matters, and in specific directions.

One modification of the outlined interpretation of the results could be 
that women simply provide higher age estimates, whether it concerns ideal/
appropriate age for men or women. In fact, this is the case. For each of the four 
questions examined, women provided higher age figures when target genders 
were mixed. This could be interpreted in the sense that women, being more 
resource-conscious, overall tend to favor a more mature age for reproduction-
related life-course events.

We, however, favor the previously offered interpretation, finding that it is 
closer to the spirit of the evolutionary arguments about reproductive and mating 
strategies. Female strategy leads to pushing up the age requirement, especially 
for potential male partners. The male strategy is focused on potential partner’s 
youth. In fact, both interpretations rely on the same underlying principles, 
differing only in the emphasis.

To test the explanatory potential of the evolutionary approach, we examined 
the most common alternative accounts of the observed findings. We started 
with the macro level, taking countries in which respondents are nested as units 
representing broad cultural factors, as well as socio-economic ones. We continued 
with the examination of the effects of education, age, and the traditionalist value 
orientation. None of these tests of the robustness of our findings lead to the 
modification of the conclusions. The same patterns are found in the subset of 
gender-egalitarian Western/Nordic countries as well as in more traditionalist 
and less-developed Balkan countries, thus fitting Schmitt’s (2015) conclusions. 
We also found that controlling for age and education on an individual level does 
not modify the group differences significantly. The same goes for the effect of 
the two indicators of traditionalist value orientation.

In several instances, however, a deviation from the pattern was observed. 
It concerns the absence of statistically insignificant differences in perceptions 
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of the ideal/appropriate age for women, made by male and female respondents 
(although the reversed difference appeared in none of the cases). One possible 
explanation is a ’floor effect’ because the range of preferred age is more limited at 
the young age end. Also, this feature may indicate substantive processes. Namely, 
the gender difference is more pronounced in judgments about ideal/maturity age 
for men. The female strategy suggests looking for a more mature and resourceful 
mate. The male strategy is not to abstain until resources are secured.

Concerning the perception of the ideal age for women, neither reproductive 
strategy suggests a more extended delay of mate selection. It remains for future 
research to focus more on this particular implication of our findings.

Finally, there is also a statistical reason for the lack of statistical significance 
in perceptions of ideal/appropriate age for women. This was found either in 
single-country analyses or when controlling for the impact of third variables. In 
both cases, this means a smaller number of respondents in particular categories, 
and therefore broader confidence intervals (reduced statistical power).

Future research on this topic should include more cases and from a more 
diverse cultural background. We studied a subset of European countries, which 
is culturally diverse, yet a homogenous background from a global perspective. 
Further research should develop alternative explanations by introducing 
additional variables and more complex models. From an evolutionary perspective, 
age may lose its role as a ’heuristic cue’ in human reproduction because gender 
relations are changing. After all, the fertility age span has increased, and new 
reproductive technologies will certainly increase this span in the future. 
Notwithstanding these ongoing trends, the presented findings indicate that age 
still matters in reproduction-related expectations for men and women.
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