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Benenson, Webb, and Wrangham's (2022) article interprets women's lower
competitiveness compared to men's as evidence of an adaptation that
would permit females to avoid physical conflicts, thereby helping them with
staying alive (Campbell, 1999). Among other strategies – such as smiling,
politeness, and emotion identification – avoidance of confrontations is
posited as having the potential to reduce hostile interactions. Specifically,
the argument focuses on the results of competitiveness experiments in
which women are systematically determined less likely than men to
compete against others (Klege, Visser, Barron, & Clarke, 2021; Niederle &
Vesterlund, 2011; Sutter, Zoller, & Glatzle-Rutzler, 2019). It concludes that
such behavior should reduce interpersonal conflicts and decrease social
tensions. Recent economic evidence suggests that we could take Benenson,
Webb, and Wrangham's hypothesis one step further, and venture that
women not only avoid direct competition to reduce interpersonal conflicts,
but also to actively pursue strategies that increase the opportunities to
cooperate with others, both males (as mates or potential romantic partners)
and other females (as allomaternal helpers). Such proactive prosocial
strategy should be included as another behavioral pillar of staying alive
theory. Some evidence in support of this hypothesis is as follows.

First, the competitiveness elicited by economics games is reminiscent of
labor markets, where confrontations rarely escalate to the level of physical
attacks. Individuals competing for CEO positions do not usually resort to
eliminating contenders. Gaining prestige, rather than physical violence,
may be a more frequent way to climb rank in the economic sphere (Cheng,
Tracy, Foulsham, Kingstone, & Henrich, 2013). This suggests an alternative
hypothesis for why women shy away from competitive environments: Such
systematic preference could actually derive from an evolved avoidance of
situations with unequal distributions of resources. Inasmuch as it produces
non-egalitarian outcomes, competitions may put further cooperation
between winners and losers at risk (Bartling, Fehr, Maréchal, & Schunk,
2009). Data from a wide variety of experiments indicate that women are not
necessarily always more generous than men (Croson & Gneezy, 2009; Eckel
& Grossman, 1998), but they do systematically prefer equal distributions of
resources and power more strongly than men (Andreoni & Vesterlund,
2001; Dufwenberg & Muren, 2006; Fehr, Glätzle-Rützler, & Sutter, 2013;
Selten & Ockenfels, 1998). Inequalities of resource, power, and status may
erode cooperation based on reciprocity and mutual altruism, while
egalitarianism could be a critical factor for the evolution of strong
reciprocity and cooperation (Andreoni, Harbaugh, & Vesterlund, 2003;
Boehm, 1999; Bowles, 2006; Dawes, Fowler, Johnson, McElreath, & Smirnov,
2007; Fehr, Fischbacher, & Gächter, 2002; Hooper, Kaplan, & Jaeggi, 2021).
Cooperation based on reciprocity may have been especially relevant for
women who, for large part of human history, had to leave their family,
reside with their husbands' kin, and rely on non-kin and strangers for help
(Kaplan, Hill, Lancaster, & Hurtado, 2000; Seielstad, Minch, & Cavalli-Sforza,
1998). So, rather than competitiveness per se, women may be particularly
susceptible to non-egalitarian distributions of resources. If egalitarianism is
a catalyst for sustained cooperation, as both theory and experimental
evidence suggest, and cooperation based on reciprocity is more attuned to
women than to men, women may actively try to protect its potential by
avoiding environments that create inequalities.

Second, the lower female competitiveness reported in economic
experiments is mainly observed when women compete against men or in
mixed groups (e.g., Geraldes, 2020). Importantly, recent research shows
emerging evidence of the costs borne by women who compete and succeed
in the economic and political arenas, penalties felt both on the household
front and with same-sex individuals. Women who obtain high status in
society by reaching high-executive and political positions appear not to gain
commensurate advantages in attracting higher quality men (Fisher, 2013;
Fisman, Iyengar, Kamenica, & Simonson, 2006), are more likely to get
divorced than men (Folke & Rickne, 2016), are subject to adverse reactions
from their partners, and report lower marital satisfaction (Bertrand,
Kamenica, & Pan, 2015). Furthermore, for women, having more status,
power and resources may alienate the support from other women
(Benenson, 2013; Benenson & Markovitz, 2014). Yet, the benefits to securing
the continued support of resource-holding mates and the assistance of
other women are far-reaching for the women's own outcomes and their
offspring's (Geary, 2000; Hrdy, 2009; Rucas, 2017). Hence, strategically
downplaying one's competitiveness may be a fundamental strategy – likely
unconscious or the result of self-deception (Von Hippel & Trivers, 2011) – for
attracting and maintaining mates, securing same-sex allies, and sustaining
their cooperation.

Third, lower female competitiveness is not a universal find (for a review of
this literature, see Cassar & Rigdon, 2021a). Even in cultures and samples in
which a competitiveness sex gap exists, it responds to incentives and a
change in the game rewards can greatly reduce it. Namely, in a first series
of experiments across different cultures, substituting cash rewards with
prizes that benefit the children of the participants eliminates the difference
in competitiveness between mothers and fathers (Cassar, Wordofa, &
Zhang, 2016; Cassar & Zhang, 2021). In a second series of experiments,
adding a prosocial option (where the winners can send some of their
rewards to the losers) increases women's competitiveness to the men's
levels (Cassar & Rigdon, 2021a, 2021b). These findings suggest that it is not
competitiveness per se that women lack, but, rather, that women more than
men are particularly interested and responsive to the social aspects of
competitions.

In conclusion, this body of evidence suggests that women may strategically
downplay their competitiveness not just to reduce potentially dangerous
interpersonal conflicts but, primarily, to actively elicit cooperative behavior
from both males and females. In intra-sex competitions, by signaling
egalitarian intentions, women may turn natural competitors into supportive
allies based on reciprocity. In inter-sex competitions, the suppression of
competitiveness when facing a male (whose higher competitiveness, on the
contrary, may signal good male mate value) would be an adaptation for
catalyzing women–male cooperation for “the formation of alliances to raise
children.” Staying alive requires the strategic reduction of competitiveness
as an adaptation for eliciting cooperation for the benefit of offspring.
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Abstract

The target article interprets women's lower competitiveness than men's as
evidence of adaptation to help women avoid physical conflicts and stay
alive. This commentary advances the additional hypothesis that strategically
suppressing competitiveness, thus signaling egalitarian intentions, could be
an adaptation to catalyze cooperative behavior from males and females,
turning natural competitors (other women) into allies and men into
supportive partners.

Type Open Peer Commentary

Information Behavioral and Brain Sciences , Volume 45 , 2022 , e133

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X22000565

Copyright Copyright © The Author(s), 2022. Published by Cambridge University
Press

Access

Linked content

In response to: Self-protection as
an adaptive female strategy
Related commentaries (22) Author
response

Accessibility Our blog News Contact and help Cambridge Core legal notices Feedback Sitemap
Join us online

Rights & Permissions Copyright Privacy Notice Terms of use Cookies Policy © Cambridge University Press 2022

Commentary Related commentaries Metrics

Feedback

We value your feedback! 
Help us to improve your online 

experiences  by taking our short 
survey which will take no more than 3 

minutes of your time.

Start survey

No Thanks

https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/librarians
https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/authors
https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/publishing-partners
https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/agents
https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/corporates
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/behavioral-and-brain-sciences/article/staying-alive-includes-adaptations-for-catalyzing-cooperation/E4129244C00BE6B5E0AF2E306EADA599#
https://www.cambridge.org/cambridgeenglish
https://www.cambridge.org/education
https://www.cambridge.org/bibles
https://www.cambridge.org/digital-products
https://www.cambridge.org/about-us
https://careers.cambridge.org/
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/what-we-publish/journals
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/behavioral-and-brain-sciences
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/behavioral-and-brain-sciences/volume/E4DC6D6EAA0153208E5A132F97E7405F
https://www.cambridge.org/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/browse-subjects
https://www.cambridge.org/core/what-we-publish
https://www.cambridge.org/core/services
https://www.cambridge.org/core/about
https://shibboleth.cambridge.org/CJOShibb2/index?app=https://www.cambridge.org/core/shibboleth?ref=/core/journals/behavioral-and-brain-sciences/article/staying-alive-includes-adaptations-for-catalyzing-cooperation/E4129244C00BE6B5E0AF2E306EADA599
https://www.cambridge.org/core/shopping-cart
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/behavioral-and-brain-sciences/article/staying-alive-includes-adaptations-for-catalyzing-cooperation/E4129244C00BE6B5E0AF2E306EADA599#
https://www.cambridge.org/core/my-core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/behavioral-and-brain-sciences
https://s100.copyright.com/AppDispatchServlet?publisherName=CUP&publication=BBS&title=Staying%20alive%20includes%20adaptations%20for%20catalyzing%20cooperation&publicationDate=25%20July%202022&author=Alessandra%20Cassar&copyright=Copyright%20%C2%A9%20The%20Author(s)%2C%202022.%20Published%20by%20Cambridge%20University%20Press&contentID=10.1017%2FS0140525X22000565&startPage=&endPage=&orderBeanReset=True&volumeNum=45&issueNum=&oa=
http://dx.doi.org/10.1257/000282803322157142
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=The+carrot+or+the+stick%3A+Rewards%2C+punishments%2C+and+cooperation&author=Andreoni+J.&author=Harbaugh+W.&author=Vesterlund+L.&publication+year=2003&journal=American+Economic+Review&volume=93&doi=10.1257%2F000282803322157142&pages=893-902
http://dx.doi.org/10.1162/003355301556419
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Which+is+the+fair+sex%3F+Gender+differences+in+altruism&author=Andreoni+J.&author=Vesterlund+L.&publication+year=2001&journal=The+Quarterly+Journal+of+Economics&volume=116&doi=10.1162%2F003355301556419&pages=293-312
http://dx.doi.org/10.1257/aer.99.2.93
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Egalitarianism+and+competitiveness&author=Bartling+B.&author=Fehr+E.&author=Mar%C3%A9chal+M.+A.&author=Schunk+D.&publication+year=2009&journal=American+Economic+Review&volume=99&doi=10.1257%2Faer.99.2.93&pages=93-98
http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2013.0079
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=The+development+of+human+female+competition%3A+Allies+and+adversaries&author=Benenson+J.+F.&publication+year=2013&journal=Philosophical+Transactions+of+the+Royal+Society+B&volume=368&doi=10.1098%2Frstb.2013.0079
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24167309
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Warriors+and+worriers%3A+The+survival+of+the+sexes&author=Benenson+J.+F.&author=Markovitz+H.&publication+year=2014
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Self-protection+as+an+adaptive+female+strategy&author=Benenson+J.+F.&author=Webb+C.&author=Wrangham+R.&publication+year=2022&journal=Behavioral+and+Brain+Sciences&pages=1-86
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjv001
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Gender+identity+and+relative+income+within+households&author=Bertrand+M.&author=Kamenica+E.&author=Pan+J.&publication+year=2015&journal=Quarterly+Journal+of+Economics&volume=130&doi=10.1093%2Fqje%2Fqjv001&pages=571-614
http://dx.doi.org/10.4159/9780674028449
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Hierarchy+in+the+forest&author=Boehm+C.&publication+year=1999
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1134829
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Group+competition%2C+reproductive+leveling%2C+and+the+evolution+of+human+altruism&author=Bowles+S.&publication+year=2006&journal=Science&volume=314&doi=10.1126%2Fscience.1134829&pages=1569-1572
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17158320
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X99001818
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Staying+alive%3A+Evolution%2C+culture%2C+and+women%27s+intrasexual+aggression&author=Campbell+A.&publication+year=1999&journal=Behavioral+and+Brain+Sciences&volume=22&doi=10.1017%2FS0140525X99001818&pages=203-252
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11301523
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2021.06.001
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=The+option+to+cooperate+increases+women%27s+competitiveness+and+closes+the+gender+gap&author=Cassar+A.&author=Rigdon+M.+L.&publication+year=2021a&journal=Evolution+and+Human+Behavior&volume=42&doi=10.1016%2Fj.evolhumbehav.2021.06.001&pages=556-572
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2111943118
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Prosocial+option+increases+women%27s+entry+into+competition&author=Cassar+A.&author=Rigdon+M.+L.&publication+year=2021b&journal=Proceedings+of+the+National+Academy+of+Sciences&volume=118&doi=10.1073%2Fpnas.2111943118
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1520235113
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Competing+for+the+benefit+of+offspring+eliminates+the+gender+gap+in+competitiveness&author=Cassar+A.&author=Wordofa+F.&author=Zhang+Y.+J.&publication+year=2016&journal=Proceedings+of+the+National+Academy+of+Sciences&volume=113&doi=10.1073%2Fpnas.1520235113&pages=5201-5205
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27114513
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?q=Cassar,+A.,+&+Zhang,+Y.+J.+(2021).+The+competitive+woman+%E2%80%93+Evolutionary+insights+and+cross-cultural+evidence+into+finding+the+Femina+Economica.+Working+Paper.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0030398
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Two+ways+to+the+top%3A+Evidence+that+dominance+and+prestige+are+distinct+yet+viable+avenues+to+social+rank+and+influence&author=Cheng+J.+T.&author=Tracy+J.+L.&author=Foulsham+T.&author=Kingstone+A.&author=Henrich+J.&publication+year=2013&journal=Journal+of+Personality+and+Social+Psychology&volume=104&doi=10.1037%2Fa0030398&pages=103-125
http://dx.doi.org/10.1257/jel.47.2.448
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Gender+differences+in+preferences&author=Croson+R.&author=Gneezy+U.&publication+year=2009&journal=Journal+of+Economic+Literature&volume=47&doi=10.1257%2Fjel.47.2.448&pages=448-474
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nature05651
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Egalitarian+motives+in+humans&author=Dawes+C.+T.&author=Fowler+J.+H.&author=Johnson+T.&author=McElreath+R.&author=Smirnov+O.&publication+year=2007&journal=Nature&volume=446&doi=10.1038%2Fnature05651&pages=794-796
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17429399
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2005.01.002
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Gender+composition+in+teams&author=Dufwenberg+M.&author=Muren+A.&publication+year=2006&journal=Journal+of+Economic+Behavior+%26+Organization&volume=61&doi=10.1016%2Fj.jebo.2005.01.002&pages=50-54
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1468-0297.00311
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Are+women+less+selfish+than+men%3F%3A+Evidence+from+dictator+experiments&author=Eckel+C.+C.&author=Grossman+P.+J.&publication+year=1998&journal=The+Economic+Journal&volume=108&doi=10.1111%2F1468-0297.00311&pages=726-735
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12110-002-1012-7
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Strong+reciprocity%2C+human+cooperation%2C+and+the+enforcement+of+social+norms&author=Fehr+E.&author=Fischbacher+U.&author=G%C3%A4chter+S.&publication+year=2002&journal=Human+Nature&volume=13&doi=10.1007%2Fs12110-002-1012-7&pages=1-25
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26192593
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.euroecorev.2013.09.006
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=The+development+of+egalitarianism%2C+altruism%2C+spite+and+parochialism+in+childhood+and+adolescence&author=Fehr+E.&author=Gl%C3%A4tzle-R%C3%BCtzler+D.&author=Sutter+M.&publication+year=2013&journal=European+Economic+Review&volume=64&doi=10.1016%2Fj.euroecorev.2013.09.006&pages=369-383
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199892747.003.0001
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Evolution%27s+empress%3A+Darwinian+perspectives+on+the+nature+of+women&author=Fisher+M.+L.&author=Fisher+M.+L.&author=Garcia+J.+R.&author=Chang+R.+S.&publication+year=2013&pages=19-42
http://dx.doi.org/10.1162/qjec.2006.121.2.673
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Gender+differences+in+mate+selection%3A+Evidence+from+a+speed+dating+experiment&author=Fisman+R.&author=Iyengar+S.+S.&author=Kamenica+E.&author=Simonson+I.&publication+year=2006&journal=Quarterly+Journal+of+Economics&volume=121&doi=10.1162%2Fqjec.2006.121.2.673&pages=673-697
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0010414015621073
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=The+glass+ceiling+in+politics%3A+Formalization+and+empirical+tests&author=Folke+O.&author=Rickne+J.&publication+year=2016&journal=Comparative+Political+Studies&volume=49&doi=10.1177%2F0010414015621073&pages=1-33
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.126.1.55
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Evolution+and+proximate+expression+of+human+paternal+investment&author=Geary+D.+C.&publication+year=2000&journal=Psychological+Bulletin&volume=126&doi=10.1037%2F0033-2909.126.1.55&pages=55-77
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10668350
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3741649
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?q=Geraldes,+D.+(2020).+Women+dislike+competing+against+men.+Working+Paper+SSRN:+https://ssrn.com/abstract=3741649,+http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3741649
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41562-021-01059-y
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Gains+to+cooperation+drive+the+evolution+of+egalitarianism&author=Hooper+P.+L.&author=Kaplan+H.+S.&author=Jaeggi+A.+V.&publication+year=2021&journal=Nature+Human+Behaviour&volume=5&doi=10.1038%2Fs41562-021-01059-y&pages=847-856
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33649461
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Mothers+and+others%3A+The+evolutionary+origins+of+mutual+understanding&author=Hrdy+S.+B.&publication+year=2009
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/1520-6505(2000)9:4%3C156::AID-EVAN5
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=A+theory+of+human+life+history+evolution%3A+Diet%2C+intelligence%2C+and+longevity&author=Kaplan+H.&author=Hill+K.&author=Lancaster+J.&author=Hurtado+A.+M.&publication+year=2000&journal=Evolutionary+Anthropology&volume=9&doi=10.1002%2F1520-6505(2000)9%3A4%3C156%3A%3AAID-EVAN5%3E3.0.CO%3B2-7&pages=156-185
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.socec.2021.101662
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Competition+and+gender+in+the+lab+vs+field%3A+Experiments+from+off-grid+renewable+energy+entrepreneurs+in+rural+Rwanda&author=Klege+R.+A.&author=Visser+M.&author=Barron+M.&author=Clarke+R.+P.&publication+year=2021&journal=Journal+of+Behavioral+and+Experimental+Economics&volume=91&doi=10.1016%2Fj.socec.2021.101662
http://dx.doi.org/10.1146/annurev-economics-111809-125122
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Gender+and+competition&author=Niederle+M.&author=Vesterlund+L.&publication+year=2011&journal=Annual+Review+of+Economics&volume=3&doi=10.1146%2Fannurev-economics-111809-125122&pages=601-630
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=The+Oxford+handbook+of+women+and+competition&author=Rucas+S.+L.&author=Fisher+M.+L.&publication+year=2017&pages=107-132
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/3088
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Genetic+evidence+for+a+higher+female+migration+rate+in+humans&author=Seielstad+M.+T.&author=Minch+E.&author=Cavalli-Sforza+L.+L.&publication+year=1998&journal=Nature+Genetics&volume=20&doi=10.1038%2F3088&pages=278-280
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9806547
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0167-2681(97)00107-8
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=An+experimental+solidarity+game&author=Selten+R.&author=Ockenfels+A.&publication+year=1998&journal=Journal+of+Economic+Behavior+%26+Organization&volume=34&doi=10.1016%2FS0167-2681(97)00107-8&pages=517-539
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.euroecorev.2018.09.004
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Economic+behavior+of+children+and+adolescents+%E2%80%93+A+first+survey+of+experimental+economics+results&author=Sutter+M.&author=Zoller+C.&author=Glatzle-Rutzler+D.&publication+year=2019&journal=European+Economic+Review&volume=111&doi=10.1016%2Fj.euroecorev.2018.09.004&pages=98-121
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X10001354
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=The+evolution+and+psychology+of+self-deception&author=Von+Hippel+W.&author=Trivers+R.&publication+year=2011&journal=Behavioral+and+Brain+Sciences&volume=34&doi=10.1017%2FS0140525X10001354&pages=1-16
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21288379
https://www.cambridge.org/core/search?filters%5BauthorTerms%5D=Alessandra%20Cassar&eventCode=SE-AU
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9944-0396
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/behavioral-and-brain-sciences/article/staying-alive-includes-adaptations-for-catalyzing-cooperation/E4129244C00BE6B5E0AF2E306EADA599#
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/behavioral-and-brain-sciences
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/behavioral-and-brain-sciences/volume/E4DC6D6EAA0153208E5A132F97E7405F
https://www.cambridge.org/core/accessibility
http://blog.journals.cambridge.org/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/news
https://www.cambridge.org/core/help/FAQs
https://www.cambridge.org/core/legal-notices/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/about-us/feedback
https://www.cambridge.org/core/sitemap

