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physiological pain and pleasure that the mating game 
brings. However impractical romance may seem, in indus-
trial and postindustrial societies, people generally value 
love and individualism and tend to have high marriage 
rates, low fertility rates, and high divorce rates.

Starting with the assumption that eligible people are 
most likely to meet and be attracted to others who have 
similar values and backgrounds, sociologists have devel-
oped various mate selection theories, several of which view 
dating as a three-stage process—a series of sequential 
decisions (see Figure 10.2).

1.	 Stimulus: We meet someone to whom we are 
attracted by appearance, voice, dress, similar eth-
nic background, sense of humor, or other factors. 
Something serves as a stimulus that makes us take 
notice. Of course, sometimes the stimulus is sim-
ply knowing the other person is interested in us.

2.	 Value comparison: We are more likely to find some-
one compatible if she or he affirms our own beliefs 
and values toward life, politics, religion, and roles of 
men and women in society and marriage. If our val-
ues are not compatible, the person does not pass 
through our filter. We look elsewhere.

3.	 Roles and needs stage: Another filter comes when 
the couple explores roles of companion, parent, 
housekeeper, and lover. This might involve looking 
for common needs, interests, and favored activities. 
If the roles and needs are not complementary, desire 
for a permanent relationship wanes.

Thinking Sociologically
Conduct a small survey of dating and married couples 
you know. Ask them about how they became involved 
in their relationship and their process of deciding to 
get together or marry. How do their comments mesh 
with the three-stage process described here?

Who Holds the Power?
Power relations in individual families, another micro-level 
issue shaped by cultural norms at the macro level, affect 
the interactions and decision making in individual fami-
lies. Two areas that have received particular sociological 
attention are decision making in marriage and work roles.

Decision Making in Marriage.  Cultural traditions 
establish the power base in society and family: patriarchy, 
matriarchy, or egalitarianism. The most typical authority 
pattern in the world is patriarchy, or male authority. 
Matriarchy, female authority, is rare. Even where the  

lineage is traced through the mother’s line, males usually 
dominate decision making.

Egalitarian family patterns—in which power, author-
ity, and decision making are shared between the spouses 
and perhaps with the children—are emerging, but they 
are not yet a reality in most households. For example, 
research indicates that in many U.S. families, decisions 
concerning vacation plans, car purchases, and housing are 
reached democratically, but males generally have a dispro-
portionate say in major decisions, such as whether to 
move to a new city or buy a new home (Lindsey 2015). 
Social scientists find no evidence that there are any inher-
ent intellectual or personality foundations for male 
authority, as opposed to female authority (Kramer and 
Beutel 2014; Ward and Edelstein 2014).

Sociologists using resource theory to explain why men 
tend to have more power than women in families look at 
connections between resources outside the family and 
power inside the family. They argue that the spouse with 

FIGURE 10.2  Mate Selection “Filtering”
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The notion of mate selection described previously is sometime referred to 
as a filter theory. It is as though you were filtering specks of gold, and the first 
filter holds out the large stones, the second filter holds back pebbles, and 
the third filter stops sand, but the flakes of gold come through. Each stage in 
the mate selection process involves filtering some people out of the pro-
cess. For you there may be other filter factors as well—such as religious simi-
larities or common ethnicity.


