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I’m Hot, So I’d Say You’re Not: The
Influence of Objective Physical
Attractiveness on Mate Selection

R. Matthew Montoya
University of North Carolina

The tendency for individuals to mate with a partner
who approximates their own physical attractiveness
(Walster, Aronson, Abrahams, & Rottman, 1966; here-
after referred to the matching phenomenon) has been
documented numerous times (Cash, 1981). The mecha-
nisms underlying matching, however, have been the
subject of much debate, and no model has clearly
explained the processes that regulate this phenomenon
(Simão & Todd, 2002). With limited success, research
has examined fears of rejection (Berscheid, Dion,
Walster, & Walster, 1971; Walster, 1970), self-esteem
(Huston, 1973; Kiesler & Baral, 1970), inherent genetic
factors (Russell & Wells, 1994), and patterns of couple
formation (Kalick & Hamilton, 1986; Takeuchi, 2000;
Todd & Miller, 1999). Either directly or indirectly, each
of these models attempts to predict mate choices by con-
sidering how perceivers’ subjective self-evaluations (i.e.,
self-esteem, social efficacy, self-evaluations of one’s
physical attractiveness) influence how they evaluate
relationships with potential mates. However, these
models generate predictions that are either implausible
because they require unrealistic dating behavior (Aron,
1988; Simão & Todd, 2002) or are not supported by the
empirical evidence (Walster, 1970).

Author’s Note: I would like to thank Brad Pinter, Robert Horton, Seth
Rosenthal, Laura Maruskin, Jennifer Ratcliff, and the SCAR Group
for helpful comments on previous versions of the article. I also would
like to thank Jennifer Mayer, Rebecca Denton, Katie Fitzpatrick,
Zubin Discotheque, Anne Lentz, and Amit Shah for their help in data
collection. Correspondence concerning this article should be
addressed to R. Matthew Montoya, 79 JFK Street, Suite 124, Harvard
Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA
02138; e-mail: matt_montoya@ksg.harvard.edu.

PSPB, Vol. 34 No. 10, October 2008 1315-1331
DOI: 10.1177/0146167208320387
© 2008 by the Society for Personality and Social Psychology, Inc.

Four studies investigated the importance of objective
and subjective attributes to mate selection. This research
tested whether perceivers’ objective physical attractive-
ness influenced how they evaluated the physical attrac-
tiveness of others and, if considered, may provide a
parsimonious account for matching in mate selection.
Study 1 (N = 102) demonstrated that ratings of targets’
attractiveness decreased as perceivers’ objective physical
attractiveness increased. Studies 2 (N = 89) and 3 (N =
68) revealed that as perceivers’ objective physical attrac-
tiveness increased, reductions in expected satisfaction
and rejection were mediated by perceivers’ reduced
assessments of targets’ attractiveness. Study 4 (N = 114)
produced patterns of matching by finding that attractive
perceivers expected to date more attractive targets while
unattractive perceivers expected to date less attractive
targets. This research emphasizes the importance of
objective physical attractiveness to target evaluations
and describes how matching results from the combined
influence of objective and subjective attributes.

Keywords: matching hypothesis; physical attractiveness; mate
selection; self-esteem; rejection

There is a surprising contradiction in the attraction lit-
erature. Although individuals tend to mate with oth-

ers of similar levels of physical attractiveness (Feingold,
1988), the vast majority of relationship partners—even
objectively unattractive partners—rate their partner as
“attractive” or “very attractive” (e.g., Gagné & Lydon,
2001). Logic dictates, however, that not all of those rela-
tionship partners could actually be physically attractive.
That being the case, how is it that unattractive individu-
als end up mating with partners who are similarly unat-
tractive but who they believe to be attractive?



One potential shortcoming of most models of mate
selection is that they assume that how we evaluate a tar-
get is an “objective” process (i.e., we see others as they
actually are, and everyone evaluates the same target sim-
ilarly; e.g., Berscheid et al., 1971). Research from the
social cognition literature (Zebrowitz, 1990) and the ref-
erence point literature (Rosch, 1975), however, indicates
that how we evaluate a target can be influenced by our
own attributes. If our own physical attributes, such as
our physical attractiveness, can influence our evaluations
of others, it may be that different people evaluate the
physical attractiveness of others differently.

In his influential meta-analysis of the matching phe-
nomenon, Feingold (1988) differentiated between subjec-
tive physical attractiveness, which was participants’
self-rating of their own physical attractiveness, and objec-
tive physical attractiveness, which was participants’ physi-
cal attractiveness as rated by judges, namely, a physical
attractiveness assessment unaffected by participants’ self-
evaluative biases. The current research explored whether
individuals’ objective physical attractiveness—rather than
subjective self-evaluations—influenced how individuals
evaluate the attractiveness of others with the goal of under-
standing (a) the illogical phenomenon in which a great
majority of individuals believe they are dating attractive
partners and (b) the mechanisms that regulate matching.

Models of Mate Selection

Extant theories of matching differ in how they model
how perceivers’ own attributes influence evaluations of
potential mates. These models often posit that the per-
ceivers’ attributes influence either (a) evaluations of dat-
ing success or failure or (b) how the attributes of a
target person are evaluated by the perceiver. Each is dis-
cussed briefly below.

No Self-Evaluation

A basic tenet of the matching phenomenon is that
individuals of similar levels of physical attractiveness
tend to end up dating each other. A straightforward test
of this model randomly pairs individuals on dates with-
out any consideration beforehand of the degree of sim-
ilarity between individuals and then determines who
ends up dating whom. In a series of computer simula-
tions, Kalick and Hamilton (1986) randomly paired
individuals with targets of various levels of attractive-
ness on “dates.” Both individuals on the date used an
acceptance criterion based on their relative attractive-
nesses to decide whether to continue to date. If both
individuals agreed to continue to date because of the
consonance of their physical attractiveness levels, they
mated and left the dating pool. Although Kalick and
Hamilton found a physical attractiveness correlation

between relationship partners that approximated the
correlation found in society (r = .55; Feingold, 1988),
their method failed to narrow individuals’ potential dat-
ing options to those who they felt might accept them;
namely, individuals went on dates without first antici-
pating the likelihood of acceptance or rejection with
that target. This resulted in a model that required an
unrealistically high number of “dates” to find a match
(for a complete discussion, see Simão & Todd, 2002)
and thus did not reasonably approximate actual dating
behavior.

Subjective Self-Evaluations

To more accurately predict perceivers’ dating behavior,
other researchers have considered perceivers’ subjective
self-evaluations. Walster et al. (1966) emphasized the role
of perceivers’ subjective self-evaluation by differentiating
between realistic mate choices—choices determined by
the objective desirability of the date while constrained by
the perceived likelihood of attaining the date—from ide-
alistic mate choices—choices that are determined solely
by the objective desirability of the date. Idealistic prefer-
ences result in preferences for maximally attractive part-
ners, whereas realistic preferences result in matching for
physical attractiveness. “Realistic” individuals consider
the other’s physical attractiveness and the probability of
acceptance and then attempt to date the most attractive
other who will accept them. Thus, realistic individuals,
due primarily to equity and market processes, end up dat-
ing others who approximate their own physical attrac-
tiveness. In this way, perceivers who act in accordance
with realistic mate choices should generate mate selec-
tions consistent with the matching phenomenon.

Attempts to validate this model, however, have met
with repeated failure (e.g., Berscheid et al., 1971; Brislin
& Lewis, 1968; Tesser & Brodie, 1971) because individu-
als overwhelmingly selected idealistically attractive tar-
gets. This finding indicates that perceivers’ own subjective
self-assessments fail to curtail perceivers’ preference for
the highly attractive partners. These failures led Walster
(1970) to opine, “The consistency of our failure to secure
predicted results, in spite of unusual experimental efforts,
has succeeded in convincing us that the matching hypoth-
esis, which seemed so plausible, is not an important deter-
minant of romantic preferences” (pp. 252-253).

Objective Self-Evaluations

Although subjective self-evaluations may not inhibit
perceivers’ mate selections, the perceivers’ own charac-
teristics or qualities may act to regulate mate choice. A
social exchange perspective of mate selection views indi-
viduals’ own objective qualities as central to a social
exchange (Cosmides & Tooby, 1992; Thibaut & Kelley,
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1959). Invariably, people prefer to date the most attrac-
tive person they can (Gangestad, 2001; Montoya &
Horton, 2004; S. Sloman & Sloman, 1988; Tooby &
Cosmides, 1990). If a target’s value is sufficiently simi-
lar to that of the perceiver, then the perceiver evaluates
a potential relationship as equitable and appropriate
and should be attracted to the other. Matching results
when individuals limit their attempts to mate with oth-
ers who do not exceed their own value and who they
exceed.

Accurate self-evaluations are critical to the operation
of this process. According to Tooby and Cosmides
(1990, 1992), perceivers are aware of their own objec-
tive qualities. Awareness of one’s own mental or physi-
cal attributes aids in determining the appropriate
behavioral strategy for a particular situation. From the
social exchange perspective, individuals must have an
understanding of their own “value” as well as an abil-
ity to evaluate the degree to which a target’s value is
similar to their own. In this way, the perceivers’ own
value serves as a template against which others are
compared (Kirsner, Figueredo, & Jacobs, 2003).
Accurate awareness of one’s own qualities reduces lost
resources and time invested in others who are unattain-
able and avoids investing in others of insufficient value
(Miller & Todd, 1998).

Biased Evaluations of Others

Knowledge of one’s own mate value may not only be
important to the operation of the social exchange
process, but it may also influence how one perceives the
attributes of others. Research on reference points
(Rosch, 1975) and social cognition (Zebrowitz, 1990),
for instance, indicates that perceivers’ own attributes
influence how they perceive the attributes that others
possess. Combs and Snygg’s (1959) assertion that “the
self provides the frame of reference from which all else is
observed. People are not really fat unless they are fatter
than we” (p. 145) indicates that perceivers’ evaluations
of others are dependent on their own attributes. In this
way, perceivers use their own attributes as a “lens”
through which they evaluate others (Catrambone &
Markus, 1987; Karniol, 2003). Indeed, the self influ-
ences evaluations of other’s weight (Ball, Crawford, &
Kenardy, 2004), mental simulations (Markman &
McMullen, 2003), social comparisons (Festinger, 1957),
and comparative appraisals (Jones & Gerard, 1967).

Research further indicates that perceivers’ own mate
value influences how they view others. Amundsen and
Forsgren (2003), for instance, argues that individuals
who have a lower mate value were less demanding in
the quality of potential mates compared with those with
a higher mate value (also see Pawlowski & Dunbar,

1999). It is frequently noted in the animal kingdom that
the weaker and smaller animals of different species are
less choosy than their high-quality counterparts—even
when given the opportunity to mate with high-quality
partners (e.g., Johnstone, Reynolds, & Deutsch, 1996;
Parker, 1983).

Given this perspective, perceivers’ objective physical
attractiveness influences how the physical attractiveness of
others is viewed because perceivers’ objective physical
attractiveness provides the standard by which their physi-
cal attractiveness evaluations of others are based.
Accordingly, physically attractive individuals would rate
the attractiveness of others lower than would physically
unattractive individuals. That is, as the perceiver’s physi-
cal attractiveness increases, evaluations of the physical
attractiveness of all others should decrease accordingly.

Why is objective physical attractiveness (how physically
attractive one is), rather than subjective physical attractive-
ness (how physically attractive one believes oneself to be),
most influential in determining how physically attractive
we view others? Subjective assessments, compared with
components of the self for which individuals can receive
objective feedback (e.g., intelligence and IQ tests), must be
inferred from numerous influences, including social
sources (e.g., past dating relationships, past rejections, self-
evaluative social comparisons) and environmental sources
(e.g., ratio of men to women, available resources; Pianka,
1970). However, these factors may result in biased assess-
ments due to motivated social comparisons (Stapel &
Koomen, 2000) and biased memories to maintain self-
esteem (Tafarodi, Marshall, & Milne, 2003). As a result,
one’s subjective physical attractiveness evaluations may be
quite disparate from objective physical attractiveness eval-
uations (for a review, see Feingold, 1988). For example,
individuals rate their own physical attractiveness as above
average (Alicke, 1985), and objective physical attractive-
ness and subjective physical attractiveness are often uncor-
related (Feingold, 1992). As a result, subjectively biased
self-evaluations may not provide an accurate representa-
tion of one’s actual mate value against which “accurate”
evaluations of others can be made.

Overview of Studies

The purpose of these studies was to investigate the
impact of perceivers’ own objective physical attractive-
ness on matching. First, a pilot study was conducted to
develop a set of stimulus photographs of targets of var-
ious physical attractiveness levels. Study 1 tested the
basic premise that participants’ objective physical
attractiveness influenced their ratings of targets’ physi-
cal attractiveness. Study 2 assessed whether partici-
pants’ objective physical attractiveness influenced their
evaluations of both target physical attractiveness and an
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evaluation relevant to relationship formation (expected
satisfaction). Study 3 tested the potential influence of
subjective self-evaluations to the matching process by
assessing the influence of participants’ subjective self-
evaluations on expectations of rejection from potential
targets. Finally, Study 4 attempted to reproduce the
matching phenomenon by assessing participants’ per-
ceived likelihood of a relationship with targets of vari-
ous levels of physical attractiveness.

PILOT STUDY

This initial study was conducted to create a set of
stimulus pictures to be used in the later studies. The
goal was to create a series of photographs that repre-
sented accurately a wide spectrum of physical attrac-
tiveness as well as a range of photographs that would be
sufficiently sensitive to mild and moderate changes in
the perceiver’s physical attractiveness.

Method

Photograph Collection

Given that a majority of students at area universities
were White and a majority of the expected participants
were White, only photographs of White targets were col-
lected. Students from a nearby university were asked
whether they would be willing to have their photograph
taken to be used in a psychology study at a neighboring
university. After an individual consented, a digital photo-
graph of the individual’s head and shoulders was taken.
To maintain consistency across all photographs, all indi-
viduals were instructed not to smile. In total, 144 pho-
tographs were collected.

Photograph Assessment

A total of 106 participants rated the physical attrac-
tiveness of the 79 photographs of women and the 65 pho-
tographs of men. Each photograph was presented one at
a time on a computer screen. All participants rated the
photograph on a 1 (not at all physically attractive) to 9
(very physically attractive) scale. They were asked to
respond openly and honestly in their assessments and
were assured that no target would be made aware of their
physical attractiveness score.

Results

The rated photographs of men and women were
ordered from least attractive (for photographs of men,
M = 2.21, SD = 1.29; for photographs of women, M = 2.33,
SD = 1.41) to most attractive (for photographs of men,

M = 7.66, SD = 1.95; for photographs of women, M = 7.51,
SD = 1.89), with a mean rating of 3.89 (SD = 1.19) for
photographs of men and a mean of 4.30 (SD = 0.98) for
photographs of women. I decomposed the percentile
ranks of the photographs of men and women into seven
parts (0, 16.5, 33, 49.5, 66, 82.5, 99). From the male and
female septenary, I selected 2 photographs near the break-
points with the smallest standard deviations. The process
resulted in 14 photographs for men (2 photographs at
each of the seven levels of physical attractiveness) and 14
photographs for women (2 photographs at each of the
seven levels of physical attractiveness).

STUDY 1

Study 1 was conducted to assess the role of partici-
pants’ objective physical attractiveness on the evaluation
of targets’ physical attractiveness. Based on the hypoth-
esis that participants’ ratings of the targets’ physical
attractiveness are influenced by their own objective
physical attractiveness, it was hypothesized that as par-
ticipants’ physical attractiveness increased, their ratings
of the targets’ physical attractiveness would decrease. In
addition, I also compared the influence of subjective 
self-evaluations of one’s own physical attractiveness and
self-esteem with objective physical attractiveness to
determine their relative influence on the ratings of
targets’ physical attractiveness.

Method

Participants

Ninety-five heterosexual undergraduate students enrolled
at a large southeastern university participated in the study
as a partial fulfillment of a course requirement.

Procedure

Each participant was seated alone in a private room.
Participants first assessed their own subjective physical
attractiveness (“How physically attractive do you con-
sider yourself to be, relative to other people your age?;
1 = not at all attractive, 9 = very attractive) and com-
pleted the Global Self-Esteem Scale (Fleming &
Courtney, 1984). Next, participants were instructed to
rate the physical attractiveness of individuals presented
in a series of photographs (1 = very physically unattrac-
tive, 9 = very physically attractive). Participants rated
only a set of opposite-sex target photographs.

After completing their ratings of the photographs,
a digital photograph of the participant was taken.
The photograph included the participant’s face and
shoulders.
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Results

Attractiveness of the Participants

Five raters evaluated all participant photographs.
Because past research has demonstrated a strong
relationship between ratings of men and women by
same- and opposite-sex raters (e.g., Kopera, Maier, &
Johnson, 1971; Langlois et al., 2000), raters rated both
the male and female participants. The reliability
between raters was acceptable, intraclass correlation
(ICC) = .79 (Portney & Watkins, 1993). Table 1 dis-
plays the mean and standard deviation for participants’
objective physical attractiveness and ratings of the tar-
get photographs.

Data Analysis

Before describing the role of objective physical
attractiveness on assessments of targets’ physical attrac-
tiveness, it is useful to first understand whether physical
attractiveness ratings differed across levels of target
physical attractiveness. Because the ratings of target
physical attractiveness were nested within individuals,
this study utilized two-stage hierarchical linear model-
ing (HLM; Bryk & Raudenbush, 1992) with restricted
maximum likelihood computations. All analyses were
conducted using the PROC MIXED procedure in SAS
Software (SAS Institute, 1999).

HLM analyses were conducted in two stages. The
first stage (Level-1 model) determined the proportion of
variability that resulted from changes in targets’ physi-
cal attractiveness. This model tested whether partici-
pants’ physical attractiveness ratings changed within
participant across levels of target’s physical attractive-
ness. This first stage is consistent with a manipulation
check of the difference between the levels of target phys-
ical attractiveness.

Next, analyses assessed whether participants’ objective
physical attractiveness had a significant influence on their
ratings of targets’ physical attractiveness by including
objective physical attractiveness as a Level-2 predictor.
This allowed for an estimation of the amount of variabil-
ity explained by a multilevel model that included a Level-2
predictor versus a baseline model that accounted only for
the within-individual variability. This data-analytic strat-
egy also allowed for a comparison of different Level-2 pre-
dictors, namely, subjective physical attractiveness and
self-esteem. The explained variance of a Level-2 predictor
can be assessed by comparing the variance accounted for
by the baseline model with the variance accounted for by
the alternative model. The equation (U0 – U1)/U0, such that
the U0 represents the unexplained between-subjects vari-
ance of the baseline model and U1 represents the unex-
plained between-subjects variance of an alternative model,
provides an estimate of the percentage of change in the
amount of explained variance (Raudenbush & Bryk,
2002). This process allows for the evaluation and compar-
ison of not only a single Level-2 model but a comparison
between different Level-2 models.

Physical Attractiveness Assessments

Table 2 reports the fixed and random estimates for the
baseline and alternative models as well as the variance
explained by each alternative model relative to the baseline
model. For the baseline model, the mean intercept for rat-
ing targets’ physical attractiveness (grand mean centered)
was 4.23, whereas the slope for targets’ physical attrac-
tiveness was 0.66 (t = 24.44, p < .05), indicating that a one-
unit increase in targets’ physical attractiveness was
associated with a 0.66 increase in ratings of the target pho-
tographs. The large slope coefficient provides support for
the manipulation of the target photographs by indicating
the widely spaced levels of target physical attractiveness.
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TABLE 1: Summary of Participant Characteristics, Studies 1 Through 4

Study 1 (N = 102) Study 2 (N = 89) Study 3 (N = 68) Study 4 (N = 114)

Variable M SD M SD M SD M SD

Age 19.18 2.66 18.73 0.98 18.86 1.04 18.93 1.27
Subjective PA 6.15 1.27 6.23 1.19 6.09 1.04 6.25 1.24
Objective PA 3.38 1.09 5.05 1.66 5.31 1.66 5.03 1.44
Target PA 4.23 1.05 4.75 1.00 4.45 0.84 4.76 0.96
Self-esteem 6.92 1.05 6.77 1.31 6.57 1.21 6.77 1.13
Second assessment — — 4.54 1.08a 3.67 1.30b 6.08 1.55c

NOTE: PA = physical attractiveness. Subjective physical attractiveness was rated on a 9-point scale (1 = very unattractive, 9 = very attractive).
For Study 1, target physical attractiveness was rated on 9-point scales (1 = very unattractive, 9 = very attractive), and objective physical attrac-
tiveness was rated on a 7-point scale (1 = very unattractive, 7 = very attractive). For Studies 2 through 4, target and objective physical attrac-
tiveness were assessed on a 10-point scale (1 = very unattractive, 10 = very attractive).
a. Rating of expected satisfaction (1 = very unsatisfied, 10 = very satisfied).
b. Rating of expected rejection (1 = very unlikely to want to date someone better, 10 = very likely to want to date someone better).
c. Likelihood of relationship (1 = very unlikely, 10 = very likely).



I next investigated the contribution of a Level-2 pre-
dictor, objective physical attractiveness. The slope for
objective physical attractiveness, –0.26, was significant,
t(92) = 2.87, p < .05. The negative slope of –0.26 sug-
gests that for every one-unit increase in objective physi-
cal attractiveness, target physical attractiveness dropped
by .26. Inspection of the predicted means illustrated in
Figure 1 indicated that mean ratings of target physical
attractiveness increased linearly across all levels of tar-
get physical attractiveness: Whereas participants at one
standard deviation above the mean of objective physical
attractiveness consistently rated all targets as less attrac-
tive, participants at one standard deviation below the
mean rated all targets as more attractive.

As reported in Table 2, the two alternative models, one
that assessed subjective physical attractiveness and the
other that assessed self-esteem as Level-2 predictors, failed
to produce significant slopes, meaningful changes in the
amount of variance explained, or interactions with ratings
of target physical attractiveness—indicating that neither
self-esteem nor subjective physical attractiveness can
account for changes in ratings of the targets’ physical
attractiveness.1

Discussion

The results of Study 1 confirmed expectations.
Participants’ objective physical attractiveness predicted
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TABLE 2: Fixed and Random Effects of Physical Attractiveness Ratings, Study 1

Model Parameter Estimate Standard Error df Explained Variance (%)

Model 1: Baseline model Random effects
Residual 0.98* 0.06
Intercept 0.91* 0.15
Slope 0.03* 0.01
Covariance 0.07* 0.02
Fixed effects
Intercept 4.23* 0.10 93
Target PA 0.66* 0.02 563

Model 2: Objective PA Random effects
Residual 0.96* 0.06
Intercept 0.83* 0.14 8.43
Slope 0.03* 0.01 0.04
Covariance 0.06* 0.02
Fixed effects
Intercept 4.23* 0.10 92
Target PA 0.66* 0.02 562
Objective PA –0.25* 0.09 92
Target PA by objective PA –0.00 0.02 562

Model 3: Subjective PA Random effects
Residual 0.97* 0.06
Intercept 0.89* 0.17 2.40
Slope 0.03* 0.01 2.63
Covariance 0.07* 0.02
Fixed effects
Intercept 4.26* 0.11 92
Target PA 0.65* 0.02 562
Subjective PA –0.13 0.08 92
Target PA by subjective PA –0.01 0.02 562

Model 4: Self-esteem Random effects
Residual 0.97* 0.06
Intercept 0.91* 0.16 0.02
Slope 0.04* 0.01 2.61
Covariance 0.07* 0.03
Fixed effects
Intercept 4.22* 0.11 92
Target PA 0.66* 0.03 562
Self-esteem –0.14 0.10 92
Target PA by self-esteem –0.02 0.03 562

NOTE: PA = physical attractiveness. Explained variance refers to the proportion of reduction in variance or variance explained at Level 2.
Baseline model includes only the Level-1 target attractiveness predictor.
*p < .05.



evaluations of the target physical attractiveness such that
as participants’ objective physical attractiveness increased,
ratings of the targets’ physical attractiveness decreased.

In addition, it is important to emphasize that (a) the
target physical attractiveness by participants’ objective
physical attractiveness interaction was not significant,
(b) the relationship between target and participants’ objec-
tive physical attractiveness can be described best as linear
(see Figure 1), and (c) there was no evidence that subjective
self-evaluation measures, such as self-esteem or subjective
physical attractiveness, predicted ratings of targets’ physi-
cal attractiveness. This empirical finding would appear to
be inconsistent with lay conceptualizations and self-
esteem-based mate selection models: For example, the
results do not demonstrate that “threatened” unattractive
raters lowered their ratings of highly physically attractive
targets or that highly attractive participants exponentially
evaluated obviously unattractive targets as grotesquely
unattractive. Rather, this relationship can best be
described as a “main effect shift,” such that participants
evaluated others as more or less attractive given their own
objective physical attractiveness.

STUDY 2

Study 1 demonstrated the negative relationship between
evaluations of targets’ physical attractiveness and partici-
pants’ objective physical attractiveness. However, percep-
tion of the target’s physical attractiveness is one process
critical to matching. It is also important to determine
whether participants’ objective physical attractiveness
influences other interpersonal judgments relevant to
matching.

One evaluation important to matching is expected
satisfaction with a particular target. Expected satisfac-
tion is critical to mate selection because partners’ physi-
cal attractiveness is strongly associated with expected
relationship satisfaction (Sangrador & Yela, 2000) and
because expected satisfaction predicts relationship func-
tioning (Rusbult, Johnson, & Morrow, 1986), motiva-
tions to continue to date (Arriaga, 2001; Le & Agnew,
2003), and motivations to accommodate in relationships
(Rusbult, Verette, Whitney, Slovik, & Lipkus, 1991).

Expected satisfaction with a potential mate should
increase as the target’s physical attractiveness increases,
but also, and more important, there should be a nega-
tive relationship between expected satisfaction and
objective physical attractiveness: Targets should be
defined as less physically attractive as participants’
objective physical attractiveness increased, and as a
result, participants should report less expected satisfac-
tion. That is, participants’ reduced satisfaction with a
target should be mediated by the participant’s reduced
rating of the target’s physical attractiveness.

Method

Participants

Forty-eight men and 41 heterosexual women not
involved in a committed dating relationship partici-
pated in the study in partial fulfillment of a course
requirement.

Procedure

The procedure of Study 2 was identical to that of
Study 1 except that participants completed two assess-
ments for each stimulus photograph. Consistent with
Study 1, one assessment asked participants to rate the
physical attractiveness of the individual photographed
(1 = very physically unattractive, 10 = very physically
attractive). For the second assessment, the same set of
stimulus photographs was used, and participants were
asked to evaluate the degree to which they would be sat-
isfied if in a committed relationship with the individual
pictured (1 = very unsatisfied, 10 = very satisfied). The
order of assessments (i.e., physical attractiveness assess-
ment, expected satisfaction assessment) was counterbal-
anced to avoid any potential order effects. After
completing these two assessments, participants com-
pleted the global self-esteem scale and rated their own
physical attractiveness. After completing the question-
naire, a digital photograph of the participant was taken.

Results

As with Study 1, HLM analyses were conducted to inves-
tigate the degree to which objective physical attractiveness
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Figure 1 Predicted means of participants’ objective physical attrac-
tiveness on target physical attractive ratings, Study 1.



accounts for (a) ratings of the targets’ physical attractiveness
and (b) the expected satisfaction with the target.

Attractiveness of the Participants

To assess participants’ objective physical attractive-
ness, the digital photographs of participants for Studies
2 through 4 were assessed simultaneously by four
raters. The ICC for the total sample of participant pho-
tographs was acceptable (N = 271), ICC = .80.2

Physical Attraction Assessment

The correlation between participants’ objective phys-
ical attractiveness and target physical attractiveness was
negative (r = –.26, p < .05), as was the correlation
between participants’ objective physical attractiveness
and expected satisfaction (r = –.25, p < .05). Consistent
with the notion that people prefer to date physically
attractive individuals, the correlation between the rating
of the target’s physical attractiveness and expected sat-
isfaction was strong (r = .85, p < .05). Neither self-
esteem (r = –.00, p = .98) nor subjective physical
attractiveness (r = –.10, p = .32) was correlated signifi-
cantly with ratings of target physical attractiveness.

Objective physical attractiveness. As depicted in
Table 3, and consistent with Study 1’s finding that par-
ticipants’ objective physical attractiveness produced a
main effect shift, as participants’ objective physical
attractiveness increased, ratings of the targets’ attractive-
ness decreased, t(87) = –2.53, p < .05. The target physi-
cal attractiveness by objective physical attractiveness
interaction was not significant, t(532) = 0.40, p = .68.

Expected Satisfaction Assessment

Objective physical attractiveness. As illustrated in
Figure 2, participants’ objective physical attractiveness

had a similar effect on expected satisfaction: As partici-
pants’ objective physical attractiveness increased, rat-
ings of expected satisfaction with a particular target
person decreased, t(87) = –2.46, p < .05.

Subjective assessments as predictors. Neither subjec-
tive self-evaluation assessment produced a significant
slope for ratings of expected satisfaction: self-esteem,
t(87) = –1.57, p = .12; subjective physical attractiveness,
t(87) = –1.34, p = .18.3

Mediation

To test whether changes in expected satisfaction
resulted from changes in how physically attractive the tar-
get was rated to be, multilevel mediation (Krull &
MacKinnon, 2001) modeled the Level-2 variable (objective
physical attractiveness), the Level-1 mediator (ratings of
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TABLE 3: Fixed Effects of Physical Attractiveness and Expected Satisfaction Ratings, Study 2

Parameter
Rating Model Estimate Standard Error df

Physical attractiveness
Intercept 4.75* 0.09 87
Target PA 0.74* 0.02 532
Objective PA –0.14* 0.05 87
Target PA by objective PA 0.00 0.01 532

Expected satisfaction
Intercept 4.54* 0.09 87
Target PA 0.76* 0.03 532
Objective PA –0.14* 0.05 87
Target PA by objective PA –0.00 0.02 532

NOTE: PA = physical attractiveness.
*p < .05.
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Figure 2 Predicted means of participants’ objective physical attractiveness
on expected satisfaction, Study 2.



the target’s physical attractiveness), and the Level-1 out-
come variable (ratings of expected satisfaction). To main-
tain the causal ordering needed for mediation, only those
participants who were randomly assigned to evaluate the
targets’ physical attractiveness before assessing expected
satisfaction were included in the mediation analyses.

MacKinnon, Lockwood, Hoffman, West, and Sheets’s
(2002) modification of Baron and Kenny’s (1986) medi-
ation procedure was used to estimate mediation.
According to MacKinnon et al., mediation is established
when (a) the independent variable influences signifi-
cantly the mediating variable; (b) when including the
proposed mediator and the independent variable as pre-
dictors of the dependent variable, the influence of the
proposed mediator is significant; and (c) the indirect
effect of the mediating variable is significant.

The first mediation condition was satisfied: Ratings
of targets’ physical attractiveness were influenced sig-
nificantly by participants’ objective physical attractive-
ness, B = –0.14, SE = 0.05, p < 0.05. When including
ratings of targets’ physical attractiveness and partici-
pants’ objective physical attractiveness as predictors of
expected satisfaction, ratings of the targets’ physical
attractiveness predicted significantly expected satisfac-
tion, B = 0.88, SE = 0.02, p < 0.05. Using MacKinnon
et al.’s (2002) empirically derived critical values for the
assessment of indirect effects (critical values for z′ of
.05 and .01 are 0.97 and 1.10, respectively), the indi-
rect effect of objective physical attractiveness on
expected satisfaction via ratings of targets’ physical
attractiveness reached significance, z′ = –2.57, p < .05.
These results are consistent with the interpretation that
participants’ objective physical attractiveness influ-
enced expected satisfaction via ratings of the targets’
physical attractiveness.

Discussion

The results of Study 2 replicated and extended the
results of Study 1. First, as with Study 1, there was a
main effect for participants’ objective physical attrac-
tiveness on assessments of targets’ physical attractive-
ness such that as participants’ objective physical
attractiveness increased, ratings of the targets’ physical
attractiveness decreased. Second, the results supported
the proposition that objective physical attractiveness
regulated assessments of expected satisfaction: As par-
ticipants’ objective physical attractiveness increased,
participants evaluated targets as less attractive, and as a
result, their expectations of satisfaction with particular
targets were reduced. In practice, this result indicates
that an unattractive individual, compared with an
attractive individual, might expect more satisfaction
from a relationship with the same partner.

Furthermore, the relationship between expected satis-
faction and target physical attractiveness is inconsistent
with theoretical models of matching (Berscheid et al.,
1971; Walster et al., 1966) but consistent with the
empirical findings of matching studies: Whereas match-
ing models propose a bell curve distribution such that
individuals will not desire to be with either less attractive
partners (because they are not good enough) or more
attractive partners (because of fears of rejection) but
desire most to be with individuals of similar levels of
attractiveness, the findings of previous studies demon-
strated consistently a linear relationship between a tar-
get’s physical attractiveness and one’s desire to be in a
relationship with him or her (e.g., Berscheid et al., 1971;
Brislin & Lewis, 1968; Walster & Walster, 1969).

STUDY 3

Whereas Studies 1 and 2 demonstrated the critical
influence of participants’ objective physical attractive-
ness on assessments of others, Study 3 sought to iden-
tify the importance of subjective self-evaluations to the
mate selection process. Subjective self-evaluations,
which have been central to a diverse set of mate prefer-
ence models (Huston, 1973; Kiesler & Baral, 1970; 
S. Sloman & Sloman, 1988; Walster et al., 1966), are
hypothesized to be important because they represent
one’s belief that one can acquire a desired goal. In the
dating realm, individuals with a poor self-evaluation
evaluate their ability to acquire a desirable target as less
likely and, as such, would not believe in their ability to
attain the desirable target (Lewin, Dembo, Festinger, &
Sears, 1944). In this way, self-esteem should not influ-
ence the evaluations of another’s physical attractiveness
but rather should influence solely the perceived ability
to date specific targets. In accordance with this proposi-
tion, Kiesler and Baral (1970) found that individuals
with heightened self-esteem, compared with individuals
with lowered self-esteem, perceived a confederate as less
likely to reject them. This finding is consistent with
other research (e.g., Huston, 1973; Kirsner et al., 2003)
and indicates that self-esteem regulates evaluations of
potential acceptance from others.

When investigating the role of rejection in mate selec-
tion, the crucial aspect of rejection is the belief of inade-
quacy (lack of self-worth or “worthiness”) an individual
experiences when considering dating a person of a par-
ticular desirability level (L. Sloman & Price, 1987; 
S. Sloman & Sloman, 1988). However, questions that
assess rejection directly (e.g., “What is the likelihood that
this person would reject you?”) not only measure beliefs
of “worthiness” but also include (a) an assessment of the
amount of effort that would be made to date the other
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and (b) whether the person would reject the rejecter first.
In other words, unattractive participants may evaluate
the likelihood of gorgeous others rejecting them as
unlikely because unattractive participants (a) would not
exert effort to date someone fantastically attractive
(thus, rejection is unlikely) and (b) assume that the
target would probably not like him or her so “I’ll just
reject him or her first” (thus, rejection is unlikely).
Consequently, in order to assess solely whether partici-
pants believed themselves “worthy” to date a target
person, a direct assessment of rejection could not be used,
and participants in Study 3 indicated their potential wor-
thiness (or lack thereof) by rating the degree to which
they believed that the target would want to date someone
“better” than them.

Hypotheses

First, it was hypothesized that consistent with Studies
1 and 2, as participants’ objective physical attractiveness
increased, ratings of target physical attractiveness would
decrease. Second, expectations of rejection were expected
to decrease as (a) participants’ objective physical attrac-
tiveness increased and (b) self-esteem increased. Third,
ratings of target physical attractiveness were expected to
mediate expectations of rejection from the target: As par-
ticipants’ objective physical attractiveness increased,
reductions in expected rejection were hypothesized to be
mediated by their reduced evaluation of the targets’ phys-
ical attractiveness.

In addition, self-evaluations should also play an impor-
tant role in perceptions of rejection. Self-esteem models of
mate selection (Huston, 1973; Kiesler & Baral, 1970) posit
that subjective physical attractiveness is determined largely
by self-esteem and that subjective physical attractiveness
can best be conceptualized as a facet of a hierarchical self-
concept (Fleming & Courtney, 1984; Openshaw, Thomas,
& Rollins, 1981). Given that subjective physical attrac-
tiveness is determined largely by self-esteem, both self-
esteem and subjective physical attractiveness should
predict reductions in expectations of rejection.

Method

Participants

Twenty-nine men and 39 heterosexual women not
involved in a committed dating relationship participated in
the study as a partial fulfillment of a course requirement.

Procedure

The procedure of Study 3 was nearly identical to that of
Study 2. First, as in Study 2, one assessment asked partici-
pants to rate the physical attractiveness of the individual

photographed. Second, given that only physical attrac-
tiveness information was provided to participants and
that physical attractiveness is the most important charac-
teristic for evaluating a date for undergraduate students
(Johnstone et al., 1996; Walster & Walster, 1969), the
second assessment was described in terms of whether par-
ticipants believed that the individual in the photograph
would want to date someone “better” than himself or
herself (1 = very unlikely to want to date someone better,
10 = very likely to want to date someone better). The
order of assessments was counterbalanced to avoid any
potential order effects. After completing these two assess-
ments, the participants completed the global self-esteem
scale and rated their own physical attractiveness. After
completing the questionnaire, a digital photograph of the
participant was taken.

Results

Physical Attraction Assessment

As presented in Table 4, there was a significant posi-
tive correlation between targets’ physical attractiveness
and expected rejection as well as a significant negative
correlation between expected rejection and participants’
objective physical attractiveness.

Objective physical attractiveness. As presented in
Table 5, as participants’ objective physical attractive-
ness increased, ratings of targets’ attractiveness
decreased, t(66) = –2.20, p < .05, and the target physi-
cal attractiveness by objective physical attractiveness
interaction was not significant, t(406) = –0.55, p = .58.

Expected Rejection Assessment

Self-esteem. Participants’ objective physical attractive-
ness and self-esteem were entered simultaneously as
Level-2 predictors. As illustrated in Figure 3, the main
effect for participants’ objective physical attractiveness
was significant, t(64) = –2.68, p < .05, indicating that as
participants’ physical attractiveness increased, expecta-
tions of rejection decreased. The same pattern was noted
for self-esteem, t(64) = –1.98, p = .05, such that as self-
esteem increased, individuals expected rejection less.

Subjective physical attractiveness. I tested a second
model in which I entered simultaneously participants’
objective physical attractiveness and subjective physical
attractiveness. As with self-esteem, there was a main
effect for subjective physical attractiveness, t(64) =
–3.14, p < .05, such that as participants’ subjective phys-
ical attractiveness increased, expectations of rejection
decreased. The main effect for objective physical attrac-
tiveness remained significant, t(64) = –2.61, p < .05.
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Mediation

Consistent with Study 2, participants’ objective physi-
cal attractiveness was expected to influence expectations
of rejection via evaluations of targets’ physical attractive-
ness. The first mediation condition was satisfied:
Evaluations of the targets’ physical attractiveness were
influenced by participants’ objective physical attractive-
ness, B = –0.13, SE = 0.05, p < 0.05. When including tar-
gets’ physical attractiveness and participants’ objective
physical attractiveness as predictors of expected rejection,
targets’ physical attractiveness predicted expected rejec-
tion significantly, B = 0.70, SE = 0.03, p < .05. Using
MacKinnon’s z′ procedure, the indirect effect of partici-
pants’ objective physical attractiveness on expected
rejection via the targets’ physical attractiveness
reached significance, z′ = –1.85, p < .05. These results
are consistent with the interpretation that participants’
objective physical attractiveness influenced expected rejec-
tion via ratings of target physical attractiveness.
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TABLE 4: Zero-Order Correlation of Variables, Study 3

Subjective PA Objective PA Target PA Expected Rejection Self-Esteem

Subjective PA —
Objective PA .36* —
Target PA .07 –.25* —
Expected rejection –.37* –.28* .30* —
Self-esteem .39* .06 –.00 –.30* —

NOTE: PA = physical attractiveness. Subjective physical attractiveness was rated on a 9-point scale (1 = very unattractive, 9 = very attractive).
Target and objective physical attractiveness were assessed on a 10-point scale (1 = very unattractive, 10 = very attractive). Ratings of expected
rejection were assessed on a 10-point scale (1 = very unlikely to want to date someone better, 10 = very likely to want to date someone better).
*p < .05.

TABLE 5: Fixed Effects of Physical Attractiveness and Expected Rejections, Study 3

Rating Model Parameter Estimate Standard Error df

Physical attractiveness
Intercept 4.45* 0.09 66
Target PA 0.64* 0.02 406
Objective PA –0.12* 0.05 66
Target PA by objective PA –0.00 0.01 406

Expected rejection
Intercept 3.65* 0.12 64
Target PA 0.51* 0.03 404
Objective PA –0.20* 0.07 64
Self-esteem –0.19* 0.09 64
Objective PA by self-esteem 0.14 0.08 64
Target PA by objective PA –0.04 0.03 404
Target PA by self-esteem –0.02 0.02 404
Target PA by self-esteem by objective PA –0.00 0.02 404

NOTE: PA = physical attractiveness.
*p < .05.
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Figure 3 Predicted means of participants’ objective physical
attractiveness on rejection expectation, Study 3.



Also considered was whether target physical attrac-
tiveness mediated the link between subjective self-
evaluations and expected rejection. Neither self-esteem
nor subjective physical attractiveness produced effects
consistent with mediation because they both failed to sat-
isfy MacKinnon et al.’s (2002) requirements for media-
tion; specifically, neither self-esteem nor subjective
physical attractiveness significantly predicted target phys-
ical attractiveness (i.e., the proposed causal link between
the independent variable and the dependent variable was
interrupted by the nonsignificant link between the inde-
pendent variable and the mediating variable).

Discussion

The results of Study 3 were consistent with predictions.
First, as participants’ objective physical attractiveness level
increased, evaluations of the targets’ physical attractive-
ness decreased. Second, there were two influences on per-
ceptions of rejection: Both increases in objective physical
attractiveness and subjective self-evaluations resulted in
reductions in expectations of rejection. Moreover, media-
tion of expected rejection by participants’ objective phys-
ical attractiveness revealed the importance of objective
physical attractiveness in the mate selection process. The
mediational analyses were consistent with the perspective
that participants feared rejection less from individuals
they did not find attractive. Experimental evidence from
Huston (1973) is consistent with this claim: Huston had
either physically attractive or unattractive men estimate
the likelihood that a physically attractive or unattractive
woman would accept a date offer. Physically attractive
men, compared with unattractive men, were more confi-
dent that both physically attractive and unattractive
women would accept a date. According to the current
reasoning, physically attractive men evaluated all of the
women as less attractive, and as a result, evaluated all
women as less likely to reject them.

Finally, it is important to note that the correlation
between self-esteem and objective physical attractive-
ness is functionally zero (r = .06; a finding consistent
with previous research, see Feingold, 1988), which sug-
gests that there are two potentially independent forces
operating to affect rejection expectancies: participants’
objective physical attractiveness, which influenced
rejection assessments by influencing the perceived
physical attractiveness of others, and subjective self-
evaluation, which influenced rejection assessments by
affecting beliefs of “worthiness” to date someone of
such physical attractiveness.

STUDY 4

Whereas these studies demonstrated that objective
physical attractiveness influenced assessments of

expected satisfaction (Study 2) and rejection (Study 3),
Study 4 explored how these processes work in conjunc-
tion to produce mate choices.

The current work demonstrates that matching is influ-
enced by (a) participant ratings of the targets’ physical
attractiveness (as demonstrated in Studies 1 through 3), (b)
participants’ preference for attractive mates (Study 2), and
(c) concerns of rejection (or lack thereof) from others (Study
3). Combining these influences together should produce a
pattern consistent with the observed matching phenome-
non. Study 4 attempted to generate a pattern consistent
with the matching phenomenon by asking participants
“What is the likelihood of a dating relationship occurring
between you and the target person?” Specifically, Study 4
should demonstrate that physically attractive participants
believe that a relationship with an attractive target is more
likely than a relationship with an unattractive target. An
unattractive participant, alternatively, should believe the
opposite: A relationship with an unattractive target is more
likely than a relationship with an attractive target. More
specifically, there should be an interaction such that objec-
tively physically attractive participants evaluate the likeli-
hood of relationships with unattractive targets as less likely
than relationships with attractive targets, but objectively
physically unattractive participants evaluate relationships
with unattractive targets as more likely than relationships
with attractive targets.

Method

Participants

Sixty-five men and 53 heterosexual women not
involved in a committed dating relationship participated in
the study as a partial fulfillment of a course requirement.

Procedure

The procedure of Study 4 was nearly identical to that
of Studies 2 and 3: One assessment asked participants
to rate the physical attractiveness of the individual pho-
tographed. For the second assessment, the same set of
stimulus photographs was used and participants were
asked to evaluate the degree to which they thought that
a relationship would occur between themselves and the
person pictured (1 = very unlikely, 10 = very likely). The
order of assessments was counterbalanced to avoid any
potential order effects. After completing these two
assessments, participants rated their own physical
attractiveness and then had their photograph taken.

Results

Physical Attraction Assessment

First, as expected, there was a significant negative
correlation between objective physical attractiveness
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and the targets’ physical attractiveness (r = –.26,
p < .05). However, neither the correlation between the
targets’ physical attractiveness and relationship likeli-
hood (r = .07, p = .45) nor the correlation between
objective physical attractiveness and relationship likeli-
hood (r = .09, p = .40) reached significance.

Objective physical attractiveness. As described in
Table 6, consistent with the previous studies, objective
physical attractiveness produced a main effect shift such
that as objective physical attractiveness increased,
ratings of the targets’ attractiveness decreased, t(116) =
–2.94, p < .05.

Likelihood of Relationship Assessment

Objective physical attractiveness was entered as
Level-2 predictors of likelihood of a relationship. As
illustrated in Figure 4, the significant Objective Physical
Attractiveness × Target Physical Attractiveness interac-
tion, t(704) = 2.28, p < .05, indicated that whereas
physically attractive participants evaluated relationships
with attractive targets as more likely than relationships
with unattractive targets, unattractive participants eval-
uated relationships with unattractive targets as more
likely than relationships with attractive targets.

Subjective physical attractiveness was also tested as a
Level-2 predictor of likelihood of a relationship. The
Subjective Physical Attractiveness × Target Physical
Attractiveness interaction was also significant, t(704) = 2.65,
p < .05, but did not produce a crossover interaction
found for objective physical attractiveness: Rather, the
interaction indicated that participants who evaluated
themselves as physically attractive, compared with par-
ticipants who evaluated themselves as moderately attrac-
tive or as less attractive, were associated with a greater
slope across levels of target physical attractiveness.

Discussion

Study 4 confirmed expectations. The ratings of rela-
tionship likelihood produced a pattern predicted by
matching: Attractive participants perceived relation-
ships with physically attractive others as more likely
than relationships with unattractive others, and unat-
tractive participants rated relationships with unattrac-
tive others as more likely than relationships with
physically attractive others. These findings reinforce the
role of participants’ objective self-evaluations in mate
selection: Physically attractive individuals rated relationships
with attractive targets as more probable than relationships
with unattractive others, suggesting that participants’ own
objective physical attractiveness may play an important role
in predicting whom one ends up dating.
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TABLE 6: Fixed Effects of Physical Attractiveness and Likelihood of Relationship, Study 4

Rating Model Parameter Estimate Standard Error df

Physical attractiveness
Intercept 4.76* 0.07 116
Target PA 0.68* 0.02 706
Objective PA –0.16* 0.05 116
Target PA by objective PA 0.02 0.01 706

Likelihood of relationship
Intercept 6.07* 0.13 114
Target PA 0.06 0.03 704
Objective PA 0.09 0.09 114
Target PA by objective PA 0.06* 0.02 704

ΝΟΤΕ: PΑ = physical attractiveness.
*p < .05.
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Figure 4 Predicted means of participants’ objective physical
attractiveness on likelihood of relationship, Study 4.



GENERAL DISCUSSION

Whereas the matching phenomenon is widely noted
and observed, the mechanisms that underlie its operation
have remained relatively hidden. This research has aimed
to cast a light on the mechanisms by emphasizing the cru-
cial role of the perceiver’s objective physical attractive-
ness to the mate selection process. Study 1 found that
perceivers’ objective physical attractiveness influenced
how they evaluated the physical attractiveness of others.
This basic observation had important consequences and
implications: As noted in Studies 2 and 3, as participants’
objective physical attractiveness increased, reductions in
expected satisfaction and rejection were mediated by the
perceivers’ reduced ratings of the targets’ physical attrac-
tiveness. Study 4 revealed that perceivers’ objective phys-
ical attractiveness can produce expectations of dating
relationships consistent with matching.

This research also indicated that perceivers’ objective
and subjective attributes work together to produce
matching. One account for how objective and subjective
attributes combine to create matching is that perceivers’
objective physical attractiveness establishes the “lower
limit” for whom one would approach for a relationship,
whereas subjective self-evaluations establish the “upper
limit” of whom one believes is dateable. The lower limit
should be more influenced by perceivers’ objective phys-
ical attractiveness because objective attractiveness
allows individuals to define (potentially unattractive)
others as physically attractive. The upper limit is more
influenced by subjective self-evaluations because it
works to inhibit attempts to date more physically
attractive others (who are, it should be noted, evaluated
as physically attractive as a function of perceivers’
objective physical attractiveness). These two limits then
work together to generate a range of approachable oth-
ers that results in individuals dating others of similar
levels of physical attractiveness (i.e., matching). This
model would not indicate, however, that perceivers
would evaluate all individuals between the upper and
lower limits as equally attractive—Studies 1 through 4
indicated that perceivers continued to rate more physi-
cally attractive targets as more attractive—but merely
that the entire range of approachable others shifted as a
function of perceivers’ objective physical attractiveness.

Implications for Other Models

Do people settle? Extensions of exchange theory
(e.g., Blau, 1964; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959) posit a “mar-
riage market” in which physically attractive individuals
first select other physically attractive individuals as
partners, forcing less attractive individuals to choose
from eligibles of their own level of attractiveness. From

this pool of available others, individuals would then
“cast a wider net” in order to secure a mate (Lichter,
Anderson, & Hayward, 1995). Going one step farther,
Eugene Burnstein, as cited in Berscheid et al. (1971),
argued that the matching phenomenon occurs most dra-
matically after the physically attractive individuals pair
up together. Only at this time do the low and moder-
ately attractive individuals realize that “time is running
out and that [they] must settle for a person of moderate
attractiveness” (p. 174).

These models have the disturbing implication that
individuals end up dating and married to partners they
do not define as physically attractive. Individuals, in
essence, are “settling” for what they can get. Results of
the present studies provide support for an alternative
explanation: Individuals of low or moderate physical
attractiveness are not settling, but rather, they are pairing
with others whom they define as attractive. The low and
moderately attractive individuals have a lower limit for
evaluating others as physically attractive and, as such, are
evaluating their partner as attractive. Past research sup-
ports this view: Individuals in romantic relationships tend
to believe that they are dating highly physically attractive
partners. In a sample of married couples, Rusbult, Davis,
Finkel, Hannon, and Olsen (2008) found that on a 1
(very unattractive) to 10 (very attractive) scale, the aver-
age physical attractiveness rating by the participant of
their marriage partner was 8.06, with 75% of ratings
reported as 7 or above (see also Gagné & Lydon, 2001).
Alternatively, Montoya (1998) asked casual daters to
evaluate the physical attractiveness of their partner. He
found a similar response such that all participants rated
their partner above the mean and 85% of participants
rated their partner in the top 30%. Although relationship
partners overrating their partners may arguably result
from relationship-enhancing biases (e.g., Rusbult, Van
Lange, Wildschut, Yovetich, & Verette, 2000), two stud-
ies that investigated patterns of couple formation both
failed to find support that women “settled” for less desir-
able men (Lichter et al., 1995; South, 1995).

Walster et al.’s (1966) Matching Hypothesis

One critical point differentiates the present research
from the matching hypothesis. The researchers argue that
mate choices are influenced both by the probability of
attaining the goal and by the “objective [italics added]
desirability of the choice alternative” (Berscheid et al.,
1971, p. 173). The results of this investigation, however,
indicate that perceivers do not make “objective” assess-
ments of targets but rather make assessments of others
that are influenced by their own attributes. The present
research demonstrates that considering the role of per-
ceivers’ objective physical attractiveness (in conjunction
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with subjective self-evaluations) might produce mating
patterns consistent with matching.

Evolutionary Models

Although the proposed model speaks to assortment via
physical attractiveness, from an evolutionary perspective,
physical attractiveness can be considered a proxy for
overall mate value (Jackson, 1992; S. Sloman & Sloman,
1988): Physically attractive people have better health and
fertility outcomes (e.g., Barber, 1995; Shackelford &
Larsen, 1999; but see Kalick, Zebrowitz, Langlois, &
Johnson, 1998), which make them better potential mates
(Gangestad & Simpson, 2000). In the context of evolu-
tionary theories of mate selection, researchers have argued
that whereas we might end up mating with others who are
similar to us, this assortment is not motivated by a prefer-
ence for similar partners but rather motivated by a prefer-
ence for high-quality partners (Burley, 1983; Montoya &
Horton, 2004; S. Sloman & Sloman, 1988; Tooby &
Cosmides, 1990). The current research provides addi-
tional evidence that matching for physical attractiveness is
motivated by a preference for high-quality partners rather
than motivated by a preference for others who are (genet-
ically) similar to us (e.g., Russell & Wells, 1994).

Future Research

The findings of these studies were garnered from col-
lege students who rated other college-aged persons. One
of the implicit assumptions of this study (and the selec-
tion of the sample) was that the participants were of
approximately the same social and economic status.
Given this limited sample, it was possible to demon-
strate the effects of perceivers’ objective physical attrac-
tiveness and subjective self-evaluations on physical
attractiveness and expectations of rejection. However,
individuals whose social, intellectual, or economic char-
acteristics differ greatly from the norm—millionaires,
doctors, and lawyers—may show effects beyond those
modeled here. For example, there is probably little ques-
tion that an individual like Donald Trump, the billion-
aire and real estate mogul, would not fear rejection
from many women. But does Donald Trump have high
self-esteem? And is that what would be responsible for
his nonexistent fear of rejection? Although these studies
revealed that perceptions of rejection were influenced
by subjective self-evaluations, it is probably also true
that status and power influence one’s self-evaluations
independent of self-esteem. Here, self-esteem was used
as a proxy to estimate one’s self-worth. But given that
self-esteem is multiply determined (Brown, 1998;
Brown & Marshall, 2001) and that the relationship
between self-worth and efficacy in the dating realm may

be low, research using larger, more diverse samples
would need to consider other forces that could affect
the rater’s perceptions of rejection.

Conclusion

The present investigation contributes what may be an
important link to understanding the mechanisms by
which mate selection operates. The present model pro-
poses that perceivers’ definition of who is physically
attractive is tied to the perceivers’ own attributes. The
link between perceivers’ objective physical attractiveness
and ratings of the physical attractiveness of others might
explain why an unattractive individual would define
another unattractive other as physically attractive and
explain why an attractive individual would define only
other attractive others as attractive. These different defi-
nitions of attractiveness affect whom the individual
would be satisfied dating, whom the individual believes
would accept or reject him or her in a dating context,
and ultimately, whom the individual may end up dating.

NOTES

1. For Studies 1 through 4, all analyses were conducted originally
with gender and order of assessment in the model. Gender did not
produce a main effect on ratings of target physical attractiveness and
did not interact significantly with objective physical attractiveness,
subjective physical attractiveness, or self-esteem.

2. The physical attractiveness of the raters was not assessed. The
author recognizes that given the thesis of this article, the process of rat-
ing the raters could have occurred ad infinitum. The author does take
consolation from the results of Study 1, which suggested a “main effect
shift” for the rater’s physical attractiveness level. If this shift were to have
affected the raters, it would have done nothing more than uniformly
increase or decrease each of the raters’ ratings across all of the targets,
resulting only in more variability between different raters’ ratings.

3. Also assessed were higher order interactions between objective
physical attractiveness, subjective physical attractiveness, and self-
esteem. No significant interactions occurred.
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