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A person's physical appearance, along with his scxual icdentity, is the personal
characteristic that is most obvious and accessible to others in social inter-
action. The present experiment was designed to determine whether physieally
attractive stimulus persons, both male and female, are {a) assumed to possess
more socially desiruble personality traits than physically unattractive stimules
persons and (&) cxpected to lead better lives (eg., be more competent
husbands and wives,- be more successiul occupationally, etc.) than unattrac-
tive stimulus persons. Sex of Subject X Sex of Stimulus Person interactions
along these dimensions also were investigated. The present results indicate a
siwhat is beatitiful is good” stereotype along the physical attractiveness dimen-
sion with no Scx of Judge X Sex of Stimulus interaction. The implications of
such a stereotype on scif-concept development and the course of social inter-

action are discussed.

A person's physical appearance, along with
his sexual identity, is the personal character-
istic most obvious and accessible to others in
social interaction. It is perhaps for this rea-
son that folk psychology has always con-
tained a multitude of theorems which osten-
sibly permit the forecast of a person’s char-
acter and personality simply from knowledge
of his outward appearance. The line of de-
duction advanced by most physiognomic
theories is simply that “What is beautiful is
good . . . [Sappho, Fragments, No. 10i},”
and that “Physical beauty is the sign of an
interior beauty, a spiritual and moral beaunty
. . . [Schiller, 1882].”

Several processes may operate to make the
soothsayers’ prophecies more logical and ac-
curate than would appear at first glance.
First, it is possible that a correlation between
inward character and appearance exists be-
cause certain personality traits influence
one’s appearance. For example, a calm, re-
laxed person may develop fewer lines and
wrinkles than a tense, irritable person. Sec-
ond, cultural stereotypes about the kinds of
personalities appropriate for beautiful or ugly
people may mold the personalities of these
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individuals. If casual acquaintances invariably
assume that attractive individuals are more
sincere, noble, and honest than unattractive
persons, then attractive -individuals should be
habitually regarded with more respect than
unattractive persons. Many have noted that
one’s self-concept develops from observing
what others think about oneself. Thus, if the
physically attractive person is consistently
treated as a virtuous person, he may become
one. )

The above considerations pase several ques-
tions: (2} Do individuals in fact have stereo-
typed notions of the personality traits pos-
seszed by individuals of varying attractive-
ness? (&) To what extent gre these stereo-
types accurate? (¢) What is the cause of the
correlation between beauty and personality if,
in fact, such a correlation exists?

Some observers, of course, deny that such
stereotyping exists, and thus render Ques-
tions & and ¢ irrelevant. Chief among these
are rehabilitation workers (cf. Wright, 1960)
whose clients possess facial and other physi-
cal disabilities. These researchers, however,
may have a vested interest in believing that
physical beauty is a relatively unimportant
determinant of the opportunities an individual
has avallable to him.

Perhaps more interestingly, it has been
asserted that other researchers also have had
a vested interest in retaining the belief that
beauty is a peripheral characteristic. Aronson
(1969), for example, has suggested that the
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fear that investigation might prove this as-
sumption wrong has generally caused this to
be a taboo area for social psychologists:

As an aside, I might mention that physical attrac-
tiveness is rarcly investigated as an antecedent of
liking—cven though a casual observation (even by
us experimental social psvcholopists) would indicate
that we seem to react differently to beautifel women
than to homely women. It is difficelt to be certain
why the effects of physical beauty have not been
studied more systematically. It may be that, at some
levels, we would hate to find evidence indicating
that beautiful women are better liked than homely
women—somehow this seems undemocratic, In a
democracy we like to feel that with hard work and
a good deal of motivation, & person can accomplish
almost anvthing. But, alas (most of us believe),
hard ‘work cannot make an ugly woman beautiful.
Because of this suspicion perhaps most social psy-
chologists implicitly prefer to believe that beauty is
indeed only skin deep—and avoid the investigation
of its social impact for fear they might learn other-
wise [p. 160].

The present study was an attempt to de-
termine if a physical attractiveness stereo-
type exists and, if so, to investigate the con-
tent of the stereotype along several dimen-
sions. Specifically, it was designed to investi-
gate {a) whether physically attractive stimu-
lus persons, both male and female, are as-
sumed to possess more socially desirable per-
sonality iraits than unattractive persons and
(5) whether they are expected to lead better
lives than unattractive individuals. With re-
spect to the latter, we wished to determine if
physically attractive persons are generally
- expected to be. better husbands and wives,
better ‘parents, and more successful socially
and occupationaily than less attractive per-
sons.

Because it seemed possible that jealousy
might attenuate these effects (if one is jealous
of ancther, he may be reluctant to accord the
other the status that he feels the other de-
serves), and since subjects might be expected
to be more jealous of attractive stimulus per-
sons of the same sex than of the opposite
sex, we examined the Sex of Subject X Sex of
Stimulus Person interactions along the dimen-
sions described above,

. MEeTHOD
Subjects

Sixty students, 30 males and 30 females, who were
enrolled in an introductory course in psychology at
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the University of Minnesota participated fa the o,
periment. Each had agreed to participate in return 1.
experitental points to be added to their Hnal ey
grade.

Procedure

When the subjects arrived at the designated roo=
they were introduccd to the experiment as 4 st
of accuracy in person perception. The experimeznte-
stated that while psychological studies have shows
that people de form detailed impressions ol othesy
on the basis of a very few cues, the variables de-
termining the extent to which these early imj.res.
sions are generally accurate have not yet heen c.m
pletely identified. The subjects were teld that ik
purpose of the present study was to compare persos
perception accuracy of untrained college studen's
with two other groups who had been trained »
various interpersonal perception techniques, speus.
cally graduate students in ciinical psychology ard

clinical psychologists, The experimenter noted L. -

belief that person perception accuracy is a ge
ability varying among people. Therefore, accordisz
to the experimenter, college students who are hizh oz
this ability may be as accurate as some professivna
clinicians when mazking first-impression Judgments
based on noninterview material. o

The subjects were told that standard sets of phot.-
graphs would be used as the basis for personalit:
inferences. The individuals depicted in the phous-
graphs were said-to be part of a group of collews
students currently enrolled at other universities whe
were participating in a longitudinal study ol pers:n.
ality development scheduled to continue into adui
hood. It would be possible, therefore, to assess the
accuracy of each subject’s judgments against inior-
mation currently available on the stimulus persofs
and also against forthcoming information.

Stimulus materials. Following the introductivs.
each subject was given three envelopes. Each vu-
velope contained ome photo of a stimulus person i
approximately the subject’s own age. One of the
three envelopes that the subject received contained
a photograph of a physically attractive stimulus
person; gnother contaitied a photograph of a per-on
of average attractiveness; and the final envelope
contained a photograph of a relatively unattractive
stimulus person. Half of our subjects received three
pictures of girls; the remainder received pictures ol
boys.

+ The physical attractiveness rating of cach of the
pictures was determined in a preliminary studr
One hundred Minnesota undergraduates ritted 3¢
yearbook pictures of persons of the opposite =3
with respect to physical attractiveness. The critens
for chuosing the 12 pictures to be used experimentalis
were (@) high-interrater agreement as to the physi-
cal attractiveness of the stimulus (the averapge intes-
rater correlation for ail of the pictures was 0
and (b) pictures chosen to represent the very al-
tractive categery and very unattractive category were

‘not at the extreme ends of attractiveness.
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To increase the generalizability of our findings and
1o insure that the general dimension of attractive-
sess Wwas the characteristic respended 1o (rather than
gnique characteristics such as hair color, etc.}, 12
Jifficrent sets of three pictures cach were prepared.
Fach subject. received and rated only 1 sct. Which
1 of the 12 sets of pictures the subject received, the
order in which each of the three envelopes in the
«l were presented, and the ratings made of the
person depicted, were all randomly determined.

Dependent variables. The subjects were requested
1o record their judgments of the three stimulus per-
.ons in several booklets® The first page of each
booklet cautioned the subjects that this study was
an investigation of accuracy of person perception
ind that we were not interested in the subjccts’
tact, politeness, or other factors usually important
in social situations, It was stressed that it was im-
portant for the subject to rate the stimulus persons
frankly.

The booklets tapped impressions of the stimulus
person along several dimensions. First, the subjects
were asked to open the frst envelope and then to

sate the person depicted on 27 different personality

‘traits {whichk were arranged in random order).®
The subjects’ ratings were made on 6-point scales,
the ends of which were labeled by polar opposites
{ie., exciting—dull). When these ratings had been
computed, the subject was asked to open the second
envelope, make ratings, and therr open the third
envelope.

In a subsequent booklct, the subjects were asked
to assess the stimulus persons on five additional
personality traits.” These ratings were made on a
slightly different scale. The subjects were asked to
indicate which stimulus person possessed the “most™
and “least” of a given trait. The stimulus person
thought to best represent a positive trait was as-
sizned a score of 3; the stimulus person thougzht to
possess an imtermediate amount of the trait was

assigned a score of 2; and the stimulus person
thought to least represcnt the trait was assigned 2
score of 1. .

% A detailed report of the items included in these
hooklets is available. Order Decument No. 01972
from the National Auxiliary Publication Service of
the American Society for Information Science, c¢/o
CCM Information Services, Inc, 909 3rd Avenue,
New York, New York 10022, Remit in advance
5500 for photocopies or $2.00 for microfiche and
make checks pavable tor Research and Microfilm
Publications, Inc.

o ‘The subjects were asked how altruistic, conven-
tional, seli-assertive, excitine, stable, emotional, de-
pendent, safe, interesting, penuine, seositive, outgo-
ing, sexually permissive, sincere, warm, sociable,
competitive, obvious, kind, maodest, strony, serious,
* sexually warm, simple, poised, bold, and suphisti-
cated each-stimules person wis.

T The subjects rated stimulus persons on the fol-
fowing traits: Criendliness, enthusiasm, physical ut-
tractiveness, socil poise, and trustworthiness.
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In a previous experiment (see Footnote 5), a
subset of items was selected to comprise an index of
the social desirability of the persenality traits as-
signed to the stimulus person. The subjects’ ratings
of vach stimulus person on the appropriate items
were simply summed to delermine the extent to
which the subject perceived each’ stimulus person as
socially desirabie.

In order to assess whether or not attractive per-
sons are expected to lead happier and more success-
ful lives than unattractive persons, the subjects were
asked to estimate which of the stimulus persons
would be most likely, and which least likely, to have
a number of different life experiences. The subjects
were teminded again that their estimates would
eventually be checked for accuracy as the lives of
the various stimulus persons evolved. The subjects’ -
estimates of the stimulus person's probable life ex-
periences formed indexes of the stimulus person’s
future happiness in four areas: (e} marital happi-
ness {Which stimulus person is most likely io ever
be divorced?); (b} parental happiness (Which stim-
ulus person is most likely to be a good parent?);
(c) social and professional happiness (Which stimu-
lus person is most likely to experience deep personal
fulfillment?) ; and (d) total happiness (sum of In-
dexes g, b, and c). . i

A fith index, an occupational success index, was
also obtained for each stimulus person. The subjects
were asked to indicate which of the three stimuius
persons would be most likely to engage in 30 dif-
ferent occupations. (The order in which the oaccupa-
tions were presented and the estimates made was
randomized.) The 30 occupations had heen chosen
such that three status levels of 10 different general
occupations were represented, three examples of
which follow: Army sergeant (low status); Army
captain {average status); Army colonel (high
status). Each time a high-status occupation was’
foreseen for a. stimulus person, the stimulus person
was assigned 2 score of 3; when a moderate status
occupation was foreseen, the stimulus person was
assigned a score of 2; when a Jow-status occupation
was foreseen, a score of I was assigned. The average
status of occupatiens that a subject ascribed to a
stimulus person constituted the score for that stimu-
jus person in the occupationmal status index.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Manipniation Check

Tt is clear that our manipulation of the
relative attractiveness of the stimulus persons
depicted was effective. The six unattractive
stimulus persons were seen as less attractive
than the average stimulus persons, who, in
turn, were seen as less atiractive than the six
atteactive  stimulus  persons.  The stimulus
persons’ mean rankings on the attractiveness
dimension were 1.12, 2.02, and 2.87, respec-
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TABLE 1
TRAITS ATTRIBUTED T0 VARIOUS STIMULYS OTHERS
Unattrac- .
Trait ascriptions sli;?l:l!iu-: ;::x:t::alﬁi ‘:ig:nn:{::‘se
person person person
Social desirability of
the stimulus per-
son's personality 56.31 62.42 63.39
Occupational status
of the stimulus per~
s0N L70 2.02 2.25
Marital competence
of the stimmulus per-
son 37 Tt 1.70
Parental competence
of the stimulus per-
son 3.91 4.33 354
Secial and profession-
al happiness of the
stimulus person 3.28 6.34 6.37
“Total happiness of
the stimulus person 8.83 11.60 11.60
Likelihood of marn-
age 1.52 1.82 217

=‘The higher the number, the more socially desirable, the
more prestigious anr occupation, etc., the stimulus person is
expected Lo possess, h

tively. These differences were statistically sig-
nificani (& = 939.32).%

Test of Hypotheses

It will be recalied that it was predicted
that the subjects would attribute more socially
desirable personality traits to attractive indi-
viduals than to average or unattractive indi-
viduals. Tt also was anticipated that jealousy
might attenuate these effects. Since the sub-
jects might be expected to be more jealous of
stimulus persons of the same sex than of the
opposite sex, we blocked both on sex of sub-
ject and sex of stimulus person. Ti jealousy
attenuated the predicted main effect, a sig-
nificant Sex of Subject X Sex of Stimulus
Person interaction should be secured in addi-
tion to the main effect.

Al tests for detection of linear trend and
interaction were conducted via a multivariate
analysis of variance. (This procedure is out-
lined in Hays, 1963.)

The means relevant to the hypothesis that
attractive individuals will be perceiveid to
possess more socially desirable personalities
than others are reported in Table 1. Analyses

reveal that attractive individuals were indeed

8 Throughout this report, df = 1/55.
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judged to be more socially desirable than 3.
unattractive (F = 29.61) persons. The Sb‘a-,'
Subject X Sex of Stimulus Person imer;;cv:g."-'
was insignificant (interaction F = kc._—-'
Whether the rater was of the same or {5\,
oqposite sex as the stimulus person, atlrarli-.‘.-
stimulus persens were judged as more sociy,
desirable.? ’

Furthermore, it was also hypothesized 1h,-
the subjects would assume that attracii,
stimulus persons are likely to secure maore
prestigious jobs than those of lesser- atira,
tiveness, as well as experiencing happier mar.
riages, being better parents, and enjovin:
more fulfilling social and occupational lives

The means relevant to these predicting.
concerning the estimated future life experi-
ences of individuals of varying degrees
physical attractiveness are also depicted in
Table 1. As shown in the table, there wa.
strong support for all of the preceding hy-
potheses save one. Attractive men and women
were expected to attain more prestigious -
cupations than were those of lesser atiractive-
ness {F = 42.30), and this expectation w.i-
expressed equally by raters of the same or the
opposite sex as the stimulus person (interic-
tion F = .25).

The subjects also assumed that attractive
individuals would be more competent spouscs
and have happier marriages than those of
lesser attractiveness (F = 62.54). (It micht
be noted that there is some evidence that thi-
may be a correct perception. Kirkpatrick and

9 Before runming the prelimipary experiment T
determine the identity of traits usually associatel
with a socially desirable person (see Footnote ®°.
we had assumed that an exciting date, a nurturunt
person, and a person of pood character would b
perceived as quite different personality types. Cun-
ceptually, for example, we expected that an exciting
date would be seen to reguire a person who wat
unpredictable, challenging, etc, while a npurturant
person would be scen to be predictable and un-
threatening. It became clear, however, that thew
distinctions were not ones which made semse to the
subjects. There was almost total overlup betweest
the traits chosen as representative of an exciting date.
of a nurturant person, and a person of woutd ol
cthical character. All were strongly correlated with
social desirability. Thus, attractive stimulus persube
are assumed to be more exciting dates (F = 39970,
more nuriurant individuals (F = 1396), and to ke
better character (F = 19.57) than persons of Jowt
attractiveness,
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Cotton {1951}, reported that “well-adjuste »

wives weré more physically attractive than
~badly adjusted” wives, “Adjustment,” how-
ever, was assessed by friends’ perceptions,
«hich may have been affected by the stereo-
wpe evident here.)

According to the means reported in Table
1, it is clear that attractive individuals were
not expected to be better parents (F = 1.47).
in fact, attractive persons were rated some-
what lower than any other group of stimulus
persons as potential parents, although no
Jatistically significant differences were ap-
parent.

As predicted, attractive stimulus persons
were assumed to have better prospects for
happy social and professional lives (F =
21.97). All in all, the attractive stimulus per-
«wns were expected to have more total happi-
ness in their lives than those of lesser attrac-
tiveness (F = 24.20).

The preceding results did not appear to be
attenuated by a jealousy effect (Sex of Sub-
ject % Stimulus Terson interaction Fs = .01,
07, .21, and .03, respectively).

The subjects were also asked to estimate
the likelihood that the various stimulus per-
sons would marry early or marry at all. Re-
sponses were combined inte a single index.
It is evident that the subjects assumed that
the attractive stimulus persons were more
likely to find an acceptable partner than
those of lesser attractiveness (F = 33.84).
Attractive individuals were expected to marry
eartier and to be less likely to remain single.
Once again, these conclusions were reached by
all subjects, regardless of whether they were
of the same or opposite sex of the stimulus
person (interaction F = .01).

‘The results suggest that a physical attrac-
tiveness stereotype exists and that its content
is perfectly compatible with the “What is
beautiful is good™ thesis. Not only are physi-
cally attractive persons assumed to possess
more socially desirable personalities. than
those of lesser afttractiveness, but it is pre-
sumed that their lives will be happier and
more successful,

The results also suggest that the physical
attractiveness variable may have u number of
implications for a variety of aspects of sociul
interaction and influence. For example, it is
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clear that physically attractive individuals
may have even more advantages in the dating
market than has previously been assumed. In
addition to an aesthetic advantage in marry-
ing a beautiful spouse (cf. Josselin de Jong,
1952), potential marriage partners may also
assume that the beautiful attract all of the
world’s material benefits and happiness.
‘Thus, the lure of an attractive marriage part-
ner should be strong indeed,

We do not know, of course, how well this
stereotype stands up against contradictery in-
formation. Nor do we know the extent to
which it determines the pattern of social
interaction that develops with a person of a
particular attractiveness level. Nevertheless,
it would be odd ¥ people did not behave
toward others in accordanece with this stereo-
type. Such behavior has been previously
noted anecdotaily. Monahan (1941} has ob-
served that '

Even social workers accustomed to dealing with all
tvpes often find it difficult to think of a normal,
pretty girl as being puilty of a crime. Most people,
for some inexplicable reasen, think of crime in terms
of abnormality in appearance, and I must say that
beautiful women are not often convicted fp. 103].

A host of other familiar social psychological
dependent variables also should be affected
in predictable ways.

In the above connection, it might be noted
that if standards of physical attractiveness
vary widely, knowledge of the content of the
physical attractiveness stereotype would be of
limited usefulness in predicting its effect on
social interaction and the development of the
self-concept. The present study was not de-
signed to investigate the degree of variance
in perceived beauty. {The physical attractive-
ness ratings of the stimulus materials were
made by college students of a similar back-
ground to those who participated in this
study.) Preliminary evidence {Cross & Cross,
1971) suggests that such differences in per-
ceived beauty may not be as severe ds some
observers have suggested.
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