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Chapter 1: General Introduction

INTRODUCTION
When humans come across other people, many different aspects of their
appearance are processed quickly, leading to instant impressions of and
attitudes about them. Without being aware of it, those mental representations
guide human social behavior to a great extent. This behavior more often
than not is aimed at the fulfillment of goals and desires. An interpersonal
context in which the link between appearance and social behavior is most
clear is when a man and woman meet for the first time. Quickly, faces and
bodies are scanned, after which predictions about the other person’s goals
are made and own goals are subtly communicated. At least, that is what
common sense tells us. In fact, we know relatively little of what takes place
in these first encounters, in particular of the role of physical appearance. For
example, are all humans aiming at attracting good-looking persons? And does
this goal result in behavior to fulfill it? In this dissertation, I focused on the
subtle behavioral effects a person’s physical attractiveness has on oppositesex others in interactions. Particularly, I investigated differences between men
and women in the importance they attribute to attractiveness and the influence
attractiveness has on their interpersonal behaviors.
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MATE PREFERENCES
This is not the first academic endeavor on physical attractiveness and close
relationships. Notably, most scientific efforts of the last few decades that
focused on physical attractiveness took place in the field of human mating
behavior, which deals with behavioral and cognitive processes that are involved
in short and long-term relationships formations. In a time in which evolutionary
reasoning about the human psyche was (and still is) increasing, research
concerning physical attractiveness focused particularly on partner preferences
(e.g., Rhodes, 2006; Thornhill & Gangestadt, 1999). The evolutionary theories
considered these preferences in the light of advantages (related to survival or
procreation) of our ancestors who possessed these preferences over ancestors
who did not. Before describing some of the most influential theoretical
evolutionary perspectives, I will first define physical attractiveness and,
second, reflect on whether physical attractiveness correlates with biological
advantages.
Physical Attractiveness and Its Biological Benefits
Physical attractiveness constitutes many bodily and facial features, has different
meanings for men and women, and is remarkably universal across cultures.
Of course, variations over time can be found, as has been illustrated nicely
by research on prosperity-dependent bodily features of Playboy models,
with Playmates of the Year being taller and heavier – indicating more bodily
resources and physical health – in less secure times (Pettijohn & Jungeberg,
2004). Nonetheless, in general, descriptions of what is physically attractive
seem fairly stable across time and culture (Rhodes, 2006). For example, with
regard to bodily features, physical attractiveness is correlated with agerelated qualities, symmetry, athletic body shapes in men, and waist-to-hip
ratios in women (Berry, 2000).
However, in this dissertation, physical attractiveness is constrained
to facial physical attractiveness that has a particularly prominent place
in attractiveness research. Overall, faces labeled attractive are rather
symmetrical, average (non-distinctive), and sexually dimorphic (i.e., feminine
female or masculine male), as a recent meta-analysis showed (Rhodes, 2006).
Characteristics typically present in attractive female faces are large eyes and
lips, high cheekbones and small chins, whereas in attractive male faces a square
chin and jaw, large nose, thick brows, and large forehead patch are prevailing
(Berry, 2000; Rhodes, 2006). Of these traits many have been associated with
hormonal and immunogenic processes that increase health and fertility (Symons,
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1979; Zebrowitz & Rhodes, 2004; but see also Kalick, Zebrowitz, Langlois, &
Johnsons, 1998). Because of these correlates of facial attractiveness, it has
been hypothesized that a preference for these characteristics in potential mates
would promote reproductive success, that is, number (especially for men) and
survival of offspring (Symons; Thornhill & Gangestadt, 1999). In the reported
studies in this dissertation, physical attractiveness refers to objective (thirdparty) ratings of facial attractiveness. In general, there is great consensus
about what is physically attractive, with great inter-rater reliability of ratings
of physical attractiveness (Burns & Farina, 1992; Marcus & Miller, 2003).

10

Evolutionary Theories of Mate Preferences
The Parental Investment Theory (PIT; Trivers, 1972) and the theory based on
several premises derived from PIT, the Sexual Strategies Theory (SST; Buss
& Schmitt, 1993) have largely influenced research on the importance of
physical attractiveness in human mating behavior. What both theories have in
common is their emphasis on sex-differences in mate preferences. Trivers’ PIT
is an important theory on sexual selection, which emphasizes the influence of
discrepancies in efforts (in the broadest sense) that both sexes spend on their
offspring. This model is able to explain and predict a broad range of sexdifferentiated characteristics, among which physical features, behaviors, and
innate preferences. For example, within species, the sex who is not responsible
for breeding - not necessarily the male in all species - is usually larger as a
consequence of intra-sexual competition, that is, the biological demand of
proving to be physically strong enough to protect partner and offspring from
harm (Trivers, 1972).
Importantly, PIT also explained why men should be particularly focused
on physically attractive mates, since physical attractiveness reflects the capacity
to reproduce. For women, on the other hand, this should be less the case
because of their relatively high investment in offspring and limited numbers of
offspring. These constraints on female reproduction were hypothesized to have
encouraged the evolution of selectivity in mate choice and a preference for
mates who can provide resources and security for their offspring. A cue for such
abilities in humans is social status (or SES, socio-economical status). Therefore,
women appear to place more value on this characteristic in potential mates
than men. Nevertheless, physical attractiveness should be of importance to
women as well, since it is an indicator of physical health and gene quality.
Accordingly, SST (Buss & Schmitt, 1993) described mate preferences
in relation to mating strategies of men and women, and included the
differentiation between short and long-term intentions to determine the
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preferred characteristics in a mate. The predicted mate preferences were
regarded as solutions to “adaptive problems confronted to effectively pursue
short-term and long-term matings” (p. 206). Relevant to physical attractiveness,
“problems” were identified with regard to gene quality and fertility. It was
predicted that women should be particularly focused on physical attractiveness
(as a proxy for gene quality) in short-term relations, but not in long-term
relations, whereas men should be focused on physical attractiveness in both
types of relations (as a proxy for fertility). Although SST received considerable
amounts of critique for its weak evidence and confounding factors, such as the
influence of social norms and social desirability (e.g., Eagly & Wood, 1999;
Miller, Putcha-Bhagavatula, & Pedersen, 2002), the raised hypotheses about
mate preferences inspired a vast number of researchers to investigate sex
differences and the evolutionary basis for them. Next, I will outline empirical
evidence concerning the sex-differences in the preference for physically
attractive mates and mates with high social status.

11
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EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE
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Reported Mate Preferences
Evidence based primarily on self-report measures (e.g., preference
questionnaires, desirability ratings of manipulated targets in vignette studies)
strongly suggests that both sexes prefer physically attractive mates over
a physically unattractive (Berscheid, Dion, Walster, & Walster, 1971; Buss,
Shackelford, Kirkpatrick, & Larsen, 2001; Cartar, Hicks & Slane, 1996;
Greitemeyer, 2005; Kurzban & Weeden, 2005; Regan, 1998; Sprecher
& Regan, 2002; Struckman-Johnson & Struckman-Johnson, 1994; Walster,
Aronson, Abrahams, & Rottman, 1966), which may not come as a surprise.
Furthermore, many studies – the majority with similar self-report research
designs – on mate preferences focused on sex-differences and found evidence
that men reported stronger preferences for attractive mates than women
and that status-related characteristics (e.g., ambition, social status, financial
prospects) were more important to women than to men (e.g., Buss, 1989; Buss
& Barnes, 1986; Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Feingold, 1990; Li, Bailey, Kenrick &
Linsenmeier, 2002; Sprecher, Sullivan, & Hatfield, 1994).
In addition, research on personal advertisements demonstrates that
these sex-differences with regard to physical attractiveness and social status
also show up in the descriptions of what people are looking for in a date (Deaux,
& Hanna, 1984; Hatfield & Sprecher, 1986; Smith, Waldorf, & Trembath,
1990; for a meta-analysis, see Feingold, 1990; but see also Strassberg &
Holty, 2003). Finally, also analyses of members’ dating decisions on online
dating sites confirmed the higher male desire for a physically attractive date,
although it was also an important factor for women’s dating choices (Lee,
Loewenstein, Ariely, Hong, & Young, 2008).
These findings were interpreted as evidence for the adaptive functions
of mate preferences in favor of fertile female partners and healthy male
mates capable of providing resources. However, it is important to mention that
sex-differences in mate preferences for physical attractiveness, among other
things, were found to depend on several contextual factors. First of all, it was
shown that the used paradigms contributed to the strength of the sex-differences
in the importance of attractiveness, with an apparent positive relation to the
degree of self-report of preferences in the studies (Feingold, 1990). That is,
the sex-differences were present in all types of paradigms, but they were
notably smaller in paradigms that involved measures of “behavior” such as
popularity analyses, ratings of liking in vignette studies, and after dyadic
interactions than in explicit self-reports of preferences such as questionnaires
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and personal ads. To further illustrate this point, a recent study on mate
preferences and subsequent dating choices in speed-dating sessions found
physical attractiveness to be highly important in terms of stated preferences
and choices of both men and women, but a sex-difference only emerged for
the stated preferences and not for people’s actual choices (Eastwick & Finkel,
2008). Related methodological considerations will be discussed in more detail
later.
Secondly, as analyses by Eagly and Wood (1999) nicely showed,
socio-cultural factors (more specifically, “gender equality”, as represented
by a United Nations index) were highly predictive of the strength of sexdifferences in the preferences for mates who score highly on characteristics
traditionally linked to the division of labor. That is, in “low gender equality“
countries women had a stronger preference for men with good financial
prospects and men stronger preferred spouses who were good housekeepers
than in “high gender equality” countries. No effects of gender equality were
found for sex-differences in the importance of attractiveness, suggesting a
more robust universal sex-difference.
A final important contextual factor involves the differences between
short and long-term relationship contexts in terms of preferred partner
characteristics. For example, the idea of strategic pluralism holds that
differential functions of short and long-term mating determine the preferred
characteristics in a partner (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000). More specifically,
sexual encounters in a short-term context are more likely to involve benefits
of genetic quality (“good genes”) for women, in contrast to characteristics
predictive of future resources in case of a long-term partner. In accordance
with SST and the strategic pluralism idea several studies found evidence for
a stronger preference of women for physically attractive males if they were
considered short-term mates instead of long-term mates (Buunk, Dijkstra,
Fetchenhauer, & Kenrick, 2002; Kenrick, Groth, Trost, & Sadalla, 1993; Li
& Kenrick, 2006; Scheib, 2001). In contrast, characteristics related to social
status were less important in short than in long-term contexts.
Returning to physical attractiveness, even considering the rather
complicated sex-differences, evidence for a general preference for physically
attractive mates is obvious. I will now take a short detour to further demonstrate
this by reviewing some evidence from studies that use indirect measures of
preferences for attractive opposite-sex others.
Social-Cognitive Consequences of Physical Attractiveness
Indications for the importance of physical attractiveness also come from studies

13
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that investigated processing of visual stimuli depicting attractive or unattractive
targets. In particular, attention and memory received scientific interest. Physically
attractive faces of the preferred sex seem to catch visual attention (Krupp,
2008; Maner, Gailliot, Rouby, & Miller, 2007; Maner et al., 2003), and these
faces are remembered better, which is indicative of more profound processing
(Becker, Kenrick, Guerin, & Maner, 2005; Maner et al., 2003). These biases
in processing provide clues about the mate preferences people have. They
converge to suggest that physical attractiveness is a factor that people (or at
least, their neurological designs) assign importance to. As Tooby and Cosmides
(1990) explained, such cognitive biases are to be expected (i.e., are likely
to have evolved) toward objects that have reproductive value to humans. This
view implies that the physical attractiveness preference is an innate mechanism
that directs individuals to mates with high mate quality.
To summarize, the mate preference and related sex-differences
for physical attractiveness and social status received considerable scientific
support, but questions regarding its strength, causes, and, as I will discuss next,
influences on behavior remain unanswered. If humans have indeed evolved
certain mate preferences, it would be likely that these have behavioral
consequences. After all, it is behavior that determines the advantages of
evolved social psychological mechanisms.

14
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Interpersonal consequences of the attractiveness
preference
Limitations of Self-Reports
Although the importance of physical attractiveness on human mating processes
has received considerable attention from scholars, conclusions about its effects
on human behavior are relatively scarce. The main reason for this is due to
the fact that relevant human mating research mainly involved explicit mate
preference measurements of which people need to be aware. This awareness
is a consequence of explicitly asking people to report what constitutes their
ideal partners or rating their desires toward manipulated vignettes (i.e.,
pictures accompanied by short person descriptions). However, the extent to
which people are aware of what they desire or of what drives their behaviors
and choices is extremely limited (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977; Wegner, 2002;
Wilson, 2002). This applies to mate preferences as well, which is confirmed
by two recent studies using speed-dating designs. These studies found that
correlations between people’s self-reported partner preferences (including
physical attractiveness) and their dating decisions are virtually absent (Eastwick
& Finkel, 2008; Kurzban & Weeden, 2007).
Thus, what people report to be attracted to may not necessarily map
their actual behavior, which devalues the confidence researchers display when
using self-report studies to investigate mate preferences. A clear example
for this idea is Feingold’s (1990) observation that, with decreasing levels of
self-report, sex-differences in the importance of attractiveness also decrease.
Apparently, sex-differences are artificially large if people have to explicitly
report on them. This fact has been used in theories that argued that sexdifferences found in many studies reflected the norms and gender roles of
a specific research sample (e.g., Eagly & Wood, 1999). One reason for
the relatively weak validity of self-report methods is that target persons in
vignette studies are not highly representative of real persons (Wiederman &
Dubois, 1998), which makes norm-based imagination likely to occur. I do not
claim that self-report studies are totally invalid and useless, but I want to feed
the idea that other paradigms, measures other than self-reports, and more
representative targets are necessary if the goal is to draw conclusions about
interactive behaviors, specifically as a function of physical attractiveness.
Nonverbal Communications in Mixed-Sex Dyads
Up to now, there is little knowledge about the generalizability of reported
mate preferences to interactive behaviors in dyads between two unacquainted
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opposite-sex individuals. An interesting category of behavior that did receive
attention for its relation with interpersonal attraction is nonverbal behavior.
Since nonverbal behavior has subtle communicative functions, it is very likely to
be employed in covertly indicating romantic interest. Relevant studies focused
on gazing, smiling, bodily postures, gestures, and synchrony (e.g., Givens, 1978;
Grammer, 1990; Grammer, Kruck, Juette, & Fink, 2000; Grammer, Kruck,
& Magnusson, 1998; Moore, 1985), but only a few significant correlations
with reported attraction were found, among which lip-pouts, head-tilts, and
shoulder-shrugs for women (Givens, 1978). In addition, women who professed
interest in their interaction partners displayed more coy smiles (Grammer et al.,
2000), as well as specific postures related to bodily presentations (Grammer,
1990). Men, on the other hand, adopted a relative dominant posture and
orientation toward the female if they were interested (Grammer, 1990).
As Kirkendall (1961) reported, few people have ideas what their own
and other people’s flirtatious behavior entails, which places courtship behavior
in the category of spontaneous nonverbal behaviors (Buck & VanLear, 2002).
Behaviors of this type are thought to be based upon biologically shared
signal systems, and, when displayed in social contexts, to “… communicate,
albeit unintentionally, relational messages” (Buck & VanLear, p. 535). This
suggests that low levels of awareness and control are present as far as
nonverbal courtship signals are concerned, as if somehow an innate or learned
repertoire of behaviors is put in use in order to seduce a mate. Important
for this dissertation is, that the mentioned nonverbal behaviors are small in
number, but, above all, not sex-neutral. That is, the behaviors seem linked
to sex-differentiated channels of behaviors, representing either masculine
(dominant postures) or feminine behaviors (lip-pouts, head tilts, hair flips,
coy smiles). This makes between-sex comparisons on these behaviors difficult.
Therefore, I identified two sex-neutral nonverbal behaviors in the literature
that are suitable to compare sexes as a function of attraction, namely mimicry
and gazing.
Mimicry has been shown to appear automatically (outside of awareness
and control, Chartrand & Bargh, 1999) and to function more or less as a social
facilitator (Lakin & Chartrand, 2003; Van Baaren, Holland, Kawakami, &
Van Knippenberg, 2004). More specifically, if someone likes another person,
s/he is more likely to mimic that person. This can occur via several channels of
behavior, among which nonverbal behaviors, such as gestures, postures, and
expressions. Mimicry has been largely ignored in studies on courtship behavior.
Although the one study we know of did not find relations between liking and
mimicry in dyads of opposite-sex strangers (Grammer et al., 1998), mimicry
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remains a good option if the goal is to seek subtle nonverbal indicators of
interpersonal attraction.
The second type of nonverbal behavior of interest (gazing) refers
to visual attention to the upper facial region (in particular the eyes) of the
interaction partner. Gazing appears to be related to liking in interactions
(Breed & Porter, 1972; Burgoon,
������������������������������������������������
Manusov, Mineo, & Hale, 1985; Exline &
Winters, 1965; Harper,
�����������������������������������������������������������
Wiens, & Matarazzo, 1978) and, importantly, people
usually are not very aware (Kleinke, 1986) or in control of their gazing
behaviors (Ellyson & Dovidio, 1985). These characteristics of gazing support
the use of it as indirect measures of attraction.
Moderating Factors in Behavioral Consequences of Attraction
In order to investigate the effects of attraction on interpersonal behaviors,
first several potential moderating factors need to be considered, namely sexdifferences in attraction-communication and the degree to which attractiveness
of both dyad members matches or not. Both moderators will be discussed
next.
Sex-differences in courtship behavior. Grammer et al. (2000) investigated
to what extent men and women would differ in the relations between romantic
interest and displayed nonverbal behavior. They hypothesized that the (earlier
mentioned) differences in parental investment should also affect the degree to
which interest is communicated. Because of the more profound consequences
of mating, women would benefit from being selective when choosing their
partners and keeping control of their situations. Cautiousness and ambiguity
would provide relatively high degrees of control over the outcomes of
interactions. Grammer et al. (2000) found that in the first three minutes of the
interactions, women did not display behaviors in frequencies that correlated
with the reported attraction, in contrast to their behaviors in the later stages
of the interactions. Also, it seemed that the behaviors of men “followed” the
women’s and not the other way round, suggesting high levels of control by
women. In line with Grammer et al. (2000), I think that research on behaviors,
as a function of attraction in mixed-sex dyads, should take into account the
sex-differences in the ease of communications of interest or attraction.
 Specific non-verbal behaviors for which this effect was found, were labeled “affirmation
signals” and included head tilts, primping, coy smiles and illustrating gestures. Notably,
frequencies of many other non-verbal behaviors that were coded (e.g., smiling, hair flips) did
not correlate with professed interest. In Chapter 6 I will discuss in more detail how the low
number of validated non-verbal behaviors constrains observational studies on attraction.
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Matching attractiveness. A second important moderator in the links
between attraction and communication involves a person’s own attractiveness.
A phenomenon that has been investigated since the early ages of relationship
research is the widely known fact that within relationships there are high
degrees of overlap in characteristics. Partners usually are similar in several
domains, such as social background, education, and attitudes, but, more
importantly, also in their physical attractiveness (Feingold, 1988). Although
even laymen are aware of this, social psychologists have barely started to
grasp the underlying processes. Two contrasting hypotheses have been posed,
of which the first treats attractiveness similarity as a logical consequence of
the fact that all people prefer attractive partners (but that not all people will
succeed in getting one and will opt for less attractive partners), and the second
claims that people have attractiveness preferences that are adjusted to their
own attractiveness (Kalick & Hamilton, 1986). There is limited evidence for the
latter (i.e., adjusted preference) explanation. Berscheid, Dion, Walster, and
Walster (1971) found evidence for small adjustments in preferences, but at
the same time their results strongly supported the idea that all people prefer
physically attractive partners.
Nevertheless, I assume that matching of attractiveness in dyads may
have important effects on the degrees to which attraction is communicated
actively. Since the human organism (as any other) is programmed to avoid
negative outcomes, previous experiences with other people may stimulate
individuals to only put efforts in those goals that have a significant probability
of success with the highest possible (positive) outcome. Therefore, it is likely that
the degrees of similarity in attractiveness affect interpersonal behaviors in
mixed-sex dyads, specifically behaviors aimed at affiliation, which we termed
relational investment throughout the dissertation.
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Approach motivation
I also focused on an automatic social-cognitive mechanism that can be
investigated outside dyads, namely approach motivation. Approach motivation
is theorized to guide people automatically toward beneficial and away from
harmful objects in their environment (e.g., Elliot, 2006; Chen & Bargh, 1999).
Several studies showed that people are faster at approaching positive stimuli
than negative stimuli – measured by tasks that, for example, require pulling or
pushing a lever (Solarz, 1960). This idea, it has been hypothesized, applies to
all objects in our environment that have some positive/negative or beneficial/
harmful values. When we extend this idea to opposite-sex people, it is likely
that people display similar approach-avoidance tendencies toward attractive
opposite-sex others. Since these people are associated with high mate-values
and corresponding reproductive potentials, automatic approach responses
toward them would be advantageous. Conversely, unattractive opposite-sex
others are less strongly associated with high mate-values and reproductive
potentials and may thus be expected to elicit less strong approach responses.
Approach-avoidance responses toward faces ranging in attractiveness have not
yet been investigated. An additional aspect of approach motivation, relevant
for human mating behaviors, is that it is assumed to depend on salient goals. If
this idea of goal-dependency of approach motivation were correct, romantic
or sexual desires would likely affect approach-avoidance responses.
Together, approach-avoidance responses toward faces of different
levels of attractiveness could provide indications of behavioral dispositions as
a function of mating-relevant person characteristics. Because of the behavioral
component, such dispositions are interesting to predict interpersonal behavior
as a function of attractiveness.
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Manipulating attractiveness
In order to make more valid claims about mating-related behaviors, we
believe that observation of behaviors – and not self-reported preferences
or desires – is necessary. With regard to physical attractiveness, this would
necessitate variations of physical attractiveness in the interaction partners
the participants would converse with. Roughly three ways of doing so can
be found in the literature. The first method concerns placing two individuals
together who naturally differ in attractiveness (e.g., Berry & Miller, 2001;
Garcia, Stinson, Ickes, Bissonnette, & Briggs, 1991). However, it is difficult to
determine causal relations with this type of study, because of the complex
way in which interactions may develop. A second method of attractiveness
variation is the artificial manipulation of confederates with the use of cosmetics
and clothing (Fugita, Agle, Newman, & Walfish 1977; Kleck & Rubenstein,
1975). A complicating factor in this type of manipulation is that it is impossible
to keep these confederates ignorant of the experimental conditions they are
taking part in, thus fostering the risk of adapted behaviors in accordance with
their ideas of the research goals and their own hypotheses. In addition, strong
manipulations are difficult to establish with cosmetics, since a person’s natural
physical attractiveness remains of influence.
The third and most valid method of manipulating attractiveness in reallife interactions is the use of confederates that naturally differ in attractiveness,
but only a few studies did so (e.g., Kleinke, Staneski, & Berger, 1975; Kleinke,
Staneski, & Pipp, 1975). The advantages of such manipulations are that the
confederates are unaware of the manipulation and can be trained to behave
in the same (to a certain level of course) way as the other confederates, thus
creating relatively stable conditions in which the behaviors of the participants
can be studied.
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Research overview
In the current dissertation behavior in interactions with opposite-sex people is
investigated, with emphasis on physical attractiveness. Physical attractiveness as
a mate preference is regarded to be strongly related to attraction processes.
However, for mate preferences to have effects on subsequent pairings, they
should influence behaviors during male-female dyads. The main research
question throughout this dissertation is how physical attractiveness affects
interpersonal behaviors in mixed-sex dyads. The fundamentals of the research
questions and hypotheses are derived from evolutionary theories that highlight
sex-differences in mate preferences and mating strategies. Thus, I aimed
at shedding a light on how evolutionary preferences will affect short social
interactions between unacquainted single men and women, more specifically
how the preference for physically attractive mates affects interpersonal
responses in mixed-sex dyads. Due to the importance of the first moments of
the interactions for the subsequent developments of the relationships, these
encounters involve crucial communicative actions and behaviors. In addition,
implicit behavioral tasks (approach-avoidance tasks) were used to investigate
whether people possessed automatic behavioral dispositions toward physically
attractive opposite-sex others.
The first part of this dissertation involves sex-differences in mate
preferences for physical attractiveness and subsequent interpersonal behaviors,
which are judged uncontrollable in nature, to be precise, mimicry and gazing.
Differences in these types of behavior as a function of physical attractiveness
variations among interaction partners are therefore likely to reflect mate
preferences. The investigation of this idea is outlined in Chapters 2 and 3,
where the participants interacted with trained confederates who varied in
attractiveness. We expected to observe behavioral effects (i.e., Study 2:
mimicry; Study 3: gazing) of these physical attractiveness variations, with high
(vs. low) physically attractive interaction partners eliciting more mimicry and
longer gazing. However, since, from a parental investment perspective, it would
be beneficial for women to be more reluctant than men in communicating their
attraction, we expected this for men only. In addition, in Study 2 social status
of the confederate was manipulated to investigate its desirability as a partner
characteristic and its effect on mimicry.
The moderating effects of participants’ own attractiveness were
investigated in Study 4, which tested the matching hypothesis (alike will
attract alike). In this study behavioral ratings of participants by independent
coders were used to test the hypothesis that people are likelier to spend
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effort in interactions with opposite-sex people who are likelier to reciprocate
the attraction. The behavioral ratings provide more holistic judgments of a
person’s interactive behavior, combining a multitude of behavioral channels
in order to form an impression of someone’s intentions. Apart from the usual
variations in reported dating desires as a function of physical attractiveness of
the interaction partners, we expected behavioral effects. More specifically, we
predicted relatively high levels of effort (relational investment) in interactions
with opposite-sex people who were relatively similar in terms of levels of
attractiveness. However, similar to Studies 2 and 3, parental investment
differences between the sexes predicted these behavioral effects only for
men, even though women’s reported dating desires might also depend on the
interaction partners’ physical attractiveness.
Finally, in Chapter 5, three studies are reported that tested approachavoidance responses to pictures of same and opposite-sex faces that varied
in attractiveness. It was expected, on the basis of the general principle that
beneficial or valuable objects trigger corresponding behavioral responses
(approaches), that participants would display faster approach (vs. avoidance)
responses if the faces were attractive and, in particular, that these effects
would be most pronounced in the case of opposite-sex faces (Study 5.1).
The assumed motivational components underlying this approach bias were
investigated through the use of motivation-relevant decisional instructions
(Study 5.2) and a sexually arousing movie clip (Study 5.3).
Chapter 6 discusses and integrates the main findings of this dissertation
and relates them to the literature and theories I described in this chapter.
I will deal with alternative explanations and methodological limitations and
make suggestions for future research on mate preferences and interpersonal
behaviors. Chapters 2 through to 5 are all based on empirical articles and can
be read separately and in the order of preference. Some overlap between
the chapters is present because of their shared theoretical bases.
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Abstract
Studies on short-term mating (STM) yield sex differences regarding preferences
for attractiveness (important to women, very important to men) and social
status (very important to women, not to men) in potential mates. Additionally,
men generally report a greater desire to engage in STM than women. So
far, this evidence is primarily based on studies using vignettes or surveys. The
current study extended the findings on sex differences in STM by examining
actual behavior and STM-desires towards real people of the opposite sex. It
investigated whether 1) sex differences exist in STM-desire, 2) whether this
desire was affected by a confederate’s attractiveness and status, and 3) if
these sex differences were also reflected in interpersonal behavior (mimicry).
In a pub-like laboratory, single heterosexual participants performed a task
alongside a confederate of the opposite sex, who differed in attractiveness
and social status. Mimicry was observed and explicit STM-desire was
assessed. Results showed that men only desired STM more than women in the
case of an attractive partner. ����������������������������������������������
Women’s STM-desire did not vary as a function
of status or attractiveness of the potential partner��������������������������
. Men’s, but not women’s,
mimicry paralleled these differential STM-desires. These results underline the
conditionality of sex differences in STM-desire and provide a useful paradigm
to further investigate STM.

Based on:
Van Straaten, I., Engels, R. C. M. E., Finkenauer, C, & Holland, R. W. (in press). �������������������
Sex differences in
short-term mate preferences and behavioral mimicry: A semi-naturalistic experiment. Archives
of Sexual Behavior.
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Introduction
Contemporary media seem preoccupied with so-called social experiments,
such as Big Brother. Among these, a specifically popular genre turns the TV
audience into voyeuristic witnesses of human mating processes. Viewing figures
suggest that the audience loves to watch others get involved in situations that
concern purely sexual relations. Short-term mating (STM) has also received
growing attention from scientists, in particular since the introduction of sexual
strategies theory (Buss & Schmitt, 1993). Sexual strategies theory posits that
women and men differ in their desire to engage in STM (men more than
women) and in their preference for either physically attractive (important to
both sexes, but more to men than women) or high-status partners (important to
women only). Confirming evidence for these hypotheses has been found, but
contrasting findings are reported as well. To overcome some methodological
issues that might explain the contradictory findings, ��������������������
we took a different
approach, focusing on desire towards real potential partners and observing
interpersonal behavior.
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Evolution of The Desire for Short-Term Mating
Evolutionary psychologists generally agree on the adaptive function that STM
has for single men. The evolutionary perspective holds that men who strive
for sexual intercourse without relational commitment have a larger maximum
number of offspring than men who aim for just one life-time partner (Buss &
Schmitt, 1993; Symons, 1979; Trivers, 1972). Therefore, it is hypothesized
that single men will desire STM to a great extent. For women, however, the
story is more complicated, because sexual encounters hold great risks for them
(violence) and, more importantly, the possible pregnancy has more extreme
consequences for women than for men (see Trivers’ [1972] parental investment
theory). These risks are considered to make women more reluctant to engage
in STM.
Indeed, evidence shows that, compared to women, men seek a shortterm mate more strongly and report more favorable attitudes towards STM
(Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Herold & Mewhinney, 1993; Oliver & Hyde, 1993;
Roche, 1986). Men also report more casual sex partners (Baldwin & Baldwin,
1988; Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, & Michaels, 1994; Townsend, 1995;
Traeen & Lewin, 1992) and are more receptive to sexual offers than women
(Clark, 1990; Clark & Hatfield, 1989; Greitemeyer, 2005). However, ��������
several
researchers have noted that it is statistically impossible to have a gender gap
between male and female numbers of heterosexual STM-partners (Baumeister,
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Catanese, & Vohs, 2001; Brown & Sinclair, 1999; Pedersen, Miller, PutchaBhagavatula, & Yang, 2002; Wiederman, 1997). Several recent studies�
support this notion, showing that ��������������������������������������������
the gender gap in number of STM-partners is
not as universal and robust as previously stated (e.g., Cubbins & Tanfer, 2000;
Johnson et al., 2001).
What then are potential adaptive benefits for single women to engage
in STM? The two most important possible benefits for single women are
considered the direct obtainment of resources (e.g., money, food, jewelry) and
the assessment and evaluation of potential long-term mates (Buss & Schmitt,
1993; Gangestad & Simpson, 1990; Greiling & Buss, 2000; Shackelford,
Goetz, LaMunyon, Quintus, & Weekes-Shackelford, 2004; Symons, 1979).
A third hypothesized benefit for single women is considered the acquisition
of “good genes” for healthy and attractive offspring (Smith, 1984; Symons,
1979). Interestingly, these three hypotheses (resource accrual hypothesis,
mate assessment hypothesis, and good genes hypothesis) lead to specific
predictions about female STM-preferences for physical attractiveness and
social status, which we will discuss next.
Evolution of Short-Term Mating Preferences
Considering the differential adaptive functions STM appears to have for single
men and women, in what way could these be reflected in sex-similar preferences
for certain characteristics in their mate? Because for men the adaptive function
of STM lies in maximizing their number of offspring, they are hypothesized
to prefer mates who are physically attractive, thus signaling high fertility and
good genes (Buss & Schmitt, 1993). However, to some extent, men seem willing
to compromise on this precondition (e.g., Regan, 1998). For women, the resource
accrual hypothesis, mate assessment hypothesis, and good genes hypothesis
predict that both physical attractiveness and social status are of importance
in a short-term mate (Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Gangestad & Simpson, 1990).
That is, attractiveness of the man is predictive of healthy offspring in case the
mate becomes a long-term mate and in case of direct pregnancy. Further,
social status is associated with increased earning capacities, which is useful
with regard to both direct and future resources.
Although not many experimental or survey studies on STM-preferences
of single men and women have been conducted, some have supported the
��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
Additional benefits of STM have been hypothesized (including the paternity confusion
hypothesis, Hrdy, 1981; for other examples, see also Symons, 1979) in the context of
extra-pair mating (for an overview, see Greiling & Buss, 2000). However, for the current study,
we will only focus on casual sex among single women and men.
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posed hypotheses. Townsend and Wasserman (1998) used an experimental
design in which participants read vignettes depicting targets that varied
in attractiveness accompanied by varied levels of status or income related
descriptions. They found that, when comparing both sexes, men preferred
physical attractiveness more and women preferred high status. Furthermore,
both men and women preferred physically attractive mates to less attractive
mates in the context of STM as opposed to long-term mating (see also Townsend
& Levy, 1990). Similar results were obtained in several survey studies (Buss &
Schmitt, 1993; Gangestad & Simpson, 2000).
Importantly, survey and vignette studies have also obtained results
that are incompatible with the evolution-based predictions of sex differences
in preferences. For example, several reports have highlighted the similarity
between men and women in their preferences for highly attractive or high
status short-term mates, using both surveys and vignettes (Regan, 1998; Regan
& Dreyer, 1999; Sprecher & Regan, 2002). Additionally, Wiederman and
Dubois (1998), who used both ratings and vignettes with multiple manipulated
characteristics, showed that although women, as compared to men, attached
more importance to the ability of a short-term mate to provide resources,
these importance ratings did not predict their actual STM-choices. This suggests
that the frequently found sex difference in preferences for characteristics is not
indicative of the assumed innate preferences. However, we will try to explain
these conflicting results from a methodological perspective.
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Methodological Issues
The most important problem many studies on mate preferences face concerns
the poor external validity. Comparisons of the dependent measures in the
described studies with the occurrence of actual behavior cannot easily be
made. First, targets in vignette-studies typically lack realism, and “may not be
representative of potential short-term mates in the ‘real world’” (Wiederman &
Dubois, 1998, p. 166). So, participants depend on minimal information, which
forces them to use their imagination. In turn, this stimulates the incorporation
of earlier experiences and fantasies into the vignette and activates normative
scripts that are associated with these vignettes. Second, the laboratory settings
in which many experiments are conducted might evoke responses that are very
different from responses in real-life situations. The artificial laboratory activates
certain behavioral mechanisms. That is, the context might create an ambiguous
situation, because it differs greatly from normal social situations. This might
cause people to act as they assume other people would do or as they believe
the experimenter expects them to act. Taken together, these aspects of the use
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of vignettes and non-natural laboratories make participants’ responses liable
to social desirability influences.
So, how can we overcome the problems of internal and external validity?
As far as external validity is concerned, experimental studies about mating
preferences should include real-life targets. The experience of meeting the
actual person would add to the realism of questions about desires. These inner
drives are existent and can be truly felt instead of anticipated. There are a few
studies that investigated the influence of physical attractiveness on oppositesex interactions (e.g., Berry & Miller, 2001; Garcia, Stinson, Ickes, Bissonnette,
& Briggs, 1991). However, these studies randomly paired participants with
one another, resulting in diverse and incomparable situations, and STM-desire
was never assessed. In addition, external validity would particularly benefit
from the use of naturalistic environments (see, for example, Maxwell, Cook, &
Burr, 1985), in which the behavior of interest typically occurs, instead of the
usual artificial laboratory (Rocheleau, Webster, Bryan, & Frazier, 2004).
To increase internal validity, the problem of social desirability could be
partly tackled by reducing participants’ awareness of which behaviors exactly
are being investigated (Webb, Campbell, Schwartz, & Sechrest, 1966). We
believe an unobtrusive observational approach provides conditions to do so.
It is essential to create a context in which participants are not requested to
think deliberately about their own preferences. A well-known example of one
of the few observational studies on sex differences in sexual behavior is the
study by Clark and Hatfield (1989; for a replication see Clark, 1990). They
asked a class of undergraduate students to individually approach unfamiliar
opposite-sex students on campus and request them to have sex with them
the same night. The results were intriguing, because the majority of the men
complied, whereas none of the women did. However, in this study, there was
no control or manipulation of the characteristics of the requesters. Hence, it
does not address the possible influence of characteristics, such as physical
attractiveness and social status, on the desire of men and women. To our
knowledge, so far no attempts have been made to investigate this question
using observations of behavior towards non-fictional targets (for a vignette
approach, see Greitemeyer, 2005).
We were also interested whether men and women display non-verbal
cues that are indicative of their STM-desire. The proposed use of observations
provides an opportunity to investigate non-verbal behavior that is automatic
and uncontrollable, such as mimicry. Mimicry
��������������������������������������
is positively correlated with
��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
The term “mimicry” is defined here as “one individual doing what another individual does”,
which is also referred to in the literature by “imitation”.

31

Chapter 2: Mate Preferences and Mimicry

interpersonal liking (Bernieri & Rosenthal, 1991; LaFrance, 1979) and is used in
interpersonal contexts to increase affiliation (Lakin & Chartrand, 2003). Mimicry
generally occurs without awareness and is difficult to verbalize (Chartrand &
Bargh, 1999) and is therefore influenced less by social desirability processes.
Mimicry can thus provide additional evidence for sex differences in STM-desire
and preferences.
Current Study
In the current study, we investigated whether single men and women differ
in their desire to engage in STM with a person they have just met. More
specifically, we examined the moderating role physical attractiveness and
social status of this person had on the participants’ STM-desire and subsequent
mimicking behavior. To answer these questions, we conducted an observational
experimet, in which single participants performed a task with opposite-sex
confederates varying in physical attractiveness and social status. In contrast
with previous studies, we created a naturalistic social environment (a pub).
Furthermore, we used unobtrusive measures by having participants perform
a task that limited verbal interaction, but would allow mimicry of non-verbal
behavior. We observed acts of postural and behavioral mimicking. Afterwards,
self-report measures of STM-desire (“having sex” and “going on a date”)
were assessed.
We expected, in line with sexual strategies theory, men to report more
STM-desire toward a more attractive woman than toward a less attractive
woman, and we expected to find a corresponding increase in the frequency of
mimicking behavior. For women a similar, but smaller, effect of attractiveness on
STM-desire was expected (good genes hypothesis). In addition, we expected
women to report more STM-desire toward a high status as compared to a low
status man (resource acquisition hypothesis and mate assessment hypothesis).
Female mimicking behavior was expected to show corresponding patterns.
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Method
Participants
A total of119 single undergraduate students (all white) participated, of whom
59 were women (Mage = 20.50 years, SD = 2.30) and 60 were men (Mage =
21.19 years, SD = 2.68). The participants received course credits or payment
(7 €) in exchange for their participation.
Design and Procedure
The experiment consisted of a session in which the participant interacted with
a confederate of the opposite sex. A randomized 2 (Sex) x 2 (Attractiveness)
x 2 (Status) factorial design was used in which attractiveness and social status
of the confederate were manipulated.
To create a natural setting for the interaction, the experiment took
place in a so-called “bar-lab”. In this bar-lab, a real counter and bar stools
were present, as well as tables surrounded by chairs and a couch. A billiard
table, a table soccer game, and several beer- and movie-posters on the wall
functioned to enhance the credibility of the room. The lights were low and a
stereo set played popular music during the first minutes. Previous experiments
in the same laboratory showed very natural behavioral patterns; people
feel at ease quickly and display the same behavior as in normal bars (see,
for example, Bot, Engels, & Knibbe, 2005). Interactions were recorded with
unobtrusive video cameras.
Participants were informed that the experiment was conducted for
an advertising agency interested in psychological processes while watching
commercials. Therefore, they were about to watch and evaluate commercials,
while a camera would record their facial expressions. The experimenter
explained that this session would be completed with one other person, who
was in fact the confederate. We paired participants with a confederate of the
opposite sex, who was either High-Attractive or Low-Attractive.
Social Status was manipulated by assigning a high or low status job on
the side to the confederate (respectively, “research assistant of a full professor”
or “employee at a campsite”). A preliminary study with 40 undergraduate
students was conducted to validate the status manipulation. Status-related
associations (ambition and future salary) of a fictional opposite-sex person
33
�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
Social status in Western society is composed of several other attributes, in particular
socioeconomic status (SES), and current financial resources. Because the distribution of these
attributes among student populations is highly skewed, social status evaluations among students
are less likely influenced by deviations from the common level (high SES and low financial
resources). We chose to manipulate indications of ambition and future resources, because
these are more probable to distinguish between high and low social status among students and
are relevant for reproductive success.
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with one of both jobs were rated on a scale ranging from 1 (little) to 7 (a lot). A
2 (Sex) x 2 (Status: High vs. Low) analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed main
effects for Status for both ambition and future salary ratings, respectively,
F(1,37) = 21.61, p < .001, and F(1,37) = 6.20, p < .05. A research assistant
of the full professor was perceived as having more ambition (M = 5.45, SD
= .89) than an opposite-sex employee at a campsite (M = 4.24, SD = 1.14),
and anticipated to earn a higher future salary (M = 4.85, SD = .99 vs. M =
3.95, SD = 1.20).
We informed the participant of the confederate’s job with the following
procedure. Before entering the bar-lab where the confederate was already
present, participants completed out a consent form and a form with some
questions on personal details. On this form, answers allegedly provided by the
other participant were present. One question concerned the participants’ job
on the side. Above the line where the participant had to state his or her job,
the answer of the confederate clearly stated either research assistant of the
full professor or employee at a campsite.
After completing the forms, the experimenter instructed the participant
to enter the bar-lab and take a seat in front of the counter. In the room,
where light background music was played, the confederate introduced him- or
herself to the participant. The confederate went to one of the two stools at the
counter and the participant sat down on the remaining stool. The experimenter
then entered the room and explained shortly that they were about to watch
13 commercials for 20 minutes and complete an evaluation form after each
commercial. The experimenter offered the participants drinks, handed them
a booklet containing evaluation forms and a pencil, then turned on the video
in front of them, and left the room. A few seconds prior to a new commercial,
a short buzzing sound indicated the participant and confederate to finish
evaluating immediately. With two video cameras (front and back), the entire
session was recorded.
The confederates were carefully instructed and subsequently trained
not to take initiative in the interaction but to react naturally to remarks
and questions from the participant. To prevent the situation from becoming
unnatural, the confederates did express normal human interpersonal behavior
on two occasions. Besides the personal introduction after the entrance of the
participant, the confederates were instructed to seek eye contact and smile
briefly at the participant after the fourth commercial, which was very funny. The
topics of the other 12 commercials were on slightly negative (aspirin) to slightly
positive (candy) subjects. The confederates were also instructed to play for 10
seconds with their pencils every other commercial, resulting in six pen playing
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behaviors per session. No detailed instruction was given to the confederates
with regard to the specific posture that they had to adapt, so they would not
feel physically uncomfortable during the task. The instructions did mention that
their posture should be open (no clear isolation of his or her personal space,
like crossing both arms) and not oriented away from the participant. We also
instructed the confederates to naturally change their posture every now and
then, but told to be neither too stiff nor restless.
After the last commercial, the experimenter entered again and led
the participant to the adjacent room to complete some final questionnaires.
Several questions about the commercials were asked (likeability, experience
while watching, memory, etc.), followed by the evaluation of the confederate.
The session took about 45 minutes in total. Afterwards, participants were
asked what they thought was the goal of the experiment, thanked and
received payment. Debriefing took place after the data collection for the
total experiment was completed. At this point, participants could withdraw
from the study, which none of the participants did.
Confederates. Six male and four female confederates were selected
out of a pool of persons who replied to a general request for assistance in
an experiment about facial expressions. Pictures were taken of their faces,
while expressing different kinds of emotions, including a neutral expression.
The pictures depicting the confederates with a neutral expression were
subsequently rated on physical attractiveness by a group of 60 undergraduate
students from a different city in The Netherlands. This minimized the chance of
raters and targets to be acquainted. Attractiveness was rated on a scale from
1 to 10. Of the finally selected confederates, the 30 female students rated
the three “High-Attractiveness” men as being more attractive (M = 6.29, SD
= 1.11) than the three “Low-Attractiveness” men (M = 3.1, SD = 1.29), t(29)
= 14.53, p < .001. The male students rated the finally selected two “HighAttractiveness” women as being more attractive (M = 6.19, SD = 0.99) than
the two “Low-Attractiveness” women (M = 3.90, SD = 1.58), t(29) = 12.50,
p < .001.
Measures
STM-desire. Two questions measured the participants’ perception of the
suitability of the confederate as a short-term mate. The questions were
“Would you want to go out on a date with X?”, and “Would you go to bed
with X?”. Response options ranged from 1 (absolutely not) to 7 (absolutely).
An additional “no answer” possibility was provided in case participants
 Logistical decisions led to this unequal number of female and male confederates.
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did not feel comfortable answering these personal questions. No participant
chose this option. Participants were prepared for these intimate questions by
stressing the personal character of the subsequent questions and emphasizing
the anonymity of their answers.
Mimicry. Two independent raters coded the imitative behavior displayed
by the participants. These trained raters were masked to the aim of the study
and the hypotheses tested. Frequencies of the particular behaviors were
obtained for the entire commercial evaluation task. Imitation of pen playing
was defined as the repetitive moving (wiggling) of the pen starting within
ten seconds after the confederate started the pen playing, which occurred
six times in the entire session (range, 0-6). Posture imitation was defined as
adapting an exact or mirrored posture within ten seconds after a change in the
confederate’s posture (range varied per session). Posture changes consisted of
transitions from one fixed posture to another, such as from one arm supporting
the head to one hand holding the other. To asses the inter-rater reliability,
25 randomly sampled cases were coded by both raters (Grammer, 1990).
Both raters agreed for 77% for posture change (range, 56% to 96% per
commercial) and 72% for pen playing (range 56%, to 96% per commercial),
indicating sufficient inter-rater reliability.

Table 2.1. Means (SD) of Desire to Go on a Date and to Have Sex With Target as a Function of
Condition (Attractiveness and Status of the Confederate) and Sex Participant
Date

Have sex

Men
(n = 56)

Women
(n = 53)

Combined
(n = 109)

Men
(n = 56)

Women
(n = 53)

Combined
(n = 109)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

Low Status

2.08 (1.16)

3.14 (1.41)

2.65 (1.38)

2.00 (1.35)

2.36 (1.34)

2.19 (1.33)

High Status

1.94 (1.06)

3.15 (1.68)

2.48 (1.48)

1.75 (1.24)

2.08 (1.19)

1.90 (1.21)

Combined

2.00 (1.09)

3.15 (1.51)

2.56 (1.42)

1.86 (1.27)

2.22 (1.25)

2.04 (1.26)

Low Status

4.77 (1.30)

3.54 (1.27)

4.15 (1.41)

4.54 (1.51)

1.85 (1.07)

3.19 (1.88)

High Status

5.07 (1.28)

4.69 (1.11)

4.89 (1.20)

5.07 (1.49)

3.23 (1.88)

4.21 (1.89)

Combined

4.93 (1.27)

4.11 (1.31)

4.54 (1.34)

4.82 (1.49)

2.54 (1.65)

3.72 (1.94)

Condition
Low Attractiveness

High Attractiveness
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Note. Response options ranged from 1 (absolutely not) to 7 (absolutely).
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Results
Ten participants were omitted from the data for different reasons. Two
participants reported suspicion about the goal of our experiment. Three
participants had a homosexual orientation. Two participants had met the
confederate at an earlier occasion. Finally, the data of three others were lost
because of technical failures. This left a total of 109 participants of whom 53
were women and 56 were men.
STM-Desire
Table 2.1 shows the mean ratings for the two desire ratings as a function
of participant’s sex, attractiveness, and status. ��������������������������
A 2 (Sex Participant) x 2
(Attractiveness: High vs. Low) x 2 (Status: High vs. Low) MANOVA was performed
with “date” and “have sex” ratings as dependent variables. Test results are
presented in Table 2.2. For the desire to date, a main effect of Attractiveness
was qualified by a Sex x Attractiveness interaction. Planned comparisons
showed that the effect of attractiveness was larger for men, F(1,107) = 67.27,
p < .001 than for women, F(1,107) = 4.41, p < .05. Additionally, in the low
attractiveness condition, men desired to date the confederate less then women,
F(1,107) = 7.06, p < .05. ���������������������������������������������������������
In contrast, in the high attractiveness condition, men’s

Table 2.2. Multivariate Analysis of Variance of Desire to Go on a Date and to Have Sex
Date

Have sex

Source

df

F

η2

p

F

η2

p

Sex Participant (SP)

1

<1

.00

ns

12.79

.11

.01

Attractiveness (A)

1

60.84

.38

.001

36.53

.27

.001

Status (S)

1

1.76

.02

ns

1.65

.02

ns

SP x A

1

15.26

.13

.001

23.51

.19

.001

SP x S

1

1.04

.01

ns

<1

.01

ns

SxA

1

2.55

.03

ns

5.16

.05

.03

S x SP x A

1

<1

.01

ns

<1

.01

ns

101

(1.67)

P within-group error

(1.95)

Note. Values enclosed in parentheses represent mean square errors. Attractiveness and Status refer to
the characteristics of the confederate. P = participants. *p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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Table 2.3. Mean Frequency and SDs of ‘Imitative’ behaviors as a Function of Condition
(Attractiveness and Status of the Confederate) and Sex Participant
Pen playing

Posture change

Men
(n = 56)

Women
(n = 53)

Combined
(n = 109)

Men
(n = 56)

Women
(n = 53)

Combined
(n = 109)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

Low Status

1.17 (1.03)

.29 (.61)

.69 (.93)

.33 (.44)

1.04 (.97)

.71 (.84)

High Status

1.13 (1.31)

1.15 (1.14)

1.14 (1.22)

.25 (.45)

.77 (1.07)

.48 (.82)

Combined

1.14 (1.18)

.70 (.99)

.93 (1.10)

.29 (.44)

.97 (1.01)

.59 (.83)

Low Status

1.54 (1.71)

.54 (.97)

1.04 (1.46)

1.04 (1.36)

.35 (.55)

.69 (1.08)

High Status

.73 (1.58)

1.62 (1.89)

1.14 (1.76)

1.10 (1.27)

.58 (.95)

.86 (1.15)

Combined

1.11 (1.66)

1.08 (1.57)

1.09 (1.61)

1.07 (1.29)

.46 (.77)

.78 (1.11)

Condition
Low Attractiveness

High Attractiveness

Note: Frequencies ranged from 0 to 6 for Pen Playing and varied per session for Posture Change.

Table 2.4. Univariate Analysis of Variance of ‘Imitative’ Behaviors
Date
df

F

η2

p

F

η2

p

Sex Participant (SP)

1

<1

.01

ns

<1

.00

ns

Attractiveness (A)

1

<1

.00

ns

<1

.01

ns

Status (S)

1

1.13

.01

ns

<1

.00

ns

SP x A

1

<1

.01

ns

11.18***

.10

.001

SP x S

1

7.29**

.07

.01

<1

.00

ns

SxA

1

<1

.00

ns

<1

.01

ns

S x SP x A

1

<1

.01

ns

<1

.00

ns

101

(1.81)

P within-group error
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Have sex

Source

(.90)

Note. Values enclosed in parentheses represent mean square errors. Attractiveness and Status refer to
the characteristics of the confederate. P = participants. *p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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date ratings were marginally higher than women’s, F(1,107) = 3,78, p = .055.
Status did not affect the desire to date.
Comparable effects were found for the desire to have sex with the
confederate. We found main effects of Sex and Attractiveness qualified by a
Sex x Attractiveness interaction. Men in the high attractiveness condition were
more willing to have sex compared to the low attractiveness condition, F(1,107)
= 55.03, p < .001. Women
���������������������������������������������������������
in the high attractiveness condition, however, did
not show this preference in comparison to women in the low attractiveness
condition, F < 1. Interestingly, whereas men, compared to women, reported a
higher level of desire to have sex in the high attractiveness condition, F(1,107)
= 27.54, p < .001, a sex difference was absent in the low attractiveness
condition, F < 1. ���������������������������������������������������������
Unexpectedly, an Attractiveness x Status interaction was
found. The relatively greater desire to have sex with the confederate in the
high attractiveness condition in comparison to the low attractiveness condition
was even more pronounced when status was high, F(1,107) = 28.48, p < .001,
than when status was low, F(1,107) = 3.98, p < .05. Additionally, in the high
status condition participants reported a higher level of desire to have sex with
the confederate than in the low status condition, but only when attractiveness
was high, F(1,107) = 4.90, p < .05 vs. F < 1.
Mimicry
Table 2.3 shows the mean frequencies for both “imitation” variables. Univariate
ANOVA’s were performed on frequency of imitation of pen playing and posture
change, with Sex, Status and Attractiveness as between subject factors. Table
2.4 reports these analyses. A 2 (Sex) x 2 (Attractiveness) x 2 (Status) ANOVA
for pen playing revealed a significant Status x Sex interaction. Separate ttests for men and women showed a more frequent imitation of pen playing by
women in the high status condition (M = 1.38, SD = 1.55) than women in the
low status condition (M = .41, SD = .80), t(51) = 2.90, p < .01. However, for
men, no effect of status was found. A 2 (Sex) x 2 (Attractiveness) x 2 (Status)
ANOVA for changes of posture revealed an Attractiveness x Sex interaction. Ttests showed that men imitated the confederate’s posture changes much more
frequently in the high attractiveness condition (M = 1.07, SD = 1.29) than in
the low attractiveness condition (M = .29, SD = .44), t(54) = 3.05, p < .01. The
����
difference for���������������������������
women was not significant.
In summary, only men seemed to adjust their posture to highly attractive
interaction partners. �������������������������������������������������������������
Correlations were consistent with these findings. For men,
correlations of mimicry of pen playing with the reported desire to go on a date
and to have sex were low, .05 and .07, respectively (ps > .20), as compared
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to significant correlations for the frequency of mimicry of posture change, .29
and .33 (ps < .05). Correlations for female desire to go on a date and to
have sex were with mimicry of pen playing were .18 and .04 respectively,
compared to -.15 and .03 for posture change (all ps > .20).

40

Chapter 2: Mate Preferences and Mimicry

Discussion
The research on short-term mating of the last decades has been dominated
by correlational studies and experiments using vignettes. In this study, our
purpose was to further qualify the recurrently highlighted main sex difference
in the intensity of STM-desire by using a more ecologically and internally valid
paradigm. We experimentally investigated the effect of low and high levels
of physical attractiveness and social status of an opposite sex confederate on
the strength of the STM-desire single participants report toward this person.
Importantly, participants spent about twenty minutes with the confederate,
which increased the realism of the questions about the confederate. As
expected, men reported a higher level of STM-desire than women, but only
when the female confederate was attractive. This sex difference has been
found previously solely using ratings (e.g., Buss & Schmitt, 1993) and vignettes
with respectively absent and fictive targets. This is the first time it is reported
in an experimental design using real persons as targets. It is also important to
note that men and women did not differ in their level of reported STM-desire
toward the low attractive confederate. These results exemplify that statements
like “men’s standards for short-term mating typically drop so low that they’re
willing to copulate with pretty much anything that is self-moving…” (Buller,
2005, p. 208) ignore the variability and context dependency of male mate
selection criteria.
For women, status and attractiveness manipulations had little effect
on their reported STM-desires towards the targets. Hence, the preferences of
women for STM-characteristics were more difficult to identify from these results
than those of men. An explanation for the lack of effect of the characteristics
that were hypothesized to be of importance is that women are highly selective
(i.e., more than men) in their mate choices (e.g., Regan, 1998) and might pursue
a more stringent threshold strategy, in which several criteria need to be met
before a man becomes an acceptable mate (e.g., Townsend, 1993; Townsend
& Wasserman, 1998). Thus, a target with high physical attractiveness and social
status might still not reach the threshold to become a desirable STM-partner.
Additionally, extensive interaction might be important for characteristics to
affect the STM-desirability of a man.
In addition to these self-reports of STM-desire, we observed the amount
of mimicry men and women displayed, because mimicry is considered a product
of interpersonal liking and motivations to affiliate (Bernieri & Rosenthal, 1991;
Lakin & Chartrand, 2003). Although it was not our main goal, we believe the
results provide us with valuable information about underlying preferences.
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The male pattern of frequencies of mimicry was consistent with the pattern
of reported STM-desire. That is, men displayed more mimicry when the
confederate was attractive than when she was not. Women, however, mimicked
more frequently when the confederate was high in social status. So, women’s
uncontrollable and automatic interpersonal behaviors fit with a strategy that
is aimed at the assessment of a long-term mate, a goal which attaches more
importance to status than to physical attractiveness (e.g., Buss, 1989).
It is difficult to tie mimicry directly to STM-desire, but research has
shown it to be a subtle means through which people communicate liking
(Bernieri & Rosenthal, 1991; LaFrance, 1979; Lakin & Chartrand, 2003).
The current results, therefore, are promising. The correlations of self-report
measures of STM-desire with the frequency of mimicry were low, especially
for women. Hence, we might have been observing an independent system,
communicating unconscious liking. Mimicry occurs predominantly outside of
awareness (Chartrand & Bargh, 1999), which makes it susceptible to innate
or instinctive responses that do not reach the awareness levels necessary
to report on. Future research should further investigate the role of mimicry
as a product of mating intentions. It would be interesting, for example, to
investigate mimicry of participants who are presented with a confederate
indicating sexual interest very subtly. Furthermore, adding coding of courtship
behaviors, as investigated intensively by Moore (1985) and Grammer (1990;
Grammer, Kruck, & Magnusson, 1998), in a context that allows more interaction,
would be very informative in terms of the communication of short-term mating
intentions. Furthermore, possible influential characteristics of the participants,
such as their own physical attractiveness and social status, but also previous
STM-experience and attachment styles (e.g., Hazan & Diamond, 2000), would
be appealing to investigate.
Using real targets has some limitations that warrant consideration. Most
importantly, there is the risk of a confound of the characteristics at stake with
other characteristics. For example, physical attractiveness has been found to
correlate positively with social skills (Langlois et al., 2000). We prevented this
possible confound by minimizing the actual interaction. Moreover, confederates’
social behavior was standardized by extensive training. Because of this
procedure, the influence of individual differences in social skills on participants
was minimized. This is one of the major advantages of the use of trained
confederates over the studies that used pairings of regular participants (Berry
& Miller, 2001; Garcia et al., 1991). In addition, the credibility of the situation
should be given a great amount of attention. Even naturalistic environments
potentially lead to specific demand characteristics, because they differ so much
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from usual research settings. We attempted to minimize demand characteristics
by providing a clear cover story, but still two participants indicated doubts.
Carefully checking the credibility of the lab situation remains highly important
when using confederates and special laboratories.
The use of confederates in a naturalistic setting enhances the level of
realism of the experiment. Therefore, the current results rely on a high degree
of ecological validity. As a validation of survey and vignette studies on shortterm mating, the current study provided an important test of the hypotheses.
We are convinced that areas of research that rely heavily on vignettes or
ratings, both in and outside the field of human mating, would benefit from the
use of both confederates and a naturalistic environment. Using this paradigm
is relatively time consuming, which might make researchers reluctant to do
so. However, if somehow doubts exist about the degree to which participants
can project themselves into the requested situation, the current approach is
indispensable.
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Abstract
We investigated to what extent the length of people’s gazes during conversations
with opposite-sex persons is affected by the physical attractiveness of the
interaction partner. Single participants conversed for five minutes with
confederates who were rated either low or high on physical attractiveness. From
a mating strategy perspective we hypothesized that men’s increased dating
desire towards highly attractive confederates would lead to longer periods
of gazing, whereas women’s gazing would be less influenced by their dating
desire towards highly attractive confederates. Results confirmed our hypothesis,
with increased gazing for men in the high confederate’s attractiveness condition
and no differences in women in the two confederate’s attractiveness conditions.
Contrary to past research findings there was no sex difference in the size of
the effect of physical attractiveness on dating desire. The results are discussed
in terms of preference for physically attractive partners and communication
strategies during courtship.

Based on:
Van Straaten, I., Holland, R. W., Finkenauer, C., Hollenstein, T., & Engels, R. C. M. E. (2008).
Does beauty catch the eye?: Sex differences in gazing at attractive opposite-sex targets.
Submitted to Archives of Sexual Behavior.
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Our eyes constantly guide our attention to objects that are important in terms
of safety and necessities of life, to objects that have aesthetic values, and
objects that are a combination of both. An interesting phenomenon with regard
to visual attention, is that attention strongly varies as a function of physical
attractiveness of persons: Both men and women gaze longer at pictures of
attractive (vs. unattractive) opposite-sex faces (Maner et al., 2003; Shimojo,
Simion, Shimojo, & Scheier, 2003). Facial physical attractiveness signals mate
quality (e.g., genetic quality and fertility), which ultimately increases offspring
viability (Rhodes, 2006). Accordingly, humans in general tend to look for
physically attractive mates. Research on preferences for partner characteristics
shows that both men and women prefer attractive over unattractive partners
(Feingold, 1990). Thus physical attractiveness serves as an indicator to identify
genetically viable mates (Thornhill & Gangestad 1999).
Neurocognitive research provides further evidence for the evolutionary
advantages of physical attractiveness. fMRI-scans showed neural activation
of the “reward circuitry” when men and women were shown a picture of a
preferred-sex face (Aharon et al., 2001; Kranz & Ishai, 2006) and when they
were directly ‘gazed at’ by a picture of an attractive person (Kampe, Frith,
Dolan, & Frith, 2001). Recent research in support of this positive appraisal
of physical attractiveness suggests that target attractiveness influences the
desirability of objects that are visually associated with the target (Author
Citation). While findings concerning the relation between attractive mate
preferences and gazing responses are relatively clear, these results are
based on two-dimensional, fictive, and non-responsive targets (e.g., photos).
Such paradigms using pictures might be efficient in order to identify mate
preferences or to investigate the presence of evolutionary adaptive cognitive
attunements (Cosmides & Tooby, 1992). However, cognitive attunements might
operate differently in social contexts. In the case of mixed-sex interactions,
mating strategies might come into play and direct interpersonal behaviors,
that is, attraction communication. In the current study, we investigated this idea
with regard to gazing as a function of physical attractiveness.
First, it is important to consider to what extent gazing relates to the
exchange of attraction information. Research on aspects of gazing related to
attraction communication suggests that the amount of gazing in interactions is
related to positive interpersonal sentiments (Breed & Porter, 1972; Burgoon,
���������
Manusov, Mineo, & Hale, 1985; Exline & Winters, 1965; Harper,
�����������������
Wiens, &
Matarazzo, 1978; but see also Grammer, Honda, Juette, & Schmitt, 1999;

Chapter 3: Attractiveness and Gazing
Kleinke, 1972, 1986) and is perceived by recipients and observers as signs
of attraction (for a review, see Kleinke, 1986) and sexual interest (Thayer &
Schiff, 1977). In addition, an increase in gazing seems related to affiliation
motives (Pellegrini, Hicks, & Gordon, 1970). Accordingly, an attraction-related
communicative function of gazing appears to exist in mixed-sex dyads.
There are several reasons why men and women might differ in the
extent to which they gaze at more or less attractive unacquainted interaction
partners. First, research suggests that men value physical attractiveness in othersex partners more than women (Buss & Schmitt, 1993). Second, women display
mating desire less quickly and more ambiguously than men, possibly because
it is more advantageous to them to first test men for wrong intentions and
select the one with long-term motives (Grammer, 1990; Trivers, 1972). Third,
research on perceptions of the other sex’s intentions strongly suggests that
men tend to overestimate nonverbal cues signaling sexual interest (Abbey &
Melby, 1986; Haselton & Buss, 2000). So, to prevent interacting partners from
interpreting even subtle cues as indications of sexual interest, women would
benefit from a cautious strategy, requiring carefully measured communication
of interest, for example through gazing.
Few studied have investigated whether beauty catches the eye in reallife mixed-sex interactions. Two studies demonstrated that male participants
spent more time gazing at female confederates in face-to-face conversations,
if the confederates had been made more attractive by changes in clothing and
make-up (Fugita, Agle, Newman,& Walfish 1977; Kleck & Rubenstein, 1975).
In addition, Kleinke and colleagues (Kleinke, Staneski, & Berger, 1975; Kleinke,
Staneski, & Pipp, 1975) compared men gazing at female confederates who
varied in natural physical attractiveness, but did not find significant effects. It
is difficult to draw conclusions from these studies on sex differences in gazing,
because they examine male gazing only. In addition, the studies by Fugita
et al., and Kleck and Rubenstein involved confederates who were aware of
their manipulated appearances, which might have accounted for artificial
attractiveness-effects. Finally, except for the study by Fugita et al. the gazing
measures might have limited validity because coders observed the participants
from a (horizontal) angle, which might have obscured the exact gaze direction.
The coders also saw the confederate while coding the participant. To determine
a person’s gazing direction, the coder’s perception of the targets might have
influenced his interpretation of the target.
The goal of the current study was to examine gazing at more or
less physically attractive opposite-sex partners and, importantly, compare
men and women in this regard. This way, we could investigate how gazing
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as a mating-related cognitive attunement functions in mixed-sex interactions.
Hypotheses based on assumed sex-differences in mating strategies (i.e.,
attraction communication) were tested. Because of the differences in mating
strategies between men and women we expected that sex and physical
attractiveness would interact in affecting gazing behavior during interactions.
More specifically, we predicted that opposite-sex attractiveness would increase
men’s, but not women’s, gazing. Important improvements with regard to the
design and methods of our study compared to previous investigations of the
attraction-gazing link were the inclusion of female participants, confederates
that were unaware of physical attractiveness manipulations, and reliable and
valid gazing measurement procedures.
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Method
Participants and Design
Single, heterosexual undergraduate students (N = 115; mean age = 20.65, SD
= 1.91; 57 female) were recruited on the campus of the Radboud University
Nijmegen to participate in this study, allegedly about the lifestyle of presentday university students. The experiment consisted of a 2 (participant sex) x 2
(low vs. high confederate’s attractiveness condition) between-subjects design.
Participants interacted with opposite-sex confederates.
Confederates
Eleven confederates of the same age as the participants were selected from a
larger group. For this goal, we took pictures of the faces of the confederates
while having a neutral expression. A group of students from a different
university rated the pictures on physical attractiveness. Confederates with mean
ratings on the relative extremes of the attractiveness dimension were invited
to cooperate, in order to create the low and high confederate’s attractiveness
conditions. All confederates were unaware of our research goal, conditions,
and hypotheses. The confederates were trained to act equally interested
and friendly. Furthermore, they received instructions to act the same with all
participants. No specific instructions were given about gazing.
We tested the possibility, whether confederate’s gazing would also
vary as a function of the physical attractiveness of the participant. Independent
opposite-sex observers rated the physical attractiveness of the participants.
However, no main or interaction effects were found for participant attractiveness
on confederates’ gazing. This finding indicated that our confederates followed
the instructions about the attitudes they had to take toward the participants.
Procedure
The experiment took place in a room that looks like a normal bar. This naturalistic
setting has proved fruitful in many previous investigations of social interactions,
including mixed-sex dyads (Van Straaten, Engels, Finkenauer, & Holland, in
press). Confederates were already present. Participant and confederate were
 We did not include same-sex conditions, because they do not necessarily provide an
appropriate reference group to draw conclusions on sex differences mixed-sex encounters.
Under same-sex circumstances, interfering processes specific for interactions between
same-sex persons, are likely to influence gazing patterns. One might think, for example, of a
higher degree of physical comparison (particularly among women) and dominance issues (see
Dovidio & Ellyson, 1982).
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introduced and seated face-to-face with a six-feet distance between their two
chairs. Two lamps containing hidden cameras were positioned behind the chairs.
Each camera recorded the face of the opposite person from a somewhat higher
perspective than the eyes of the actual perceiver, thus providing a clear image
of gazing directions (for measurement issues concerning gazing, see Argyle
���������
&
Cook, 1976)�����������������������������������������������������������������
. The experimenter explained that this study examines the habits
and preferences of the current student population and instructed each couple
to talk about one of two topics (either specific movies or nightlife in the city)
for five minutes. After the conversation participants were led to a different
room, where they rated the confederate’s physical attractiveness with eight
items from McCroskey and McCain’s (1974) attractiveness measure on Likertscales that ranged from 1 (not at all) to 9 (very much) (α = .93). Participants
also indicated their desire to go on a date with the confederate (Van Straaten
et al., in press) with responses ranging from 1 (absolutely not) to 9 (absolutely).
Participants were thanked and, after all data were collected, debriefed.
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Coding and Data Processing
Gazing of the participants and confederates was coded, using Noldus Observer
5.0 software. Gazing was time-coded by two trained coders as gaze or nogaze (i.e., gaze directed outside the facial region) with high reliability (kappa
= .81). Individual recordings of participants and confederates were coded
separately, so no visual information of the conversation partner (e.g., behavior
or appearance) was available. Thus, codings of participants and confederates
had a high degree of independence, particularly in contrast to studies where
both interaction partners were coded from one video (Kleck & Rubenstein,
1975; Kleinke, Staneski, & Berger, 1975; Kleinke, Staneski, & Pipp, 1975).
Individual measures (mean gaze duration and total gaze duration, both in
seconds) and dyadic mean duration measures (four variables representing the
combinations of participants’ and confederates’ gazing code, all in seconds)
were computed. We focused on mean gaze duration, for total gaze duration
did not allow any interpretation of what constitutes its length, that is, short
glances or long gazes (Grammer et al., 1999). The same is true for the number
of gazes, which did not give any information about the time actually spent
gazing. Since mean gaze duration is the product of both total gaze duration
and number of gazes, it contains information about both. However, in order to
compare our results to gazing studies that used total gaze duration, we included
and analyzed this as well. All (individual and dyadic) gazing measures were log
transformed, due to skewed data. For raw means, see Table 3.2. Finally, since
gazing in interactions is partially related to a person’s conversational behavior

Chapter 3: Attractiveness and Gazing
(people tend to gaze more while listening than while talking), the coders
also time-coded whether the participants and confederates were talking or
listening. These codes were combined with the gazing codes in order to create
separate gaze duration measures for talking and listening episodes.
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Results
In this section, our manipulation checks will be discussed first, after which we
will discuss the individual and dyadic measures separately, and, finally, some
additional analyses that deal with the development over time and the effects
of the different conversational roles.
Manipulation Check
Two 2 (participant sex) x 2 (confederate’s attractiveness condition) univariate
analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were conducted for physical attractiveness
ratings and dating desire, respectively (see Table 3.1 for means). In the high
confederate’s attractiveness condition the participants rated the confederate
as more physically attractive than in the low attractive condition, F(1,111)
= 116.27, p < .001, ηp2 = .51. A main effect for sex showed that men
were slightly more positive in terms of attractiveness evaluations than women,
F(1,111) = 5.78, p = .018, ηp2 = .05. Importantly, no interaction effects
between participant sex and confederate’s attractiveness condition were
found (F < 1). Hence, our manipulation of physical attractiveness appeared
successful.
Next, we tested the influence of the attractiveness manipulation on
reported dating desire. In the high confederate’s attractiveness condition the
participants reported a stronger desire to date the confederate than in the low
confederate’s attractiveness condition, F(1, 111) = 42.05, p < .001, ηp2 = .28.
Participant sex did not moderate this effect (F < 1). Thus, the attractiveness of
the confederate was closely related to the degree of desire as dating partner,
also indicated by the correlation between the two variables indicates, r(115)
= .67, p < 001.
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Mean Gaze Duration: Participants
We first considered the individual gazing measures. ANOVAs for mean
gaze duration of the participant revealed a main effect for confederate’s
attractiveness condition, F(1, 111) = 5.28, p = .023, ηp2 = .05, and a
participant sex x confederate’s attractiveness condition interaction, F(1, 111)
= 7.47, p = .007, ηp2 = .06 (for means, see Table 3.2). No main effect for
participant sex was found. Contrast analyses further indicated that men in
the low confederate’s attractiveness condition gazed less than men in the high
confederate’s attractiveness condition, F(1, 111) = 12.77, p = .001, ηp2 = .10,
 This finding diverges from our finding in Chapter 2. I will discuss this discrepancy in Chapter
6.
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Table 3.1. Means (SD) of Physical Attractiveness Evaluations and Reported Dating Desire as a
Function of Sex Participant and Confederate’s Attractiveness Condition
Confederate’s
Attractiveness
Condition

Physical Attractiveness

Dating Desire

Men

Women

Combined

Men

Women

Combined

Low

4.20 (1.08)

3.78 (1.17)

3.99 (1.14)

4.00 (2.2)

3.48 (1.99)

3.74 (2.10)

High

6.49 (.92)

5.92 (1.20)

6.21* (1.10)

6.38 (1.35)

5.61 (1.79)

6.00* (1.61)

5.34a (1.52)

4.83b (1.59)

5.09 (1.57)

5.19 (2.17)

4.53 (2.16)

4.86 (2.18)

Combined

Note. Evaluations on 9-point-scales. Attractiveness Condition refers to the attractiveness level of the
confederate. Different superscripts indicate a within-row difference at p < .05, * p < .001 (within
column). No two-way interaction effects were found.

Table 3.2. Mean Duration in Seconds (SD) for Individual and Dyadic Measures of Gazing as a
Function of Sex Participant and Confederate’s Attractiveness Condition.
Male Participants

Female Participants

Low Attractiveness
Condition (n=29)

High Attractiveness
Condition (n=29)

Low Attractiveness
Condition (n=29)

High Attractiveness
Condition (n=28)

Confederate’s Gazing

Confederate’s Gazing

Confederate’s Gazing

Confederate’s Gazing

Nongaze

Both

Nongaze

Both

Gaze

Nongaze

Both

Gaze

Nongaze

Both

P’s
Gazing
Gaze

2.64
(.98)

1.77
(.71)

4.51
(2.54)

3.21
(1.56)

1.74
(.52)

8.20
(5.32)

4.04
(1.77)

1.45
(.49)

7.54
(5.50)

2.95
(1.55)

1.45
(.48)

7.31
(5.11)

Nongaze

2.00
(.77)

.78
(.53)

2.23
(.97)

1.48
(.54)

.68
(.43)

1.66
(.66)

2.04
(.64)

.75
(.58)

2.22
(.71)

1.44
(.46)

.76
(.29)

1.65
(.56)

Both

12.65
(6.57)

2.27
(.83)

7.45
(2.66)

1.95
(.62)

14.35
(5.19)

1.61
(.46)

7.06
(3.51)

1.75
(.49)

Note. Cells in grey areas represent dyadic measures (concurrent behavior of both the participant and the
confederate). “Both”-cells represent the individual measures of gazing, regardless of the other person’s
gazing state. Analyses in the text were conducted on log-transformed measures.
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and shorter than women in the low confederate’s attractiveness condition, F(1,
111) = 8.07, p = .005, ηp2 = .07. There was no significant difference between
women in the low and high confederate’s attractiveness condition. When
comparing the mean gaze durations in our study with those found by Bente,
Donaghy, and Suwelack (1998) for men (M = 3.78, SD = 2.05) and women
(M = 6.73, SD = 4.92) in mixed-sex interactions, the interaction effects can
be interpreted as increases in men’s gaze durations in the high confederate’s
attractiveness condition as opposed to no differences in women’s gazing
as a function of confederate’s attractiveness condition. This is supported
by the correlations between dating desire and mean gaze duration,
which were positive and significant for men, r(58) = .28 p < .05, but not
significant for women, r(57) = -.06, ns, suggesting that men’s, as opposed
to women’s, gazing to some extent is functionally related to attraction.
Separate ANOVAs for each participant sex x confederate’s
attractiveness condition showed that participant’s mean gaze duration did
not differ between the individual confederates (all F’s < 1; two or three
confederates in each group). Hence, the interaction effect was not caused by
the specific confederate with whom the participant interacted. For reasons
of comparability to some other studies, we also conducted a similar analysis
for total gaze duration of participants. This analysis revealed a significant
participant sex x confederate’s attractiveness condition, F(1, 111) = 5.12,
p = .026, ηp2 = .04. Men in the high confederate’s attractiveness condition
gazed longer at their interaction partner than men in the low confederate’s
attractiveness condition. There were no significant differences in women’s total
gaze durations as a function of confederate’s attractiveness condition.
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Mean Gaze Duration: Confederates
The means in Table 3.2 also suggested that confederate’s gazing behaviors
differed between conditions. An ANOVA of confederate’s mean gaze duration
with sex and confederate’s attractiveness condition as independent variables
showed that this difference was only marginally significant, F(1, 111) =
3.31, p = .072, ηp2 = .03. Second, mean no-gaze duration of confederates
differed between men and women, with female confederates gazing not to
the participants’ face for longer periods than male confederates, F(1, 111)
= 14.17, p < .001, ηp2 = .11. Next, we tested whether these differences
affected the gazing behavior of the participants. Although participants’ gazing
was not significantly related to confederates’ gaze and no-gaze durations
(respectively, r = .06 and r = .13, p’s > .1), we controlled for confederates’
mean gaze and no-gaze durations in an ANCOVA. The sex x confederate’s
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attractiveness condition interaction did not disappear, F(1, 109) = 8.57, p =
.004, ηp2 = .07. The effects of the covariate confederate’s mean gaze duration
were insignificant (F < 1), contrary to the effects of confederates mean no-gaze
duration, F(1, 109) = 6.46, p = .012. Therefore, the effects of confederate’s
attractiveness cannot be explained by corresponding differences in their gaze
or no-gaze durations.
Dyadic Measures
We tested whether dyadic gazing measures could give us more insight into
the sex differences in the gazing process. For example, participant’s gazing
direction could depend on the gazing state of the confederate. Table 3.2
displays the four variables that represent mutual gazing states. For pooled
within-group correlations between the durations of the mutual states see Table
3.3. We conducted a MANOVA with sex and confederate’s attractiveness
condition as independent variables. Table 3.4 depicts the multivariate and
univariate follow-up results and indicate that in the low (vs. high) confederate’s
attractiveness condition the mean duration of the participant not gazing while
the confederate was gazing at the participant, is longer. In addition, for male
(vs. female) participants there were longer instances in which the participant
was gazing when the confederate was not. More interesting, however, are
the sex x attractiveness interaction effects for mutual gaze. Contrast analyses
indicate that women in the low confederate’s attractiveness condition

Table 3.3. Pooled Within-Group Correlation Matrix of Log-Transformed Dyadic Gazing
Measures (Mean Durations)

1.

Mutual
Gaze

2.

Mutual
Non-gaze

3.

P Gaze /
C Non-gaze

4.

P Non-gaze /
C Gaze

1

2

3

4

-

.21*

.51***

.07

-

.21*

.30**

-

.09
-

Note. P = Participant, C = Confederate. Because of some empty cells, N was reduced to 106.
*p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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Table 3.4. Multivariate and Univariate Analysis of Variance of Dyadic Gazing Measures as a
Function of Sex Participant and Confederate’s Attractiveness Condition
Multivariate

Mutual
Gaze

Mutual
Non-gaze

P Gaze /
C Non-gaze

P Non-gaze /
C Gaze

Source

F (4, 99)

df

F

p

F

p

F

p

F

P

SP

5.15***

1

3.57

.06

.11

.74

6.84**

.010

.01

.95

CAC

5.38***

1

.71

.40

.89

.35

.50

.48

19.16***

<.001

SP x CAC

2.56*

1

7.13**

.58

.45

.09

.77

.16

.69

102

(.19)

(.32)

Error

(.10)

(.14)

Note. Values enclosed in parentheses represent within-group mean square errors. SP = Sex Participant,
AC = Attractiveness Condition, P = Participant, C = Confederate. Because of some empty cells, N was
reduced to 106. *p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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had longer instances of mutual gaze than men in the low confederate’s
attractiveness condition, F(1, 111) = 10.99, p = .001, and than women in the
high confederate’s attractiveness condition, F(1, 111) = 8.93, p = .003. No sex
differences emerged for the high confederate’s attractiveness condition (F =
1.28, p = .26) and for men no effects of confederate’s attractiveness condition
emerged, F = 2.04, p = .16.
These findings show longer instances of eye contact (i.e. mutual gaze) in
the low confederate’s attractiveness condition, but only for female participants.
So, how should these results be interpreted in terms of the dyadic process?
We believe that these results can be explained by examining the individual
measures. Eye contact is a consequence of two people gazing, and its duration
can be predicted by these individual measures (Rutter, Pennington, Dewey &
Swain, 1984; Lazzerini, Stephenson, & Neave, 1978). Thus, this gazing pattern
is a result e of a) longer gazes by confederates in the low confederate’s
attractiveness condition and b) a gaze duration difference between male
participants in the low and high confederate’s attractiveness conditions. The
same reasoning applies to the two main effects of sex and confederate’s
attractiveness condition. That is, shorter mean no-gaze durations by the male
confederates lead to shorter female participant gaze durations during these
instances (for the maximum time spent gazing is determined by the gazing
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state of the other individual). Because confederates in the low confederate’s
attractiveness condition gazed longer, the durations of participants not gazing
during these gazes are longer as well. In sum, the dyadic measures show no
results that could not be predicted by the effects on individual measures.
Additional Analyses
In order to identify the effects of conversational roles on the gazing pattern, we
performed a 2 (participant sex) x 2 (confederate’s attractiveness condition) x 2
(role: talking vs. listening) repeated measures MANOVA. A main effect for role
indicated that participants’ gazes lasted longer during listening (vs. talking)
episodes, F(1, 111) = 164.98, p < .001, ηp2 = .60. No interactions between
participant sex or confederate’s attractiveness condition with role emerged (p’s
> .20), which indicates that the participant sex x confederate’s attractiveness
condition interactions on mean gaze duration were not linked to either talking
or listening. We also tested to what extent the differentiation in gazing
duration changed over the course of the five-minute participant-confederate
conversation. A repeated measures MANOVA with time (5 episodes of one
minute) as a within-subjects factor, revealed no significant (interaction) effects
for time. Thus, the participant sex by confederate’s attractiveness condition
interaction effects on mean gaze duration were present during the entire 5minute conversation.
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Discussion
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This study examined gazing in mixed-sex interactions as a function of physical
attractiveness. Our findings are the first to suggest that the expression of
attraction through gazing in real-life interactions varies among men and
women. M������������������������������������������������������������
en gazed longer at physically attractive women than at less
attractive women — a finding that replicates past results (Fugita
����������������������
et al., 1977;
Kleck & Rubenstein, 1975)��������������������������������������������
—� whereas
�����������������������������������������
women’s gazing was unaffected by
the target’s attractiveness. Interestingly, past research found attractiveness
effects for women in studies with used pictures. Apparently, this effect does not
generalize to interactions with men.
We explained the sex-differences in gazing at physically attractive
targets by linking them to sex-differentiated attraction communication. We
want to emphasize that we did not directly test mating strategies, but taken
together, the pattern of results fits nicely with the suggestion that men engage
in overt, proactive, mating strategies while women engage in more covert,
cautious strategies. Due to the sex-differences in parental investment (Trivers,
1972) and the physical risks, the potential consequences of engaging in
intimate relationships are more profound for women. Therefore such strategies
of cautiousness seem beneficial (Grammer, 1990; Grammer, Kruck, Juette, &
Fink, 2000). If this is the case, our findings suggest that cognitive attunements
(to attractive opposite-sex people) may not result in concordant behavior when
the interpersonal aspects of the situation are more pronounced. That is, the bias
of gazing at physically attractive others may be inhibited to prevent undesired
outcomes. Interestingly, people are generally not very aware (Kleinke, 1986)
or in control (Ellyson & Dovidio, 1985) of their gazing. Then, the question arises
whether the inhibitions of gazing at attractive targets by women result from
conscious self-monitoring or self-control. A potential test of this inhibition idea
would be to put participants under high cognitive load or decrease their levels
of self-control, and investigate changes in the attraction-gazing relations in
mixed-sex contexts.
Additionally, it would be interesting to identify turning points in this
female communication strategy. For example, it is possible to test thresholds
in terms of time spent together, valued characteristics, or personal information
that need to be exchanged, before clear signals of attraction will be sent from
a woman to a man. Further, effects of mating-related individual differences
might be expected (Simpson & Gangestad, 1991). For example, less restricted
women might also gaze longer at physically attractive men, since they pursue
mating strategies in which short-term mating might be advantageous.

Chapter 3: Attractiveness and Gazing
Our study reveals that the effects of sex and of physical attractiveness
on gazing seemed to be rather robust. That is, conversational roles, time
elapsed in the interactions, and gazing behaviors of the confederate did
not moderate the interaction effects between sex and physical attractiveness
of the confederate on participants’ gazing. We want to emphasize that it
is unlikely that the frequently reported sex-differences in the importance
of physical attractiveness in mates (e.g., Buss, 1989; Li, Bailey, Kenrick, &
Linsenmeier, 2002) are the cause of the sex-differences in gazing as a function
of physical attractiveness. First, the reported dating desire in the current study
indicated that physical attractiveness is as important to women than to men
n. Second, studies on gazing at pictures of attractive opposite-sex targets
show no sex differences in the gazing duration (e.g., Maner et al., 2003,
Study 4). Therefore, our explanation in terms of sex-differentiated attractioncommunication strategies seems plausible.
In our conclusions we treated the low confederate’s attractiveness
condition as a control condition, because reported attraction levels in this
condition were very low. This assumption is supported when we compare the
means in our study with the study of Bente et al. (1998), from which only the
mean gaze duration of men interacting with highly attractive confederates in
our study seems to deviate. However, a design with additional confederate’s
attractiveness conditions (e.g., “medium”) or continuous (instead of categorical)
variations in confederates’ attractiveness would be necessary to confirm our
conclusion. An additional alternative explanation for men’s longer gazes at
highly attractive women is that men misinterpret all gazes of highly attractive
women as signs of attraction, which then would lead to an increase in their own
gaze durations. However, there would then have to be a positive correlation
of participants’ and confederates’ gaze durations within the men/ high
confederate’s attractiveness condition, which was not the case, r(29) = .20,
p > .20.
Our study includes several methodological improvements over earlier
studies. For instance, we used confederates who were blind for conditions
and we employed a more valid gazing measure. This might explain why our
findings differed from null-findings detected by Kleinke et al. (1975), who
used cosmetic manipulations of attractiveness. Nevertheless, some caution is
appropriate in drawing conclusions from the results. Confederates’ behavior is
never entirely under control of experimenters. We chose not to give instructions
concerning their gazing behavior, since this might have created less natural
interactions. To minimize differences in general interactive behaviors (e.g.,
interest, openness, and warmth), we trained the confederates to reach a high
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degree of similarity. Although several statistical tests were used that controlled
for confederate’s gazing, the possibility exists that other, unregistered,
behaviors of the confederates might have affected participants’ gazing.
In conclusion, although beauty catches the eye in contexts with minimal
social character, when a man and a woman meet, an additional process seems
to moderate the visual attention that is initially attracted by physical aesthetics.
This conclusion emphasizes the importance of including real-life interactions and
behavioral observations when investigating human mating-related behavior. In
this study, we were able to demonstrate sex differences in gazing at real-life
attractive mates, that is, that during social interactions opposite-sex beauty
catches the male eye longer than the female’s.
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Abstract
In an experimental study we investigated approach behavior toward oppositesex others of similar vs. dissimilar physical attractiveness. Furthermore, we
tested the moderating effects of sex. Single participants interacted with
confederates of high and low attractiveness. Observers rated their behavior
in terms of relational investment (i.e., behavioral efforts related to the
improvement of interaction fluency, communication of positive interpersonal
affect, and positive self-presentation). As expected, men displayed more
relational investment behavior if their own physical attractiveness was similar
to that of the confederate. For women, no effects of attractiveness similarity
on relational investment behavior were found. Results are discussed in the light
of positive assortative mating, preferences for physically attractive mates, and
sex-differences in attraction-related interpersonal behaviors.

Based on:
Van Straaten, I., Engels, R. C. M. E., Holland, R. W., & Finkenauer, C. (in press). Meeting
�������������
your
match: How attractiveness similarity affects relational investment behavior in mixed-sex dyads.
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin.
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Introduction
Physical attractiveness has a great impact on social processes, in particular
on the creation of romantic relationships. One of the most confronting
conclusions for many is perhaps not even that attractive people earn more
salary (Frieze, Olson, & Russell, 1991) or receive more free drinks in clubs, but
that good-looking people often also have partners with the best looks. This
idea is illustrated by the fact that Angelina Jolie (voted sexiest woman alive
by readers of Esquire Magazine in 2004) and Brad Pitt (voted sexiest man
alive by readers of People’s Magazine in 2000) form a couple at the time
of the writing of the present paper. Empirical studies confirm that people’s
attractiveness is positively related to the attractiveness of their partners
(Feingold, 1988; McKillip & Redel, 1984). The question arises whether and
how similarity in attractiveness affects people’s behaviors in the earliest phases
of opposite-sex relationships.
When men and women meet for the first time, physical attractiveness
is without doubt important. More importantly, we want to argue that similarity
in attractiveness between two opposite-sex partners impacts the approach
behavior men and women perform. Specifically, we propose that attractiveness
similarity determines relational investment behavior, which partners use as a
strategic device to signal that they want the relationship to intensify. Because
men and women differ in their strategies to attract a mate (Grammer, Kruck,
Juette, & Fink, 2000), we predict that the effects of attractiveness similarity
on approach behavior are moderated by sex. An investigation of approach
behavior in the early stages of romantic relationships is important to increase
our understanding of the role of attractiveness in the development of romantic
relationships in general and the effects of attractiveness similarity more
specifically. Therefore, we investigated whether similarity in attractiveness
predicts approach behavior, operationalized as relational investment behavior,
during the first encounters between men and women.
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Within-couple similarity in attractiveness has been described as a form of
positive assortative mating (e.g., Thiessen & Gregg, 1980). Whereas assortative
mating describes systematic patterns of non-random mating, the adjective
“positive” narrows it down to non-random mating between individuals who
are similar on one or more aspects. Indications for positive assortative mating
among humans have been found repeatedly in correlational research in which
similarity between partners concerned factors such as religion, attitudes, and
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personality characteristics (Botwin, Buss, & Schackelford, 1997; Feng & Baker,
1994; Little, Burt, & Perrett, 2006; Vandenberg, 1972), and, important in
the present context, physical attractiveness (Chambers, Christiansen, & Kunz,
1983; Murstein, 1972; Price & Vandenberg, 1979; for a meta-analysis, see
Feingold, 1988). Positive assortative mating seems to be functional in that
higher degrees of similarity are associated with higher levels of relational
and marital success (Cavior & Boblett, 1972; Keller, Thiessen & Young, 1996;
Little et al., 2006; Vandenberg, 1972; White, 1980), and with greater genetic
relatedness, thus facilitating inclusive fitness (Thiessen & Gregg, 1980).
To explain positive assortative mating, ethologists offer two
explanations, type preference and homotypic preference (Burley, 1983). Type
preference refers to partner preferences shared by all individuals within one
group, therefore, assortment as a consequence of type preference occurs as a
logical outcome of selection preference. Concerning physical attractiveness, it
is hypothesized that humans share a preference for high physical attractiveness
in partners, which is one of the primary indicators of mate quality (Rhodes,
2006). Assortment occurs automatically, since people select the attractive
partners first and do not consider less attractive partners. Thus, according to
the Type Preference Hypothesis, the level of physical attractiveness of available
partners determines positive assortment on physical attractiveness. Consistent
with this reasoning, people prefer highly attractive partners to partners of a
lower level of physical attractiveness, regardless of their own attractiveness
(e.g., Brislin & Lewis, 1968; Curran & Lippold, 1975; Huston, 1973; Kiesler &
Baral, 1970; Walster, Aronson, Abrahams, & Rottman, 1966).
The homotypic preference explanation, which we will refer to as the
Matching Hypothesis, holds that partner preferences vary as a function of
people’s own characteristics. Concerning physical attractiveness, it suggests
that people adjust their preference for physically attractive mates on the
basis of their own attractiveness. Originally, this adjustment was described
as a change in aspiration level (Walster et al., 1966) and was assumed to
be a trade-off between potential success rates of attainment attempts and
the mate value of the potentially attained partners. In their seminal study
Berscheid, Dion, Walster, and Walster (1971) found support for positive
associations of people’s own attractiveness and their mate preferences (both
in terms of partner characteristics and actual dating choices from a number of
pictures) with more attractive people preferring more attractive partners and
choosing more attractive dates. Also, Folkes (1982) found that higher degrees
of attractiveness similarity were positively related to the number of dating
steps, with more similarly attractive partners continuing the dating process
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longer. These findings have been interpreted as evidence for the Matching
Hypothesis.
Whether this evidence provides clear support for the Matching
Hypothesis, however, remains as yet unknown. First, except for the early
studies, to our knowledge no studies have been able to confirm this hypothesis.
Second, Berscheid et al.’s study (1971) showed that even less attractive
people’s partner preferences strongly favored highly attractive partners. This
main effect was so strong that Kalick and Hamilton (1986) conclude that, “it
becomes apparent, that the choice of an attractive partner far outweighed
the tendency to match on attractiveness” (p. 674). These authors conducted
computer simulations of partner selection in which fictional individuals had
a shared preference for highly attractive mates. The simulations showed
that the shared preferences for attractive mates resulted in correlations of
attractiveness within computer-simulated couples that were of similar sizes to
those observed among existing couples (around .50). This finding therefore
supports the Type Preference Hypothesis. Finally, it is important to mention that
Berscheid et al. hypothesized that increased chances of rejection (manipulated
by letting participants believe that their chosen dating partners were able to
reject them as a date, in contrast to a condition in which they were not) would
facilitate self-report choices for similarly attractive dating partners, however,
this manipulation did not affect their choices. This finding ran counter to the
idea of a matching phenomenon based on malleable partner preferences.
In sum, evidence supporting the Matching Hypothesis is weak at best.
Nevertheless, we propose that it is premature to discard the idea that one’s
own attractiveness is of influence on mate selection processes. Specifically,
we propose that one’s own attractiveness influences the way in which others
respond, and because not all people can get what they want, and will try
and avoid to be turned down, they will adjust their approach behavior as a
function of attractiveness similarity. Importantly, we propose that this type of
adjustment will be detectable in behavior people perform during the early
stages of interactions rather than in their overall preferences for attractive
mating partners. However, as discussed later, this is not the case for women,
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 We found one other study, by Stroebe, Insko, Thompson, and Layton (1971), that fits the
pattern. However, this applies only to the analysis in which they compared participants with
different levels of self-rated attractiveness and not to independently judged attractiveness.
There is inconsistent evidence concerning the strength of the relations between self-rated
attractiveness with other-rated attractiveness (Weeden & Sabini, 2007; see also Murstein,
1972). As self-ratings in general are subject to numerous other influences (e.g., social
comparison, self-esteem), we will confine ourselves to other-rated attractiveness.
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due to their more cautious communication strategies in first encounters. Next,
we will outline this new perspective on the matching phenomenon.
A Behavioral Approach to Attractiveness Similarity
Intimate relationships usually begin with at least one person approaching the
other or communicating attraction. In contrast to self-reports of attraction to
the other, we suggest that this initial behavior is influenced by principles of
attractiveness similarity. Indeed, behavior in heterosexual mating situations
seems the product of personal preferences and contextual constraints (Berry
& Miller, 2001). In the context of interactions between opposite-sex partners,
initial approach behavior is likely to vary as a function of the probability of
successful courtship. This probability should, at least partly, be determined by a
person’s own desirability as a mate. The display of approach behavior toward
a potential mate should thus depend on one’s own physical attractiveness and
the other person’s physical attractiveness, or as we want to claim, attractiveness
similarity between two potential mating partners. The adjustment of approach
behavior as a function of similarity in attractiveness makes mate-attainment
strategies more efficient, since it diminishes the risk of wasting resources and
efforts by pursuing a mate who will turn one down eventually.
A core aspect of the proposed behavioral approach to attractiveness
similarity is that it considers innate mate preferences for physical attractiveness
as independent from one’s goals and motivations. More specifically, a person’s
own attractiveness comparative to the partner’s attractiveness determines the
chances of mating success and should thus affect mating-related behavior, but
it is not expected to affect mating preferences (see also Berry & Miller, 2001).
Indeed, all people prefer physically attractive partners. Mating-related
motivations and behavior (e.g., approach behavior toward a potential mate),
on the contrary, should be influenced by individual factors, such as own physical
attractiveness. Importantly, this factor should determine whom to approach
and, importantly, how to approach them.
This approach to the matching phenomenon is different from the
earlier mentioned aspiration level explanation (Walster et al., 1966; see also
Todd & Miller, 1999) and the chances of rejection explanation (Berscheid
et al., 1971), which both assume that people adjust their preferences on the
basis of feasibility. Notably, existing studies found no evidence for changes
in participants’ preferences for attractive mates as a function of changed
aspiration levels or of chances of rejection. While this lack of findings sheds
doubts on these two explanations, it is consistent with our suggestion that
preferences and motivations are independent from each other. Existing studies
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on the matching hypothesis measured mating preferences but were unable
to assess people’s individual motivations. For example, participants typically
rate their liking for (virtual or real) opposite-sex persons and the extent to
which they desire this person as a date, or they choose their most preferred
dating partner from a number of potential dating partners. These measures
gauge preferences and are less likely to reflect individual motivations. People’s
behaviors in interactions with potential mates should reflect their motivations.
Behavior, in contrast to self-reports, is less susceptible to conscious deliberation
(e.g., Dijksterhuis & Bargh, 2001) and is influenced by automatic associations
with the goal, in our case the potential mate (Chen & Bargh, 1999; Dovidio,
Kawakami, Johnson, Johnson, & Howard, 1997). Furthermore, approach
behavior toward a potential mate has immediate interpersonal and personal
consequences that vary dynamically as a function probability of success.
Thus, we propose that to adequately test whether attractiveness similarity is
influential in the mating process, actual approach behavior is better suited to
reflect these influences than self-reported preferences.
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Sex Differences in Approach Behavior
Men and women differ greatly in their strategies to attract a mate, that is,
whether and how to approach desirable opposite-sex partners. According to
the parental investment theory (Trivers, 1972), this sex-difference is theorized
to have adaptive benefits. Since reproduction has more profound consequences
for women than men (e.g., pregnancy, lactation), women are more selective
and cautious in choosing their mating partner. To illustrate, women are more
reserved as to when and how to communicate attraction (e.g., Baumeister &
Vohs, 2003; Clark, Shaver, & Abrahams, 1999; Grammer, 1990). Such a
restraint in the communication of attraction is assumed to preserve the level of
control women have over the outcome of the interactions. Furthermore, women’s
cautiousness in communication might compensate for the relative ease with
which men attribute sexual motivations to women’s behaviors (Abbey, 1982;
Henningsen, 2004; Levesque, Nave, & Lowe, 2006). In line with this reasoning,
Error Management Theory (Haselton & Buss, 2000) proposes that the worst
that can happen to men when showing attraction to a woman is rejection (i.e.,
a false positive error or false alarm), but would overall increase their chances
of success (i.e., a hit). For women false-positive errors need to be avoided,
because they will jeopardize the female’s vulnerability to violence, damage
their reputation and mate value, but can also cause possible single-motherhood
due to fathers unwilling to invest. These differences in risk associated with
the communication of attraction converge to suggest that while men act
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upon their feelings of attraction, women adopt more passive and cautious
approach strategies. Specifically, given equal levels of attraction toward
potential mates, women compared to men would less likely communicate this
attraction. Empirical evidence indicates that, indeed, women are less likely to
send signals of attraction in opposite-sex dyads than men (Grammer, 1990;
Grammer et al., 2000; Van Straaten, Engels, Finkenauer, & Holland, in press;
Van Straaten, Holland, Hollenstein, Finkenauer, & Engels, 2008). Therefore,
we predicted sex differences in approach behavior. For women, we expected
no relations between attractiveness similarity and approach behavior in brief
first interactions. Attractiveness similarity was expected to affect approach
behavior of men only. We will refer to these predictions as the Sex-Moderated
Matching Hypothesis.
Research Overview
The overarching premise guiding the present work is the claim that attractiveness
similarity is consequential, influencing the manner in which people approach
potential mating partners. In our behavioral study, we manipulated the
confederate’s attractiveness (high versus low)��������������������������������
. Single participants’ approach
behaviors in brief interactions with confederates were videotaped and
subsequently rated by independent observers, while other observers rated
the participants’ physical attractiveness. Additionally, the participants rated
their interest in dating the confederate.
Previous analyses of part of this data set indicated that the participants
reported higher levels of dating interest in the high (vs. low) confederate
attractiveness condition (Van Straaten et al., 2008), thus reflecting a general
preference for physical attractiveness. For the current study, we additionally
hypothesized that reported dating interest would not be moderated by
participants’ own attractiveness (Type Preference Hypothesis). Furthermore,
we predicted that sex would moderate the links between attractiveness
similarity and approach behavior (Sex-moderated Matching Hypothesis). For
men, we predicted that similarity (vs. dissimilarity) in attractiveness would lead
to more approach behavior. For women, no effect of attractiveness similarity
on approach behavior was predicted.
Approach Behavior as Relational Investment
We operationalized approach behavior in interactions between men and
women as relational investment. We use the term relational to indicate that in
interactions between single men and women behavior often signals sexual or
romantic interest (Henningsen, 2004) and must be distinguished from merely
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positive social behavior. We used the term investment to indicate tangible
(e.g., money, time) or non-tangible (e.g., emotional investment) behavioral
efforts people make to get to know the other person and signal that they want
the relationship to develop further. In the present study, we operationalized
relational investment as behavior reflecting warmth, interpersonal interest,
activity, positivity, and responsiveness. These behaviors have been shown to
facilitate the ease of interactions and the exchange of personal information,
to communicate positive interpersonal affects, and to be enacted when
people want to make a positive impression on another person. For example,
responsiveness characterizes effective communication in couples (Reis, Clark,
& Holmes, 2004) and has been related to interpersonal approach (Mottet
& Richmond, 1998). More importantly, in combination with the display of
interpersonal interest (Clark et al., 1999) it signals the individual’s willingness to
invest time and effort in another person. Positivity and activity signal attraction
(e.g., McAdams, Jackson, & Kirshnit, 1984; Tickle-Degnen & Rosenthal, 1990).
Warmth has been associated with a positive development of interactions
and relationships (Bayes, 1972; Matthews, Wickrama, & Conger, 1996).
Consequently, we employed these five indicators of relational investment as a
proxy for approach behavior toward a potential mate.
We used global ratings of participants’ behaviors instead of microcodings of behavior. Firstly, sexual attraction or investment are currently
lacking unambiguous micro-level behaviors. For example, Grammer, Honda,
Juette, and Schmitt (1999) did not find nonverbal behavioral correlates of
attraction. Grammer (1990) found complex combinations of nonverbal
signals of attraction for women. Furthermore, nonverbal behaviors related to
attraction often were investigated among existing couples rather than among
strangers (e.g., Gonzaga, Keltner, Londahl, & Smith, 2001; Gonzaga, Turner,
Keltner, Campos, & Altemus, 2006). Even among these couples, the prevalence
of clear nonverbal signals for attraction was low (Gonzaga et al., 2006).
Instead, global behavioral ratings of behavioral investment in mixed-sex
interactions as rated by observers have been widely used (e.g., Gottman,
1979; Langlois et al. 2000; Tickle-Degnen & Rosenthal, 1990). These ratings
provide information about behaviors that unfold over longer time intervals.
Additionally, observers’ ratings of participants’ behaviors are likely to reflect
the impressions the mating targets may have of the other person’s behavior.
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Method
Participants and Design
The experiment on which the analyses of the current study were originally
based consisted of 115 undergraduate students of the Radboud University
Nijmegen (see Van Straaten et al., 2008). Ninety-nine participants (86%)
were included in the current study (51 men). For 5 excluded participants
attractiveness ratings were missing. For 11 participants the audio-recordings
were either missing or of insufficient quality to reliably rate verbal behavior. The
participants were between 18 and 25 years old (men: M = 20.57, SD = 1.58;
women: M = 20.47, SD = 1.64). All participants were single and heterosexual,
and participated in partial fulfillment of course requirements or for a small
financial reward (5€). The experiment consisted of a 2 (Sex Participant) x
2 (Confederate’s Attractiveness Condition: Low vs. High) between-subjects
design. Additionally, this design included a continuous independent variable
representing Participant’s Attractiveness as rated by observers.
Procedure
Undergraduates were recruited to participate in the study that ostensibly
concerned the daily life and preferences of contemporary students in which
they would have a discussion with another student. Participants were paired
with an unknown confederate of the opposite sex and who was of the same age.
Eleven confederates were selected prior to the experiment on the basis of their
physical attractiveness (relatively low or high), as rated by a group of students
from a different university. Each condition and each sex consisted of two or
three confederates. Table 4.1 depicts the mean ratings of the confederates’
physical attractiveness as evaluated by the participants they interacted with.
The confederates in the high attractiveness condition were rated as physically
more attractive than the confederates in the low attractive condition, F(1,95)
= 128.79, p < .001, ηp2 = .51. A main effect of Sex showed that men rated
female confederates as more attractive than women rated male confederates,
F(1,95) = 7.85, p = .006, ηp2 = .08. Notably, no interaction effects between
Participant Sex and Confederate Attractiveness were found (F < 1).
The confederates were trained to initially interact in a positive way
with all participants but to gradually adjust in a natural way to the behavior
of the participant, so as to create realistic interactions in which mutual
adjustments take place. No participants expressed doubts about the roles of
the confederates.
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Table 4.1. Means (SD) of Physical Attractiveness Evaluations as a Function of Sex Participant
and Confederate’s Attractiveness Condition.
Condition

Men

Women

Total

Low Attractiveness

4.20 (1.08)

3.78 (1.17)

3.99 (1.14)

High Attractiveness

6.49 (.92)

5.92 (1.20)

6.21* (1.10)

5.34a (1.52)

4.83b (1.59)

5.09 (1.57)

Total

Note. From Study 3. Evaluations on a 9-point scale. Condition refers to the attractiveness level of the
confederate. Different superscripts indicate a within-row difference at p < .05, * p < .001 (within
column). No two-way interaction effects were found.
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First, each participant read a short description of the study, in which anonymity
was guaranteed, and signed a full consent form. Then, they received a list
with several characteristics of the confederate, among which his/her relational
status, which was set as ‘single’. All participants received the same list of
characteristics. Because the participants themselves had answered similar
questions during the recruitment phase (in order to select participants by
sexual preference, relational status, and age), they were told that ‘the other
participant’ received the same type of information about them. This cover story
was created to subtly present the fact that the confederate was also single.
The experimenter guided the participants into a comfortable room in
the university building, which looked like a normal bar, in which the confederate
was already present. This room was previously used in empirical studies to
create an atmosphere of an everyday social interaction context (Bot, Engels, &
Knibbe, 2005; Van Straaten et al., in press). Confederate and participant were
introduced and assigned to seats opposite each other. They were instructed
to discuss a given topic (randomly, either their preferences for specific movies
and actors, or their own nightlife) for five minutes. The experimenter left the
room and returned after five minutes, escorting the participant to a separate
room to fill out a questionnaire on the interactions and the confederate.
Two peephole-cameras (well hidden in lamps behind each person)
recorded the behaviors of participant and confederate during the instruction
and the discussion phases. After all data were collected, participants were fully
debriefed and asked for consent to use the video-recordings. No participant
objected to the use of his/her observations or data.
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Measures
Participants’ Attractiveness. Three opposite-sex undergraduates observed
short 3-second clips10 of the instructions phase (volume turned off). They
rated the participants’ physical attractiveness separately for facial and body
attractiveness (r = .71, p < .001, within raters) on a 9-point scale (1 = very
unattractive, 9 = very attractive). The two ratings were averaged to obtain a
general measure of physical attractiveness. Inter-rater agreement was high
(α = .91), so the measures from all three observers were collapsed. The mean
attractiveness rating of the participants was M = 4.61, SD = 1.33, range 2.00
– 7.89.
Relational Investment. Four female independent raters observed all
discussion recordings of the participants and the confederates, respectively.
They had been intensively trained to rate the behaviors of the observed persons
on the five indicators of relational investment. After a general discussion and
some examples of interactions, the coders rated a set of ten participants. Their
ratings were compared and discussed. During these discussions most time was
spent on reaching a shared frame of reference for each of the indicators.
Example sessions were selected to represent low, medium, and high levels of
each indicator. Then, each coder rated a second set of ten participants. For this
second set their observers’ ratings yielded a reliable average correlation of
.83 (range .59 to .94), with the lowest reliability of .59 for “activity.” All other
indicators showed reliabilities of .80 or higher. The recordings were randomly
distributed over the four raters, while one rater rated each dyad. Because of
the difficulty to validly rate relational behavior by seeing only one person
(some behavior only obtains social relevance in the context of the interaction),
they always viewed recordings of both confederate and participant. By asking
the observers to attend to and rate one person at a time interdependence of
ratings was avoided. Importantly, the participant was always rated first.
The measure of relational investment consisted of five separate semantic
differential ratings of behaviors, i.e., warmth, interest, activity, positivity, and
responsiveness. For example, warm was defined to indicate “emphatic behavior,
attempts to take the other person’s perspective, making eye contact, and express
understanding (e.g., through smiling and nodding)”, and the semantic opposite cold
was defined as “no expressions of empathy, not reacting to affective utterances,
and avoiding eye contact”. Although we attempted to measure five specific
parts of relational investment, some overlap between the definitions of the
components could not be avoided. For a complete description of all components
10 Single frames of the observations frequently result in pictures that are hard to rate, due to
temporarily non-neutral faces or blurred pictures caused by facial movement.
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of relational investment, see the Appendix. All semantic differentials included
a 9-point response scale with the labels on the opposite sides (e.g., cold = 1,
warm = 9). A principal component analysis revealed one underlying component,
explaining 58% of the variance. Given the high interrelations between the
five indicators (α = .87), we used the average score to indicate relational
investment. Because the distribution of the variable was skewed (high means),
squaring was used to normalize the variable.
Dating interest. We assessed dating interest by asking participants after
the discussion whether they would like to go on a date with their interaction
partner (1 = absolutely not to 9 = absolutely).
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Table 4.2. Descriptive Statistics of Relational Investment and Underlying Components as a
Function of Sex Participant
Men
(n = 51)
Variable

Women
(n = 48)

Total
(n = 99)

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

6.06

(1.38)

5.79

(1.59)

5.93

(1.49)

Negative – Positive

6.57

(1.39)

6.40

(1.65)

6.48

(1.51)

Passive – Active

6.57

(1.43)

5.98

(1.71)

6.28

(1.59)

Cold – Warm

6.08

(1.51)

5.92

(1.82)

6.00

(1.69)

Not Responsive – Responsive

5.96

(1.74)

5.85

(1.87)

5.91

(1.80)

Indifferent – Interested

5.14

(2.00)

4.72

(1.95)

4.94

(1.98)

Relational Investment
Components

Note. Semantic differentials on a 9-point answering scale

Results
For all analyses continuous variables were standardized.
Descriptive Statistics
First, we inspected means and distributions of relational investment and its
components during the mixed-sex interactions and tested for possible sex
differences. See Table 4.2 for the raw means. Men (M = .08, SD = .95) and
women (M = -.08, SD = 1.06) were rated as showing equal relational investment,
t(97) = .79, ns.11 Furthermore, the variance of relational investment was equal
for both sexes. Thus, overall, men and women did not display obvious differences
in their approach behavior when interacting with opposite-sex confederates.
Table 4.3 shows the correlations between Participant’s Attractiveness, Relational
Investment, and Dating Desire. Only Participant’s Attractiveness and Relational
Investment were correlated, which will be explored in later analyses.
Dating Interest
The first part of our investigation involved dating interest as a function of
physical attractiveness of both confederate and participant. The effects of
11 A multivariate analysis of variance on all items of the relational investment construct also
yielded no sex differences.
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Table 4.3. Pearson and Partial Correlation Matrix of Independent and Dependent Variables
1
1.

Attractiveness Participant

2.

Dating Desire

3.

Relational Investment

-

2
-.04

3
(-.05)

-

.25*

(.25*)

-.03

(-.05)
-

Note. Correlations between brackets are partial correlations controlling for Confederate’s
Attractiveness Condition, * p < .05, df = 96.
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Confederate’s Attractiveness Condition on dating interest reported by the
participants in the current sample was investigated in the earlier study by Van
Straaten et al. (2008). As can be seen in the following regression analysis, this
effect was strong and similar for men and women. For the purpose of
the present study, we now tested the possible moderation of the participant’s
own attractiveness in this relation.
Therefore, we conducted regression analyses (see Table 4.4) that
included Sex of Participant, Participant’s Attractiveness, Confederate’s
Attractiveness Condition (Model 1), two-way interaction terms (Model 2), and
the three-way interaction term (Model 3), to predict dating interest. The analyses
revealed the mentioned main effect of Confederate’s Attractiveness Condition,
with more reported dating interest in the high Confederate’s Attractiveness
Condition, and the main effect of Sex of Participant indicating that women’s
dating interest was lower than men’s. Model 2 explained marginally significantly
more variance, caused by the two-way interaction effect of Confederate’s
Attractiveness Condition and Participant’s Attractiveness. Sex of Participant
(Model 3) did not moderate these effects.
Figure 4.1 depicts the estimated means of the found interactions.
Simple slope analyses showed a marginal decrease in reported dating interest
if participants were more attractive in the low Confederate’s Attractiveness
Condition (B = -.24, SE = .14, t = -1.73, p = .08), as opposed to a (nonsignificant) increase in the high Confederate’s Attractiveness Condition (B =
.15, SE = .11, t = 1.28, p = .20). Due to the weak simple effects, interpreting
them is not entirely justified. Therefore, the interaction effect, which shows
opposite effects in Confederate’s Attractiveness conditions, can be most easily
interpreted in terms of similarity of attractiveness. That is, if attractiveness

Model 2 (3, 92)

.01

.35

.18

.12

.01

.29

.08

-.20

-.18

.51

-.01

β

.04

2.20

.66

-1.38

-.14

5.87

-2.09

t

> .50

.03

> .50

.17

> .50

< .001

.04

p

R

.04

.11

.07

2
change

4.45*

4.04**

2.37
†

Fchange

-.80

.49

.31

-.20

.25

.04

-.16

B

.38

.19

.14

.38

.10

.20

.20

SE

-.43

.38

.31

-.08

.25

.02

-.08

β

Relational Investment

-2.11

2.55

2.35

-.54

2.53

.22

-.80

t

.04

.01

.02

.59

.01

> .50

.43

p

Note. SP = Sex Participant (0 = man, 1 = woman), CAC = Confederate’s Attractiveness Condition (0 = low, 1 = high), PA =
Participant’s Attractiveness (continuous). † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

SP * CAC * PA

.00

.38

CAC * PA

Model 3 (1, 91)

.08

.09

-.01

SP * PA

.18

1.03

.34

.18

SE

-.36

B

-.47

2.39
†

12.70***

Fchange

Dating Desire

SP * CAC

PA

CAC

.00

.05

Model 1 (3, 95)

SP

.29

Model (df1, df2)

R

2
change

Table 4.4. Linear Regression Analyses Predicting Dating Desire and Relational Investment
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Figure 4.1. Dating Interest as a Function of Participant’s Attractiveness and Confederate’s
Attractiveness Condition (AC).
9
8

Dating Interest

7
6
High AC

5

Low AC

4
Dating Interest
3
2
1

-1 SD

+1 SD

Participant's Attractiveness

similarity was high (low/low or high/high attractiveness combinations), higher
dating interest was reported than if attractiveness similarity was low (low/
high or high/low combinations). Together, these findings support the Type
Preference Hypothesis and contrary to our expectations provide some support
for the traditional Matching Hypothesis, i.e. matching effects on preferences.
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Relational Investment
Next, we tested whether attractiveness similarity led to an increase in
relational investment and, importantly, whether this effect was moderated by
sex. Regression analyses with Sex of Participant, Confederate’s Attractiveness
Condition (low vs. high) and Participant’s Attractiveness (in Model 1), all twoway interaction terms (Model 2), and the three-way interaction term (Model 3),
were conducted to predict ratings of relational investment. Model 1 explained
7% of variance but was only marginally significant, which was accounted
for by a main effect of Participant’s Attractiveness. Model 2 was significant,
caused by an interaction between Sex of Participant and Participant’s
Attractiveness, and an interaction between Participant’s Attractiveness and
Confederate’s Attractiveness Condition. However, the expected Sex of
Participant x Participant’s Attractiveness x Confederate’s Attractiveness
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Condition three-way interaction qualified the two-way interactions (see Figure
4.2 for an illustration). Simple slope analyses showed that physically attractive
women were rated higher on relational investment than less attractive women,
irrespective of the Confederate’s Attractiveness Condition (respectively: B =
.42, SE = .21, t = 2.06, p = .04, and B = .51, SE = .17, t = 2.93, p = .004).
For men an interaction between Participant’s Attractiveness and Confederate’s
Attractiveness Condition emerged (B = .88, SE = .26, t = 3.33, p < .001). In
the high Confederate’s Attractiveness Condition, we found a positive relation
between participants’ own attractiveness and relational investment (B =
.39, SE = .17, t = 2.33, p = .02), while this relation was negative in the
low Confederate’s Attractiveness Condition (B = -.49, SE = .21, t = -2.40,
p = .02).
These results confirm the idea that men show more approach behaviors
when interacting with women of a similar level of attractiveness. Women,
however, do not seem to let similarity in attractiveness influence their approach
behavior during interactions, although their dating interest varies strongly as
a function of the physical attractiveness of their male interaction partner, thus
confirming the Sex-moderated Matching Hypothesis.

Figure 4.2. Relational Investment as a Function of Sex Participant, Confederate’s Attractiveness
Condition (AC) and Participant’s Attractiveness.

Relational investment

9
8
Low AC
High AC
Low AC
High AC

7
6

5
Relational investment
4

Men - SD

Men + SD

Women - SD

Women + SD

Participant's Attractiveness
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Note. Relational Investment ranged from 1 to 9.
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Effects of Differential Treatment
The results on participants’ relational investment might to some extent be due
to a differential treatment by the confederates as a function of attractiveness
of the participant. Correlations between participants and confederates’
relational investment behaviors were: r(98) = .53, p < .001. Therefore, we
conducted the same analyses as reported above while controlling for the
relational investment behaviors of the confederates. The analyses revealed
the same pattern of results.
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Discussion
The current study provides the first interpersonal behavioral indications for
attractiveness-matching effects in mixed-sex dyads. As predicted, the results
for observed behavior differed from those on self-reported dating interest.
Men and women’s dating interests reflected the general preference for highly
attractive partners of both sexes, in line with the Type Preference Hypothesis.
In contrast, the Type Preference Hypothesis cannot explain men’s relational
investment behaviors, but the attractiveness similarity effects can. That is,
men’s relational investment behaviors are consistent with the Sex-moderated
Matching Hypothesis. For high (vs. low) attractive confederates, men displayed
more behaviors indicative of relational interest and effort, however, only if they
themselves were attractive. For low attractive confederates, the less attractive
men displayed more relational investment behaviors than the more attractive
men. Furthermore, as predicted, women’s relational investment behaviors did
not vary as a function of attractiveness similarity. This pattern of results is
consistent with the Sex-moderated Matching hypothesis. The fact that women’s
dating interest was predicted by the confederate’s attractiveness and not by
their relational investment provides support for the suggestion that women
are more reserved in the communication of attraction to potential mates (e.g.,
Baumeister & Vohs, 2003; Clark et al., 1999; Grammer, 1990).
Replicating earlier findings regarding people’s preferences for
physically attractive others, our work once again demonstrated
���������������������������
that physical
attractiveness in a potential mating partner causes increase of self-reported
dating desire. And in an important extension of earlier findings, our work
revealed that attractiveness similarity causes men, but not women, to engage
in approach behaviors by showing relational investment, thereby signalling the
potential mates that they want the relationship to develop further.
Together these findings are
������������������������������������������
consistent with the probability-based
approach mechanism for behavior and mate preferences for physically
attractive partners. The probability-based mechanism would cause people to
refrain from acting impulsively on their feelings of attraction for the other, if the
chances of rejection are high (i.e., when the mating partner is physically more
attractive than the self; a false alarm) or if the chances of winning a partner of
higher attractiveness are substantial (i.e., if the mating partner is physically less
attractive than oneself). This contradicts the idea that attractiveness similarity
in couples is a mere by-product of more attractive individuals turning down the
less attractive persons because they want to attract the more attractive, which
is predicted by the type preference models (Kalick & Hamilton, 1986) and
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market models of human dating (Todd, 1997). Whether chances of rejection
affect approach behavior needs further investigation. Perhaps chances of
rejection should not be considered as opportunities to reject, as they were
operationalized in the study by Berscheid et al. (1971), but as the perception
of probabilities of success that determine which mates to approach.
An interpersonal feedback process is likely to contribute to shaping
such probability-based behaviors. Over time individuals receive positive and
negative feedback regarding their approach behavior from the oppositesex others. This feedback is likely to depend, at least in part, on their own
attractiveness. Internalization of this interpersonal feedback is highly probable
(c.f. Takeuchi, 2006). Although initially people’s approach behaviors may
mainly be a function of their goal to attract physically attractive opposite-sex
others (i.e., the goal matches their preferences), over time the number and
intensity of positive and negative feedback will influence the standard of this
goal (i.e., divergence of the goal and preferences) and ultimately the goalrelated behavior (i.e., approach behavior toward potential mates). In
�������������
the light
of the so-called positive-negative asymmetry effect observed in the literature
– the finding that negative information is weighted more strongly than positive
information (for a review, see Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs,
2001), one would expect���������������������������������������������������
negative interpersonal feedback to cause stronger
adjustment of approach behaviors than positive interpersonal feedback.
In line with this suggestion, recent social cognitive research shows that
if a goal is repetitively accompanied by negative affects, people experience
less motivation and exert fewer efforts to attain the goal (Aarts, Custers, &
Holland, 2007). A goal that is accompanied by positive affect may lead to
no changes in motivation or effort (i.e., people merely continue what they are
doing because all is well) or, if any, to an increase in motivation and effort to
attain the goal. Extending these findings to our research suggests that highly
attractive people may receive positive feedback on their approach behavior
toward highly attractive opposite-sex others. Conversely, less attractive
people may receive negative feedback on their approach behavior toward
highly attractive others but may receive neutral or positive feedback on their
approach behavior towards opposite-sex others of equal attractiveness. For
less attractive people approach behavior toward potential mates of similar
attractiveness is thus reinforced. This process resembles the computer simulation
model by Todd and Miller (1999), who included learning mechanisms on the
basis of successful and unsuccessful courtship in their model. This model resulted
in reasonable matching on mate value within couples and, importantly, after
a more realistic number of dates than the model by Kalick and Hamilton
(1986) that did not include learning mechanisms but relied only on shared
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attractiveness preferences.
Approach behavior that follows the rules of the type preference and
market models in the mating context can be expected to lead to inefficient
mate-attainment strategies. These rules imply continuous “bargaining” with
potential mates and a high number of rejections. In contrast, the proposed
process of internalization of positive and negative interpersonal feedback
predicts reliable determinations of feasible levels of attractiveness in potential
partners, which, in turn, determine approach behavior. Such a process should
facilitate mate-attainment of equal attractiveness and diminish the risk of
wasting resources and effort by pursuing a mate who is more attractive than
oneself and who will reject eventually. Since no effects of potential rejection
or differences in aspiration levels on the self-report of attraction (or dating
desirability) have been found (Berscheid et al., 1971; Walster et al., 1966),
the assessment of actual behavior is necessary to illuminate the roles of
interpersonal feedback and attraction similarity in the mating context. More
studies are needed to examine the effects of interpersonal feedback and
probability estimates on approach behaviors.
The fact that the (shared) preferences for physically attractive
partners are the main predictors of self-reported dating interest highlights
that discrepancies may exist between preferences and actual behavior. Our
finding also suggest that similarity in attractiveness amplifies the degrees to
which people consider somebody a potential dating partner, just as Walster
et al. (1966) originally predicted. Only a few earlier studies confirmed this
effect (Berscheid et al., 1971; Folkes, 1982), which was explained by the idea
that probabilities of mutual attraction may cause people to adjust their selfreported dating interest. Berscheid et al. could not demonstrate the effects
of chances of rejection on reported dating interest, however. An alternative
explanation for the small matching effects on self-reported dating interests in
our and Berscheid et al.’s studies may be that goal-related tendencies (i.e.,
approach motivations) influenced subsequent reports of dating interest. In their
experiment, Berscheid et al. told participants they would participate in a dance
with the partner of their choice. In our study, participants interacted with a
potential mate in a realistic context. The realistic prospect of meeting a person
and the real interaction with the person might affect approach motivations,
which might affect self-reports on dating interest. So, the degree of reality
of the interactions in both studies may be crucial for this small (in terms of
explained variance) attractiveness similarity effect in self-reported interest.
The sex difference in approach behavior also indicates a preferencebehavior discrepancy. As predicted, we did not find attractiveness similarity
effects for women’s approach behavior. Although the pattern of self-reported
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dating interest mirrored the one found for men, women’s approach behavior did
not. We predicted this sex difference in the preference-behavior discrepancy
on the basis of differential parental investment (Trivers, 1972). Consistent
with earlier research on mate attraction and communication (Grammer, 1990;
Grammer et al., 2000; Van Straaten et al., 2008), the current findings support
the hypothesis that women show more cautiousness in approaching potential
mates than men. In the brief encounters with potential mates in our study women,
compared to men, did not engage in relational investment and did not seem
to communicate their attraction toward men. It is possible that women need
further information concerning one or more conditional mate characteristics
(such as trustworthiness, social status or caring), before giving any signs of
attraction (for a description of potential thresholds in mating strategies, see Li,
Bailey, Kenrick, & Linsenmeier, 2002).
In the current study, a finding that warrants further explanation is
that attractive female participants were rated as displaying more relational
investment behaviors. A methodological explanation for this finding could be
that raters judged women more positively, in correspondence with the “What
is beautiful is good” rule (Dion, Berscheid, & Walster, 1972; Eagly, Ashmore,
Makhijani, & Longo, 1991). Yet, this halo effect did not emerge for men. It is also
possible that since men often approach physically attractive women, attractive
women are more comfortable in mixed-sex interactions. Indeed, frequent
positive treatment by others might lead to more socially approved behavior
(Langlois et al., 2000). For men, such differential treatment is less likely to
occur since women do not approach attractive men as often as the other way
round. A final explanation is that attractive women send more ambiguous or
misleading signals in order to elicit more information and investment from their
male interaction partner. Grammer et al. (2000) suggested that women may
“try to control men…..As the man’s goals are unknown to the woman, there is
only one possibility when meeting a male stranger: female solicitation should
elicit male self-presentation” (p. 376). Since the stakes are higher for attractive
than unattractive women (in terms of maximum mate value of eligible mates),
they may be more likely to employ this communication strategy. More research
is needed to test validity of these explanations.12
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12 We also tested for attractiveness-similarity effects on micro-level nonverbal behaviors,
derived from studies from Gonzaga et al. (2001, 2006), Grammer et al. (2000), and
Moore (1985). However, due to low frequencies we were unable to analyze these. The low
frequencies are likely to be caused by the fact that interaction partners were unacquainted
(in contrast to the observation of existing couples and, as in Gonzaga et al., 2006), which
makes experienced emotions of love and sexual desire less likely. Recall, that even when thee
emotions are present, frequencies of these behaviors are low (Gonzaga et al, 2006).
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A second point that needs consideration concerns the generalizability
of the findings to people who are in relationships. That is, would committed
people display the same behaviors toward people of similar attractiveness?
First, it is possible that committed people on average are more attractive than
single people, based on the idea that the most attractive people pair off
soon in the assortment process (Johnstone, 1997; Kalick & Hamilton, 1986).
Nevertheless, since relationships do not form in closed environments such as in
computer simulations (i.e., group boundaries are permeable) and usually not
on one single occasion (most people enter the relationship market on several
occasions in their lives), the relationship market can be regarded as dynamical
and as covering the whole range of physical attractiveness. However, being in
a relationship might elevate one’s mate value, for it indicates that one is willing
to commit oneself and that one is desirable to other people. If this is the case,
physical attractiveness might become less important to a person’s mate value
and, thus, attractiveness similarity might affect a person’s approach behavior
to a lesser extent. Another factor that might lead to less approach behavior
by committed people is that being in a relationship decreases a person’s focus
on alternative candidates. For example, Maner, Rouby and Gonzaga (2008)
recently showed how romantic thoughts and feelings about the current partner
reduces visual attention to pictures of physically attractive opposite-sex others
(see also Karremans & Vermijmeren, 2008). Future research should investigate
how relational status affects the influence of attractiveness similarity on
approach behavior.
Concluding Remarks
The overarching goal of the present work was to explore the influences of
attractiveness similarity on approach behavior, operationalized as relational
investment in the first interactions between single opposite-sex partners. We
proposed that people’s preferences for attractive mates are independent
of their personal motivations. More importantly, we argued, and showed,
that people’s preferences are evident in their self-reported mating desires
while their motivations transpire in their actual approach behaviors toward
the potential mate. As predicted, these findings emerged for men but not for
women, suggesting that women, as compared to men, are more cautious in
overtly communicating their attraction to potential mates. Moreover, this work
showed that the use of confederates in behavioral studies is effective and
meaningful, especially since ancillary analyses showed that confederates’
behaviors had only minimal effects on our results. Perhaps most importantly,
this work reveals that ������������������������������������������������������������
it is not merely the shared preferences for high attractive
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mates that cause positive assortative trends in human mating. Rather, the match
in people’s physical attractiveness is likely to determine people’s behaviors in
the mating context, which differs in women and men, suggesting that mating
behavior develops into an efficient means to find the perfect match.
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Appendix
Description of the components of relational investment. Semantic differentials
appeared on each side of a 9-point scale.
1.
Positive: The use of compliments, good manners, confirmations,
appreciation, humor, positive affective behavior (laughter), that all
potentially add to the positivity of the interaction.
Negative: Disapproval of the opinions or behavior of the other person,
rude behavior, no positive responses to jokes, high levels of sarcasm
and emphasizing the negative aspects of the current situation.
2.
Active: Strong commitment to the conversation, such as through asking
questions, introducing new subjects, and sharing personal information.
Passive: Taking the role of follower, together with one or more of the
following: minimal sharing of personal information, not much asking of
questions, and indicating to be interested in executing the instructions.
3.	Warm: Emphatic behavior, attempts to take the other person’s
perspective, making eye contact, and expressing understanding (e.g.,
through smiling and nodding).
Cold: No expressions of empathy, not reacting to affective utterances,
and avoiding eye contact.
4.
Responsive: Friendly and polite, appropriate responses to the other,
stimulation of mutual contributions.
Not responsive: Tactless responses, impolite, causing a one-sided
conversation, seem unable to know how to deal with silent moments.
5.
Interested: Expression of interest in the other person through, for
example, asking questions (in particular to extract more in-depth
information or information unrelated to the instructed topic), and
showing attention while the other person is talking.
Indifferent: Lack of interest in the other person, drawing attention to
him or herself, little attention while the other is talking.
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Abstract
In three studies we examined the presence of approach-biases toward
attractive (vs. unattractive) faces and to what extent these reflect motivational
and evaluation processes. We tested evaluation effects against motivationrelated predictions of approach-avoidance effects of physical attractiveness
of same and opposite-sex faces and the influence of activated relational/
sexual motivations. In Study 1, a stimulus response compatibility task was
used, in which participants had to evaluate the target faces and execute
an approach or avoidance response. A strong approach bias was found
towards faces that participants evaluated as attractive (vs. unattractive), but
irrespective of sex of target or participant. In Study 2, we compared effects
of two types of evaluative decisions (concerning either attractiveness or dating
desirability of the targets) on the approach bias, to show the influence of
salient goals on approach-avoidance responses. No differences between the
two evaluative decision types were found. Finally, in Study 3, we manipulated
sexual arousal. However, approach biases to (opposite-sex) attractive faces in
a subsequent task were not elevated, but reduced. Together, these results imply
that approach-avoidance tasks with instructions to affectively classify stimuli
tap solely into evaluative categorizations and are not sensitive to motivational
approach tendencies.
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Introduction
Over the last decades a basic human social-cognitive mechanism, which we will
refer to as the approach-avoidance motivation, received much attention from
scholars (e.g., Elliot, 2006; Chen & Bargh, 1999). Several studies indicated that
humans experience automatic behavioral urges in response to stimuli that have
a certain personal significance (e.g., Cacioppo, Priester, & Berntson, 1993;
Chen & Bargh, 1999; Solarz, 1960). Basically, it appeared that perceiving a
stimulus with positive or beneficial characteristics elicits an immediate response
to approach this stimulus or to pull it closer. In contrast, perceiving stimuli with
negative or harmful characteristics elicits an opposite response, that is, to avoid
it or push it away.
The approach-avoidance tendencies towards valenced stimuli were
shown with a variety of tasks, that can be divided into two types, based on
target evaluation instructions. More specifically, employed instructions differ
in the extent to which they require the individual to make either non-affective
or affective evaluations. With the former we mean decisions on the basis of
stimulus characteristics that have no direct affective value, such as shape,
order, and screen position. With the latter we mean evaluative decisions with
valenced categories, such as good/bad and positive/negative. In the current
paper we focus on the validity of approach-avoidance tasks of this type. We
aimed to extend on recent suggestions, that a conscious affective evaluation
does not allow measurement of approach motivation, but only of responses
in correspondence with the affective category (Eder & Rothermund, 2008;
Lavender & Hommel, 2007; Rotteveel & Phaf, 2004). Therefore, we focused
on the effects of motivation (i.e., mating-related motivation) in a similar task
in which physically attractive and unattractive faces served as stimuli. Because
motivation is linked to approach responses, this should allow us to investigate
the (in)sensitivity of approach-avoidance tasks with affective categories.
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Approach-Avoidance Motivation
Automatic approach-avoidance tendencies have been described in terms
of adaptive functions, since they direct the individual towards objects in the
environment that may help to fulfill basic needs and protect the individual
from potential harm from dangerous situations or malevolent organisms (e.g.,
Schneirla, 1959; Tooby & Cosmides, 1990). It was argued that it is motivation
which directs humans toward or away from goal-related objects (Dickinson &
Dearing, 1979; Elliot, 2006), and approach motivation may do so in an impulsive
manner (Strack & Deutsch, 2004; Deutsch & Strack, 2006). According to Elliot
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(2006), approach motivations and (motivation-related) goals regulate action
toward relevant objects. Or, as Higgins (1997) put it, approach motivation
is “the attempt to reduce discrepancies between current states and desired
end-states” (p. 1281). As a consequence, approach motivation may activate
automatic behavioral predispositions. Several studies show the behavioral
predisposition to approach positive stimuli (Alexopoulos & Ric, 2007; Chen &
Bargh,1999; Duckworth, Bargh, Garcia, & Chaiken, 2002). These approach
and avoidance actions have been attributed the goal to regulate distance
between the organism and the object (De Houwer, Crombez, Baeyens, &
Hermans, 2001; Schneirla, 1959; Solarz, 1960; Wentura, Rothermund, & Bak,
2000) or to grasp or push away the object (e.g., Cacioppo et al. 1993; Chen
& Bargh, 1999).
It was recently shown, that when people have unfulfilled goals or
experience physical needs, they assign more positive value to relevant objects
(e.g., Ferguson & Bargh, 2004; Seibt, Hafner, & Deutsch, 2007; Houben &
Wiers, 2007; Sherman, Rose, Koch, Presson, & Chassin, 2003). Accordingly,
studies on health-related behaviors (e.g., substance use and food intake)
indicated that approach responses to cannabis, tobacco, food, or alcohol cues
were facilitated during instances of high craving or for people who were
frequent consumers of the specific substance (e.g., Field, Eastwood, Mogg, &
Bradley, 2006; Field, Mogg, & Bradley, 2005; Schoenmakers, Wiers, & Field,
2008; Seibt et al., 2007). For example, Field et al. (2005) used a version
of the stimulus-response compatibility task (De Houwer et al., 2001) in which
participants had to move a manikin on the monitor away or toward pictures
depicting alcohol or non-alcohol objects. Participants high in craving for alcohol
were faster when they had to approach alcohol cues or avoid non-alcohol
cues than when they had to avoid alcohol cues or approach non-alcohol cues,
whereas no difference was found for people low in craving.13 Such findings
were interpreted as addiction-dependent approach motivation, based on
the idea that after sensitization related cues adopt incentive-motivational
properties.
Affective Evaluation and Approach-Avoidance
In approach-avoidance tasks with the so-called affective evaluation instructions,
participants typically are asked to categorize stimuli as positive or negative
and then execute either an approach or avoidance movement, depending
13 Separate statistics for alcohol and non-alcohol cues were not provided by the authors,
which makes specific conclusions about approach and avoidance responses to the different
types of cues impossible.
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on instructions. Solarz (1960) was the first to show that after recognizing a
word as positive participants were faster in pulling a lever toward themselves
(approach) compared to pushing the lever away (avoidance). The opposite
was found for negative words. This finding was replicated by Chen and Bargh
(1999; see also Markman & Brendl, 2005). Similar results with different
approach-avoidance operationalizations and different valenced stimuli have
been found (Rotteveel & Phaf, 2004, Study 1; Wentura et al., 2000).
Approach-avoidance tasks also have been used with a different type
of instructions, which did not necessitate conscious affective categorization of
the stimuli. Chen and Bargh (1999, Study 2) originally used this type of nonevaluative instructions in an adapted version of their approach-avoidance
task in order to determine to what extent automatic evaluation processes could
elicit approach motivations. In this study they did not instruct the participants
to categorize stimuli on the basis of valence, but just to pull or push all stimuli
in a specific block (for similar non-affective tasks, see Duckworth et al., 2002;
Alexopoulos & Ric, 2007; Neumann, Hulsenbeck & Seibt, 2004; Seibt et al.,
2007). With this version of the task effects of valence on approach motivations
were replicated (see also De Houwer et al., 2001, Study 4), although the
effects appeared remarkably smaller than in case of conscious affective
processing. Thus, conscious affective categorization of stimuli seemed to
strengthen evaluation effects on approach motivation.
Some studies were unable to replicate the valence effect on approachavoidance responses when participants were not aimed at categorizing stimuli
on valence (Lavender & Hommel, 2007; Rotteveel and Phaf, 2004), which
was interpreted as evidence that intentions to evaluate an object in terms of
valence are necessary for obtaining approach-avoidance effects. We do not
argue this same point, because automatic (non-conscious) evaluation of stimuli
and corresponding approach-avoidance effects received considerable support
(Duckworth et al., 2002; Neumann & Strack, 2000; Olson & Marshuetz, 2005).
Nevertheless, these findings suggest that overinterpretation of approachavoidance responses are likely when conscious affective categorization has
taken place.
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Affective Categorization
Recently, Eder and Rothermund (2008) argued that the link between positive
or negative categorization of stimuli and, respectively, approach or avoidance
responses is explicable by looking at the affective meaning of the response.
In their experiments, they showed that people evaluated “toward” positively,
whereas “away” was evaluated negatively. Accordingly, Eder and Rothermund
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hypothesized that the compatibility between the affective meaning of the
stimulus and the response was the cause of the observed approach-avoidance
effects of valenced stimuli. With an experiment in which they re-labeled the
“toward” and “away” lever movements as “downwards” and “upwards” (which
were evaluated, respectively, as negative and positive), they showed, that
the approach-avoidance responses toward the positive and negative stimuli
reversed.
Thus, compatibility and incompatibility between affective categories
and responses seems to determine the ease of executing the response. Eder
and Rothermund (2008) argued, in line with the principle of stimulus-response
compatibility (De Houwer, 2003; Klauer & Musch, 2003), that motor behavior is
coded as positive or negative and may be faster executed when it is preceded
by a stimulus that matches the code than when it mismatches the code. Their
experimental study provided the first confirmation of this explanation for
approach-avoidance effects in task that include affective categorization of
the target stimuli. Likewise, the fact that Lavender and Hommel (2007) and
Rotteveel and Phaf (2004) showed no valence effects on approach-avoidance
responses, when participants were evaluating the spatial orientation of
stimuli instead of valence, may be interpreted as in terms of incompatibility.
Thus it seems, that approach-avoidance measures with affective evaluation
instructions elicit dichotomous responses (compatible or incompatible) and
disregard deviations on the continuous dimension of valence. In the current
paper, we would like to further affirm this point by showing that motivational
changes do not affect approach-avoidance responses in such tasks. More
specifically, we argue that, in approach-avoidance tasks that require affective
categorization of stimuli, interpretation of responses in terms of approach
motivation may be erroneous, but instead should be put in terms of effects of
affective evaluation.
With the current paper we aimed to contribute to the critical perspective
on this type of approach-avoidance measures (Eder & Rothermund, 2008;
Markman & Brendl, 2005), by focusing on the hypothesized motivational
aspects underlying approach-avoidance actions in response to evaluative
categorization. For this goal we used a frame-work of human-mating
mechanisms. We investigated whether motivational changes could predict
approach-avoidance responses towards targets that vary in physical
attractiveness. This target variable a) is highly relevant for one of the most
basic behavior directing motivations, that is, pro-creation, b) is determined
quickly (Locher, Unger, Sociedade, & Wahl, 1993) and c) has been associated
with automatic evaluative biases (Olson & Marshuetz, 2005; Van Leeuwen &
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Macrae, 2004). Importantly, we kept the evaluative nature of the approachavoidance task constant and included differential operationalizations of
motivation, thus enabling a more strict test of whether approach-avoidance
tasks with evaluative instructions measure approach motivation.
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Physical Attractiveness
Physical attractiveness may be related to automatic approach-avoidance
tendencies for several reasons. First, a robust phenomenon in social psychology
is that physically attractive people elicit more positive inferences than
unattractive people, irrespective of sex of perceiver and target (Eagly, Ashmore,
Makhijani, & Longo, 1991; Langlois et al., 2000), and perceiving attractive
faces facilitates the processing of positive words (Olson & Marshuetz, 2005;
Van Leeuwen & Macrae, 2004), which seems to be equally true for same and
opposite faces (Van Leeuwen & Macrae). Secondly, physical attractiveness
also seems to occupy an important role in human mating strategies (e.g., Berry,
2000; Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Geary, Vigil, & Byrd-Craven, 2004; Rhodes,
2006). Both men and women place high value on physical attractiveness in
potential partners, although many studies suggest that this preference is more
important in male than female mating strategies (Buss & Barnes, 1986; Buss
& Schmit, 1993; Grammer, Kruck, Juette, & Fink, 2000; but also see Feingold,
1990; Van Straaten, Engels, Finkenauer, & Holland, in press). “Attractive”
physical characteristics (facial and bodily features) have been associated with
physical and emotional health, genetic quality, fertility and offspring viability
(Gangestad & Simpson, 2000; Rhodes, 2006; Shackelford & Larsen, 1997),
therefore making it an important selection criterion in mate search.
It has been shown that opposite-sex persons high on physical
attractiveness induce romantic desire in opposite-sex others, both in vignette and
real-life studies (Cartar, Hicks & Slane, 1996; Feingold, 1990; Greitemeyer,
2005; Lee, Loewenstein, Ariely, Hong, & Young, 2008; Struckman-Johnson &
Struckman-Johnson, 1994; Van Straaten, Holland, Finkenauer, Hollenstein, &
Engels, 2008; Walster, Aronson, Abrahams, & Rottman, 1966). We argue that,
if affective approach-avoidance tasks indeed measure approach motivation,
these should be able to uncover approach tendencies towards physically
attractive and, thus, desirable targets. From an evolutionary perspective,
humans would benefit from an approach bias towards opposite-sex persons
that posses characteristics with high reproductive value, such as high physical
attractiveness, as it would promote attaining a desirable mate when perceiving
one. Such an attraction-approach relation would fit nicely with the suggestion
that humans are likely to posses an evolved information processing system
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(e.g., attention and memory) that is attuned to cues that signal the presence of
potential mates (Becker, Kenrick, Guerin, & Maner, 2005; Kenrick, Li, & Butner,
2003; Krupp, 2008; Maner, Gailliot, Rouby, & Miller, 2007; Maner, Kenrick
et al., 2003), just as other goals affect cognitive processing of relevant stimuli
(e.g., Aarts, Dijksterhuis, & De Vries, 2001; Gollwitzer, 1999; Strachman &
Gable, 2006). Thus, approach-biases toward attractive opposite-sex faces
could be expected. However, to our knowledge, no studies yet have been
conducted on the relation between physical attractiveness and approachavoidance behavior.
Current Studies
In three experiments we tested the presence of an approach bias (faster
approach than avoidance responses) in favor of targets that were categorized
as attractive and the effects of motivational components on the amplitude
of the bias. Evaluating faces as attractive in general should elicit approach
behaviors, because of the positive associations with attractiveness (evaluation
influence). However, if approach-avoidance responses reflect approach
motivation, approach biases toward attractive opposite-sex (vs. same-sex)
faces should be elevated, in particular when mating motivation is activated
(motivation influence). In Study 5.1 we measured the approach-avoidance
tendency in response to faces, using the SRC-task of De Houwer et al. (2001),
which measures approach-avoidance responses on a relative abstract level.
The task does not require a fixed motor response for each type of stimulus and
does not involve changes in distance between the participant and object. In this
task, participants make a matchstick man move toward or away from a target
stimulus by pressing a button. Participants’ evaluations of the targets determine
the required response in each trial (approach or avoidance). In the first study,
the evaluation concerned the physical attractiveness of same-sex and oppositesex faces. Thus, participants had to evaluate the stimulus on attractiveness and
respond according to this evaluation, for example approach faces that they
evaluated as attractive. In Study 5.2 we compared the approach bias between
this type of evaluation (i.e., evaluations of attractiveness) with evaluations of
the desirability of the target as a date. Because this type of evaluation is
likely to be affective in nature as well, it was hypothesized to trigger equally
strong approach and avoidance responses, despite the activated motivation
of dating. Next, in Study 5.3, a stronger manipulation of motivation was used,
namely sexual arousal. This provided a stronger test of whether motivation
strengthens the effect of physical attractiveness, since this target feature was
highly relevant under such motivational circumstances.
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Study 5.1
In Study 5.1 the approach bias towards attractive and unattractive faces was
investigated in a task requiring categorization of attractiveness. Also, response
differences between same and opposite-sex faces were investigated. A vast
amount of literature highlighted the fact that attractive people and faces are
evaluated positively (e.g., Eagly et al, 1991; Van Leeuwen & Macrae, 2004).
This in itself would predict a general tendency to approach attractive targets
faster than unattractive targets (Chen & Bargh, 1999). The finding that this
positivity bias seems to apply to people of both the same and opposite sex
(Van Leeuwen & Macrae, 2004), would suggest a similarly strong approach
bias for attractive targets of both sexes. However, assuming that the preference
for physically attractive mates is an important source of approach motivations
towards physically attractive persons of the opposite sex, this should amplify the
approach bias toward attractive opposite-sex people if this type approachavoidance task measures such motivations.
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Method
Participants and Design. In this study 100 undergraduate students participated
(16 men, 84 women; age M = 20.9, SD = 2.92 ) in exchange for course credits
or a monetary reward (4 Euro). We used a 2 (Sex Participant) x 2 (Sex Target)
x 2 (Attractiveness target: Attractive vs. Unattractive) mixed design with Sex
Target and Attractiveness Target as within-subjects factors and Sex Participant
as a between-subjects factor.
Procedure. Participants performed the SRC task on a personal computer
with a screen resolution of 1280 x 1024. The SRC consisted of two blocks of
40 trials each, in which 40 pictures functioned as targets. In each trial a picture
appeared in the center of the screen, together with a manikin (matchstick man)
above or below the picture. Participants were instructed to let the manikin move
toward or away from the picture using the arrow keys (up and down) on the
numeric pad of the keyboard. Upon pressing one of either keys, the response
time from stimulus onset was recorded and the manikin rapidly walked in the
corresponding direction, after which the target and manikin disappeared. One
second later, a new trial started. Each picture appeared once in each block,
either with the manikin below or above the picture.
Participants were informed that the required response (approach or
avoid the target) was dependent on whether they thought the person on the
picture was physically attractive or physically unattractive. Because the targets
included same-sex targets, we emphasized that attractiveness did not have
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to mean sexual attractiveness (since that is what it might represent in case of
opposite-sex targets), but that it was defined as a basic evaluation of physical
appearance. This nuance was added in order to prevent all same-sex targets
from being classified as unattractive. In one block, the participants had to
make the manikin move towards the target picture if they thought the person
was attractive, and away from the target picture if they thought the person was
unattractive. In the second block the instructions mentioned the opposite. Now,
participants had to make the manikin approach unattractive targets and avoid
attractive targets. Eight practice trails including error feedback preceded each
block in which the words “attractive” and “unattractive” functioned as targets.
In the critical trials, no error feedback was provided, but a reminder of the
instructions was present at the left side of the screen. The order of the two
blocks was counterbalanced and, within each block, all trials were randomized.
After the experiment, participants were thanked, paid and debriefed.
Stimuli. We used grayscale photographs collected by Corneille, Monin
and Pleyers (2005). Each photograph depicted the head and shoulders of
a person, who smiled and faced the camera. Each person had his/her right
shoulder directed at the camera. For each sex, we selected photographs of
ten persons who were rated as relatively attractive (Men: M = 6.06, SD =
.54; Women: M = 7.11, SD = .70) and ten who were rated as relatively
unattractive (Men: M = 3.52, SD = .52; Women: M = 3.18, SD = .74), based
on the 9-point scale ratings collected by Corneille et al. (data provided by
first author). We made this a priori selection of two groups of photographs
on the more extreme sides of the attractiveness scale, because we wanted to
facilitate the decisions made in the SRC-task. We standardized brightness and
size (200x 300 pixels) of the pictures.
Approach-avoidance score. Of all responses, 75.4 % of the evaluations
by the participants matched our own attractiveness categorization (male
attractive 55.2 %; male unattractive 87.0 %; female attractive 77.2 %; female
unattractive 82.6 %). However, non-matching evaluations were also included in
the analysis, since each person follows his own attractiveness criteria. First, all
responses slower than 3000 milliseconds or faster than 300 ms (5.45 %) were
deleted.14 Then, for each participant, all responses 3 standard deviations slower
than their personal mean response time were deleted (0.88 %). We calculated
separate approach-avoidance scores for the attractive and unattractive
evaluations by subtracting the mean response time of approach trials from
14 Although usually 2000ms is the cut-off response time, we decided to use 3000 ms, because
participants had to make more difficult decisions than usual (as appears from the percentage
of deleted trials). Using 2000 ms as the threshold did not change the pattern of results.
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Figure 5.1. Mean Approach-Avoidance Scores as a Function of Attractiveness Target, Sex
Target and Sex Participant (P).
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Note. Higher scores indicate faster approach than avoidance responses (difference in ms).

the mean response time of avoidance trials. Thus, positive scores represent
faster approach than avoidance responses towards this class of pictures and
negative scores represent faster avoidance than approach responses.
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Results and Discussion
We conducted a Repeated Measures MANOVA with Sex Target (Same vs.
Opposite) and Evaluation (Attractive vs. Unattractive) as within-subject factors
and Sex Participant as a between-subject factor. As predicted, approachavoidance scores were much higher for faces that were evaluated as attractive
than for faces that were evaluated as unattractive, F(1, 98) = 88.51, p < .001,
partial η2 = .48. As can be seen in Figure 5.1, approach-avoidance scores
were positive for attractively evaluated faces, but negative for unattractively
evaluated faces. This indicates that it was easier for participants to approach
attractive faces than to avoid them, whereas is was easier to avoid than
to approach avoiding unattractive faces. No main or interaction effects of
Sex Target or Sex Participant were found (F’s < 1). We conducted the same
analyses with the variables that were computed on the basis of only those trials
in which the evaluations of the participants matched our own categorization.
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This showed the same main effect of Attractiveness Target, F(1, 93) = 79.79,
p < .001, partial η2 = .46.15
The results of Study 5.1 indicate a strong approach-bias towards
attractive faces. It is remarkable to find such a strong effect for a response that,
in terms of motor behavior (key press), is identical for approach and avoidance
behaviors. Previous studies showed that the mere perception of physically
attractive faces activated positive associations and that no differences in the
strength of these associations were present for same and opposite-sex faces
(Van Leeuwen & Macrae, 2004). The results of Study 5.1 extend these findings
by showing the general tendency to approach attractive faces, as has been
shown for other objects that receive positive evaluations (Chen & Bargh, 1999;
De Houwer et al., 2001).
Since no effects were found for sex of target or participant (i.e.,
same or opposite-sex faces), this would lead us to conclude that it is the mere
evaluation in terms of attractiveness that facilitates or inhibits the responses, but
not sex-specific motivations to which physical attractiveness is relevant.16 Thus,
compatibility between the evaluation category and the response explains this
strong effect of attractiveness. However, an alternative explanation may be
that mating motivations were not very active. Although studies on attention and
memory suggested that such motivations continuously guide cognitive processes
(e.g., Becker, Kenrick, Guerin, & Maner, 2005; Krupp, 2008; Maner et al.,
2003), this motivation may not have been powerful enough to moderate the
strong positive associations with attractiveness.

15 Five participants were omitted for these analyses because they had too few matching
evaluations (< 25% in one or more of the eight sex/attractiveness/approach-avoidance
categories).
16 Because the sex-specific motivations might also vary as a function of relational status, we
assessed relational status in all three studies. However, no moderating effects were found on
the strength of the approach-avoidance tendencies.
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Study 5.2a and 5.2b
Because mating motivations may not be continuously active enough to override
affective associations, we conducted a study similar to Study 5.1, in which we
added a version of the SRC-task in which mating motivation was primed. In this
version participants had to indicate whether they would like to go on a date with
the persons whose faces were presented. It was predicted that this evaluation
process would activate (or at least intensify) a mating-related motivational
state, as the evaluations reflect the degree to which they want the person as
a dating partner. Accordingly, this increased motivation was hypothesized to
elicit stronger approach biases toward targets whom participants would like to
date, compared to when these targets were evaluated only on attractiveness.
In separate sessions (Study 5.2a and 5.2b) the two versions of the
SRC-task were employed. Whereas in Study 2a participants had to approach
or avoid a target depending on their classification of the target as physically
attractive or unattractive (similar to in Study 5.1), in Study 5.2b the evaluation
of the dating desirability of the target determined whether participants
had to approach or avoid the target. We predicted that targets who were
perceived as more attractive (Study 5.2a) or more desirable as a dating
partner (Study 5.2b) would elicit stronger approach responses, whereas
relatively unattractive or undesirable dating partners are expected to elicit
stronger avoidance responses. However, the effects in Study 5.2b as a function
of the date-evaluations were hypothesized to be more pronounced than in
Study 5.2a.
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Method
Participants and Design. Sixty-two undergraduates of the Radboud University
Nijmegen (41 female, 24 male) with a mean age of 20.2 (SD = 1.96)
participated in exchange for course credits or 8 Euro. The experiment consisted
of a 2 x 2 x 2 mixed design with Criterion (Attractive vs. Date) and Decision
(Yes vs. No) as within-subjects factors and Sex as a between-subjects factor.
Procedure. Participants visited the laboratory on two separate occasions,
with five to six weeks in between, to reduce learning effects. On each occasion,
a version of the SRC-task was performed. In Study 5.2a, participants were
informed that the required response (approach or avoid the target) was
dependent on whether they thought the person on the picture was attractive or
unattractive. In Study 5.2b, the procedure and target pictures of the SRC were
similar. However, instead of the attractive vs. unattractive decision, participants
were asked to decide whether they would like to go on a date or not with the
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person depicted. The task was similar to Study 5.1, except that all trials with
same-sex pictures were deleted, because these pictures would be irrelevant in
Study 5.2b. Thus, each session consisted of two randomly presented blocks of
20 trials, with each target picture appearing once in each block. Data of five
participants were omitted because of too few Yes-responses (less than two in
either block) in Study 5.2b. On average, participants indicated to be wanting
to go on a date with 6.2 of the 20 targets (31 %). All participants performed
the attractiveness-SRC (Study 5.2a) first and five to six weeks later performed
the date-SRC.
Approach-avoidance scores. The same outlier handling as in Study 5.1
was applied. All response times slower than 3000 milliseconds or slower than
300 ms (Study 5.2a: 4,9 % of the trials; Study 5.2b: 4,1 %) were deleted.
Then, for each participant, all response times three standard deviations slower
than their personal mean response time were deleted (Study 5.2a: 0,8 %;
Study 5.2b: 1,3 %). We calculated separate approach-avoidance scores for
the attractive and unattractive decisions in Study 5.2a and for date and not
date decisions in Study 5.2b.
Results and Discussion
We analyzed the approach-avoidance scores of the two sessions using
a Repeated Measures MANOVA with Criterion (Attractive vs. Date) and
Decision (here labeled: Yes vs. No) as within-subjects factors and Sex as
between-subjects factor. As can be seen in Figure 5.2, we found the predicted
main effect of Decision, F(1, 55) = 103.71, p < .001, partial η2 = .65. In
addition, a two-way interaction between Decision and Criterion was found,
F(1, 55) = 6.74, p = .012, partial η2 = .11. Contrast analyses indicated that
participants were faster in approaching (vs. avoiding) targets they found
attractive, whereas they were faster in avoiding (vs. approaching) targets
they found unattractive, F(1, 55) = 94.15, p < .001. This effect was also
found for date (vs. not date), but somewhat weaker, F(1, 55) = 56.21,
p < .001. Alternatively, contrast analyses for Yes- and No-decisions showed
that the approach-avoidance score was lower for targets that were classified
as unattractive than targets that were classified as unsuited to go on a date
with, F(1, 55) = 10.66, p < .001. No differences were found between targets
evaluated as attractive and targets evaluated suited to go on a date with
(F < 1). No main or interaction effects of Sex were found.
A particularly interesting set of trials to analyze are those trials in
which the target was not evaluated as desirable to go on a date with, despite
the fact that the stimulus was of the attractive category (based on our own
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Figure 5.2. Approach-Avoidance Scores as a Function of Evaluation Criterion (Attractive/ Date)
and Decision (Yes/ No).
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Note. Higher scores indicate faster approach than avoidance responses (difference in ms).
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categorization). The response times on these trials can provide information
on whether the dating-decisions of the participant or the attractiveness of the
targets trigger the approach or avoidance responses. Therefore, we calculated
the approach-avoidance scores for these trials. If the attractiveness of the
target is the main feature that elicits approach or avoidance responses, a
positive mean difference score should be found. However, this was not the case,
with a negative mean approach-avoidance score of -228 (SD = 498) which
was significantly different from zero, t(50) = -3.27, p =.002.17 Also, the mean
score did not differ from the mean score of all no-date trials. Thus, although
the faces in these trials were relatively attractive, approach responses were
not facilitated when the participants had no desire to date the target person.
This finding is indicative of the influence of the compatibility of the specific
evaluation (i.e., date vs. no-date), and not physical attractiveness per se, with
the required response in the approach-avoidance task.
The current findings replicate Study 5.1 in showing a disposition among
men and women to be oriented towards approaching attractive targets.
17 Seven participants did not have enough valid trials to compute mean approach-avoidance
scores. These participants wanted to go on a date with all attractive targets.
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However, in contrast to our predictions, evaluating the targets as suitable to
date or not did not lead to more pronounced effects on approach-avoidance
responses. Instead, the responses were somewhat decreased in amplitude.
Thus, this task seems insensitive to these motivations. It is not clear why the
approach bias in Study 5.2b was smaller than in Study 5.2a. It could be
that a learning effect weakened the differences between the approach and
avoidance responses in Study 5.2b, since the same task and stimuli were used
as in Study 5.2a. However, because there were 5 to 6 weeks in between the
sessions, this is not very likely to have occurred. Importantly, the difference was
mainly found for no-date and unattractive trials and not for attractive and date
trials. Hence, approach-avoidance biases to the “desired” targets were not
attenuated. Of course, it could be the case that evaluations in terms of dating
are not sufficient to activate mating-related motivations. Therefore, in Study
5.3, we chose a more direct manipulation of motivation.
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Study 5.3
Because an alternative explanation of the findings of Study 5.2 is that considering
a target as a date did not enhance the motivational force to approach this
target, we focused on sexual motivation and approach-avoidance responses
toward physically attractive and unattractive faces. We manipulated sexual
motivation by increasing the sexual arousal of participants. Sexual arousal
has been shown to strongly affect social-cognitive processes, for example
decisions to engage in risky sexual behaviors (Ariely & Loewenstein, 2006).
Since physically attractive opposite-sex people are more desirable as a mate,
temporarily strong sexual motivations might intensify automatic approach
responses toward these people, if the task measures approach motivation and
not affective congruency between the evaluation and the response. Therefore,
in study 5.3, we investigated whether heightened sexual arousal would amplify
the approach-bias towards opposite-sex targets as a function of physical
attractiveness.
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Method
Participants and Design. A total of 109 undergraduate students (25 men; 84
women) with a mean age of 21.0 years (SD = 2.59) participated in this study
in exchange for course credits or money (3 Euros). The study constituted a 2
(Sex Participant) x 2 (Condition: Sexual vs. Neutral movie) 2 (Sex Target) x 2
(Attractiveness target: Low vs. High) mixed design, with Attractiveness and Sex
Target as within-subjects factors. Participants were randomly assigned to the
Sexual or Neutral condition. The experiment took about 20 minutes in total.
Procedure. Participants were told that the study consisted of two
unrelated parts. In the first part they watched a movie clip on the computer
screen, which they were asked to attend as if they were at home or in the
cinema. They were told that at the end of the study, questions would be
asked about the clip they had seen. In the Sexual condition, two scenes from
the movie Meet Joe Black (1998) were shown. In the first scene, a man and
woman meet in a coffee bar and engage in flirtatious behavior, such as coy
smiling, teasing and mutual personal information exchange. The second scene
shows the couple in an intimate context, in which they gently kiss and undress
each other. The scene did not involve intercourse or display of genitals or
other sexual characteristics, but did suggest the idea of sex. A scene of equal
length (9 minutes) from a documentary about the migration behavior of birds
(‘Travelling Birds’, see Anschutz, Van Strien, & Engels, 2008) was shown in
the Neutral condition. After the movie scenes the SRC-task followed. Finally,
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participants were asked to rate, on a 9-point scale, how sexually aroused they
felt while watching the movie-scenes (1 = not at all; 9 = very much) and how
much they liked the movie scenes.
The same SRC-task as in Study 5.1 was used, consisting of 40 target
pictures appearing a total of four times (twice in the “approach attractive
targets”-block and twice in the “avoid attractive targets”-block). Anticipated
and slow responses (< 300 ms or > 3000 ms; 3.2 % of the trials) and individual
outliers (3 SD faster of slower than the personal mean; 1.4 % of the trials)
were removed. Approach-avoidance scores were calculated separately for
unattractive and attractive male and female targets.
Results
Because of a lack of variance in our manipulation check of sexual arousal
in the Neutral condition, we dichotomized this variable into 1 and > 1 and
performed nonparametric tests. Participants in the Sexual condition (M
= 1.14, SD = .35; 14% > 1) reported feeling more aroused than in the
Neutral condition (M = 4.81, SD = 2.20; 86% > 1), X2 = 57.05, p < .001.
Importantly, the percentages and means in the Sexual condition did not differ
between men (M = 4.62 , SD = 1.98; 85% > 1) and women (M = 4.87, SD
= 2.20; 87% > 1). Hence, the manipulation of sexual arousal was successful.
Evaluations of the movie clips in the Sexual condition (M = 6.80, SD = 2.00)
and the Neutral condition (M = 6.66, SD = 2.32) were comparably positive
(t < 1).
A Repeated Measures MANOVA with Sex Target and Attractiveness
Target as within-subject factors and Sex Participant and Condition as
between-subjects factors was performed (see Figure 5.3 for the means). The
strong approach-bias towards attractive targets was replicated in a main
effect for Attractiveness Target, F(1, 105) = 166.66, p < .001, partial η2
= .62. In addition, a two-way interaction between Attractiveness Target and
Condition was found, F(1, 105) = 18.19, p < .001, partial η2 = .15. Separate
analyses for both conditions indicated that the effect of Attractiveness was
more pronounced in the Neutral condition, F(1, 48) = 117.73, p < .001, than
in the Sexual condition, F(1, 57) = 46.97, p < .001. When comparing the
mean approach-avoidance scores with Studies 1 and 2, it appears that the
scores of participants in the Neutral condition are rather similar, but the scores
of participants in the Sexual condition are attenuated. Separate analyses
showed similar interaction effects of Condition and Attractiveness Target for
approach, F(1, 105) = 8.89, p = .004, and avoidance responses, F(1, 105)
= 20.40, p < .001. Again, no moderating effects of Sex Target and Sex
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Figure 5.3. Mean Approach-Avoidance Scores as a Function of Sex Participant (P), Condition,
(Sexual vs. Neutral), Sex Target and Attractiveness Target.
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Participant were found (F’s < 1), so the approach-bias did not differ between
same-sex and opposite-sex faces.
Summarizing, in contrast to our hypothesis, watching a romantic/sexual
scene did not reduce the strength of the approach-bias towards targets that were
evaluated as attractive. This suggests that sexual motivations do not facilitate
approach or avoidance response toward relevant targets. It is unclear why the
approach-biases in the Sexual condition were somewhat attenuated. Because
this was true for faces of both sexes (same- and opposite-sex), a motivational
explanation is insufficient. Sexual arousal may have decreased the amount
of attention allocated to the task. Verfaellie, Bowers and Heilman (1988)
showed that a specific part of attention (“readiness to respond”) is crucial to
find stimulus-response compatibility effects, which may also apply to decisionresponse compatibility effects. Having seen sexual movie scenes might very
well have decreased attention and thus the influence of the (in)compatibility of
decisions with responses. Nevertheless, the pattern of results is clear and points
to a decision-response compatibility principle and not to a mechanism guided
by approach motivation.
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General Discussion
The current research was the first to examine approach-avoidance tendencies
toward attractive and unattractive faces. The main goal was to investigate
whether approach-avoidance tasks with affective categorization instructions
are sensitive to approach-motivation. Together, the results of the three studies
showed an approach-bias toward attractive faces, that is, faster approach than
avoidance responses. The sex of the target or the respondent did not moderate
this facilitation principle (Studies 5.1 and 5.2), even when a relational context
was activated (Study 5.2) or when sexual arousal was elicited (Study 5.3). These
findings are indicative of the idea that in such a task the approach bias does
not reflect actual motivations, but strong associations between attractiveness
and positivity. We can conclude that, because the concept of approach itself
has positive associations (Eder & Rothermund, 2008), facilitation of a response
labeled as approach is established after categorizing a face in terms of
attractiveness.
Critics may oppose that all three studies involved the exact same type
of approach-avoidance task, the SRC, and results may thus be task-specific.
However, additional confirmation for our conclusion comes from findings of
an experiment in which a task was used which involved joystick responses
(Van Leeuwen & Van Baaren, 2008). With this task, which was similar to
the one by Markman and Brendl (2005), it was shown, that, regardless of
whether upward or downward responses represented approach or avoidance,
participants were faster at approaching faces they regarded attractive and
faster at avoiding faces they regarded unattractive. This was true for both
same and opposite-sex faces. Effects were of similar size to the ones we found
in our studies. In conclusion, no task-specific elements other than the instructions
can explain the robust findings.
Although not reported, a potential moderator, participants’ own
attractiveness, that could have explained the found pattern, was investigated as
well. A theory on the matching hypothesis, suggests that people may only invest
in those opposite-sex targets whose physical attractiveness level matches their
own (Berscheid, Dion, Walster, and Walster, 1971) and a recent study showed
that this is true for men only (Van Straaten, Engels, Finkenauer, & Holland, in
press). Because such a mechanism may involve approach motivation, we tested
for moderating effects of participants’ physical attractiveness. Their physical
attractiveness was assessed by self-ratings (Study 5.1 and 5.3), but also by
independent raters who evaluated facial photographs of the participants
(Study 5.2). However, in none of the studies did these ratings interact with
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target attractiveness and sex of participant or target. Hence, similarity of
attractiveness did not affect the ease of executing an approach or avoidance
response, which is further evidence of the idea that this type of approachavoidance tasks does not measure approach motivation.
The findings imply a revised definition of the stimulus-response
compatibility process that, according to Eder & Rothermund (2008), affects
response latencies in this type of approach-avoidance tasks. More specifically,
we argue that what is crucial is not the affective compatibility of the stimulus
with the response (S-R compatibility, De Houwer, 2003), but the compatibility
of the decision with the response. When the participants saw (objectively)
physically attractive faces, but had to decide whether or not this person was
desirable to go on a date with – hence, a dichotomous decision - it was the
compatibility of this decision with the response that predicted response speed,
and not the compatibility of the attractive face with the response. Of course,
the faces they evaluated as “no date” might have been a little less attractive
to these participants, but still were of the category that is likely to have
activated more positive than negative associations. Thus the reversed pattern
that was found for these specific trials is an indication for a decision-response
compatibility principle. This principle is perhaps stronger than an affectresponse compatibility principle and may thus override the latter principle.
This is supported by the smaller and non-robust effects in approach-avoidance
studies in which no categorization in terms of valence was necessary (Chen &
Bargh, 1999; Lavender and Hommel, 2007; Rotteveel & Phaf, 2004). More
empirical tests in which evaluation and decisions are distinguishable but both
affective in nature are needed to confirm this idea.
The positivity bias of attractiveness as shown in earlier studies (Eagly
et al., 1991; Langlois et al., 2000; Van Leeuwen & Macrae, 2004) was further
confirmed with a task that might be best labeled as an affective stimulus
classification task. When investigating cognitive and behavioral consequences
of perceiving attractive and unattractive faces - in particular the influence of
mating motivations - more sensitive tasks are required. Non-affective decision
instructions may lead to different results, because then evaluative decisions
do not interact with the affective value of the response. A good suggestion is
to use approach-avoidance tasks as used in studies on automatic evaluation
and approach-avoidance responses (e.g., Chen & Bargh, 1999, Study 2;
Duckworth et al., 2002), which required participants to respond according
to rules unrelated to affect (more specifically, responses depended on which
block of trials was presented). In addition, irrelevant features of stimuli (for
example, shape: landscape vs. portrait, see Heuer, Rinck, & Becker, 2007) or
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a priming paradigm (for example, affect-irrelevant target stimuli following the
facial pictures) might also be useful candidates.
Importantly, the current conclusions assume that relevant (e.g., matingrelated) motivations affect the processing of attractive and unattractive same
and opposite-sex faces. Although this assumption is supported by research on
attention, memory and activation of neurological reward areas (e.g., Aharon
et al., 2001; Kranz & Ishai, 2006; Maner et al., 2003; 2007), this has not
(yet) been shown for affective evaluation of targets, which is tightly linked to
approach motivations. Van Leeuwen and Macrae (2004) also reported that
the positivity bias for attractive faces was independent of sex (of targets ánd
participants), but additional studies on this topic are needed to confirm this.
We assumed that a temporal increase in mating motivations (Study 5.2 and
5.3) would increase approach motivation toward relevant targets, but the lack
of moderating effects requires caution in claiming this.
What we can argue, is that this type of task is unable to measure such
effects. This applies to all studies in which approach-avoidance tasks with
evaluative categorization are used. Whenever the categories are likely to
involve affective values as well, other categories should be considered. With
regard to research on substance use and approach motivation, approachavoidance tasks with substance-irrelevant evaluations could be used, since
the substance has positive or negative value dependent on the frequency
of substance use (Houben & Wiers, 2007; Sherman et al., 2003), just as
attractiveness is associated with positivity (at least to some extent) through
learning (see Eagly et al., 1991).
Concluding, the current research showed that carefully considering
instruction characteristics is crucial when using approach-avoidance tasks to
show approach motivation. Approach biases can be highly informative with
regard to behavioral dispositions toward certain categories of stimuli, but
these categories also can induce interfering processes that overshadow the
mechanism researchers are aiming for. Because in the approach-avoidance
literature this confound has been overlooked, new paradigms may be necessary
to study this intriguing phenomenon.
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Key findings and theoretical implications
In this thesis, several studies that aimed at investigating the effects of the mate
preference for physical attractiveness on interpersonal behavior are reported.
I combined the theoretical perspectives from the evolutionary psychology
with the merits of behavioral observation research in the investigations of
interpersonal processes. The two key elements that distinguish this research
from previous research on mate preferences are the behavioral observations
in controlled settings and the assessments of interpersonal attraction after
interactions. By doing so, this dissertation is one of the first to describe the
effects of mate preferences on interactions. Investigation of these behavioral
effects of (supposedly) innate, evolved mate preferences are indispensable in
identifying to what extent human preferences are predictive of behavior in the
context of close relations, such as courtship and mate choice. Next, I will discuss
the results of the different studies and their theoretical implications separately
for attraction communications, mate preferences, and automatic approachavoidance tendencies.
Attraction Communication
By use of several time-coded and rated behaviors, Studies 2 to 4 showed
corroborating evidence for the hypothesis that men more overtly communicate
their attraction toward women than women toward men. As expected, only
men displayed behaviors in accordance to their reported desires, with higher
frequencies of mimicry (Study 2) and longer instances of gazing (Study 3) in
interactions with physically attractive (vs. less attractive) confederates. The same
sex-differences in more global ratings of interpersonal behavior were found in
Study 4 that took participants’ own attractiveness into account. In this study, men
were judged for putting more effort in the conversation (relational investment)
– for example by displaying more interest, warmth and responsiveness – when
they were interacting with equally attractive confederates.
These sex-differences in behavioral effects of attraction suggest that
women are more reluctant to show their attraction than men. These findings fit with
the more general parental investment hypothesis on attraction communication
that posits more cautious and ambiguous behavior of women as a function
of attraction, aimed at keeping a high level of control over the outcome of
interactions with men (Grammer et al., 2000). This strategy safeguards women
from harmful intentions of men and gives them the opportunity to test mating
intentions. Consistent with this suggestion, Sexual Strategies Theory (Buss &
Schmitt, 1993) for example argues that women are looking more for long-
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term relations than men, due to sex-differentiated reproductive constraints and
consequences. Reluctance in communication of their romantic desires toward
men would benefit women in this regard. Grammer et al. (2000) found this
sex difference in terms of courtship behavior within the first few minutes of
interaction. The present results add important evidence to this idea. Moreover,
the findings of Study 2 are the first to show more mimicry as a function of
attraction (cf. Grammer et al., 1998). Together, robust and observable
attraction-relevant behaviors were identified in the different studies, providing
a good method of studying interactions in mixed-sex dyads as a function of
attraction and, as I will discuss later, mate preferences.
Different effects were found for men with regard to mimicry and gazing
behavior than for relational investment. That is, no main effects of attraction
on male relational investment were found, instead, interaction effects between
own and other attractiveness emerged. I tested the effects of participants’
attractiveness for gazing as well – since gazing was measured during the
same experiment as relational investment – but no interaction effects were
found. This suggests that these different types of behavior depend on different
intrapersonal processes. A plausible distinction between the behaviors may
be the influence of motivation. Whereas mimicry and gazing may be more
automatic behaviors (Chartrand & Bargh, 1999) toward people who are
attractive, actual efforts are only invested when affiliation motives are high,
that is, when chances of success seem likely.
In other words, a motivation based on feasibility of success may direct
behaviors that require more effort (cf. Eccles et al., 1983). In this light it is
relevant to recall Buck and VanLear (2002), who described unintentional,
automatic, nonverbal behaviors as spontaneous, in contrast to more intentionbased, effortful, nonverbal behaviors, labeled pseudo-spontaneous.18 I do
not want to state that relational investment is intentional – what is more, it is
a rating of a person’s behavior based on 5-minute observations by coders.
However, it is possible to view these more global ratings as measures for
more complex behavioral manifestations of interpersonal motives and goals.
Indeed, it is clear-cut that conversational actions underlying the constructs of
relational investment, such as responsiveness and interest, require effort and,
therefore, interpersonal (i.e., affiliation) motives.
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18 Confusingly, Buck and VanLear (2002) described spontaneous communication also as a
product of motivational-emotional states, but these refer to more affect-based intrapersonal
states with more “natural” relationships with the displayed behaviors, such as smiling when
happy or frowning when in pain. These behaviors need to be distinguished from behaviors
that serve to attain underlying goals that are described in the current dissertation as
motivation-based as well.
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Mate Preferences: Physical Attractiveness
Next, I will discuss the assumed precursor of the above-mentioned behavioral
effects, namely attraction as a function of target characteristics. With regard
to physical attractiveness, Studies 2, 3, and 4 confirm the hypothesis that high
physical attractiveness causes high interpersonal attraction as measured by
self-report questions. This supports the idea that physical attractiveness is an
important aspect of mate value, presumably because of its relation to genetic
quality and health. Importantly, men and women did not differ on this aspect,
except when it concerned short-term relations (Study 2), in which case men’s
attraction reports varied as a function of physical attractiveness of the target,
contrary to women’s reports. Many earlier studies emphasized the difference
between men and women in mate selection with regard to the importance of
physical attractiveness (e.g., Buss & Schmitt, 2003; Feingold, 1990). The sexsimilarity findings suggest that the sex-difference in attractiveness importance
is perhaps not as universal as previously stated (Buss, 1989). Strikingly, the
study in which sex-differences in mate preferences were least expected (Study
2), because of the emphasis on short-term mating (in which case physical
attractiveness is hypothesized to be highly important to women as well;
Gangestadt & Simpson, 2000), was the only study in which the sex-difference
emerged. I will now compare the differential findings between studies in
relation to previous research.
When comparing these results to studies that did find sex-differences
(Study 2 in this dissertation and research by others on mate preferences), it
is possible to rule out several explanations for our findings in Study 3 and 4,
where no sex-differences in attractiveness manipulations on dating desire were
found. First, age-related effects (e.g., “this sex-difference does not apply to
young adults”) are unlikely, since most conclusions on mate preferences are
based on exactly this population. In addition, the investigated population
comprises the ages at which human mating is biologically most relevant in
terms of fertility and mate value, especially for women (Pawlowski & Dunbar,
1999). Moreover, sex-differences in reported attractiveness importance seem
stable across age cohorts (Buunk, Dijkstra, Fetchenhauer, & Kenrick, 2002;
Sprecher, Sullivan, & Hatfield, 1994), therefore, the focus on this population
does not seem to cause generalization problems.
As a second explanation, cultural variations may affect these sexdifferences. That is, perhaps, the absence of sex-differences in reported
physical attractiveness importance might be specific for the Dutch population.
For example, similarity in economic and political powers between the sexes,
which is generally high in Western countries, might account for the decrease in
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sex-differences in desired partner preferences. However, other studies reveal
that also in The Netherlands, usually sex-differences in the reported importance
of physical attractiveness in mate search are found (Buunk et al., 2002; Doosje,
Rojahn, & Fisher, 1999). Furthermore, Eagly and Wood’s (1999) re-analyses of
Buss’s (1989) cross-cultural data showed that gender-equality indices cannot
explain the sex-difference in physical attractiveness importance (in contrast to
socio-economic characteristics). Finally, this explanation could not account for
the sex-differences in Study 2. Consequently, to find a cultural explanation
for our findings of male-female similarity in attractiveness importance will be
unlikely.
A third, more plausible, explanation for the sex-similarity in attractiveness
preferences lies in the distinctive features of the paradigm used for Study 3
and 4. In this light, it is interesting to take a look at the differences between the
studies in this dissertation which did (Study 2) and which did not (Studies 3 and
4) find stronger effects of physical attractiveness on dating desires of men than
of women.19 In Study 2, the degree of interactions was low, with participants
and confederates performing their tasks individually and with little room for
conversation. In the experiment that was the basis for Study 3 and 4, on the
other hand, participants and confederates conversed continuously during a
stretch of time (five minutes). In the latter experiment, no sex-differences in the
effects of physical attractiveness variations were found.
Thus, a particular aspect of the procedure may be responsible for
the absence of sex-differences in Studies 3 and 4. It seems that after short
but relatively intense interactions, in which attractiveness characteristics
received a lot of attention, appearance mattered much to women as well
when determining interpersonal desire. Possibly, women are not as aware as
men that their romantic attraction is based on physical attractiveness. At least,
that is what would fit the previous findings concerning the low self-reported
importance of physical attractiveness in female mate choice (Buss & Barnes,
1986, Buss & Schmitt, 1993). If people have to base their desirability ratings
on little interaction or personal information, they rely on introspection of how
important they consider physical attractiveness in a partner to be. Although
speculative, these introspective processes may result in judgments that are more
based on normative or stereotypical schemes of sex-appropriate preferences.
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19 For ease of explanation, I will not discriminate between the two slightly different measures
of dating desire in the studies. Although in definition, the two variables do not overlap, however,
there is overlap in the underlying measures, since they both contain a question about dating
desire. Also, in Study 2 this measure correlated highly with the desire to go to bed with the
confederate. Hence, we regarded this as short-term mating desire.
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Whatever the underlying process, introspection could be responsible for the sexdifferences of Study 2 and of other experiments in which vignette paradigms
and self-reported preferences were used. In contrast, after more realistic
situations (such as the intensive interactions in Studies 3 and 4) the reports were
more likely to be based on real – i.e., experienced – interpersonal desires.
Particularly for the investigation of the importance of physical attractiveness
for interpersonal attraction such realistic interactions may be necessary. This
paradigm could prove useful for the investigation of effects on interpersonal
attraction with regard to other mate preferences as well.
Mate Preferences: Social Status
Even though I only marginally focused on the preferences for high social
status in mates, it is important to discuss the effects of the manipulation of
this characteristic. In Study 2 neither men nor women attributed importance
to this characteristic, as became clear from the lack of effects of the status
manipulations on reported desire. Nevertheless, some effects of social status
on women’s behaviors (mimicry) were found. It was not robust, since it was
found only for one type of mimicry and unrelated to explicit reports of mating
desire. Therefore, we chose not to include social status as a factor in the other
studies.
Apparently, social status of men is of no great importance to the women
in our study, which contrasts with previous findings on reports of social status
importance (e.g., Buss & Schmitt, 1993). Since the experiments of Study 2 to
4 involved manipulations of characteristics of the interaction partner of the
participants, it is perhaps difficult to compare these findings. However, I also
conducted one study in which participants had to indicate their preference
for 21 characteristics in short-term mates, such as good financial prospects,
high education, physical attractiveness, faithfulness (Van Straaten, Engels,
Finkenauer, & Holland, 2005, not included in this dissertation). Later on, they
had to indicate their desire toward a fictional target in a vignette in which
attractiveness (low vs. high) and social status (low vs. high educational level)
were manipulated. Findings showed that women did not rank social status and
resource related characteristics as important, with a mean importance rating of
around 4 on a 7-point scale. Further, women hardly differed from men in their
importance ratings for these characteristics. In contrast, both sexes desired a
good-looking partner. Accordingly, their desire ratings for the vignette target
confirmed these preferences. Men and women, who read vignettes of attractive
opposite-sex others, reported a greater likelihood of considering that person
as a short-term mate than the ones reading vignettes of relatively unattractive
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opposite-sex others. Social status manipulations had no effects on male and
female ratings.
Although this particular study concerned short-term mate preferences
– in which social status should be less important to women than with long-term
mates – the low importance ratings and lack of sex-differences with regard
to social status confirmed the explanation that for the female participants in
Study 2 social status seemed unimportant. An alternative explanation could
also be that the manipulations of social status (low and high-status jobs in
Study 2, this dissertation; low and high educational levels in Van Straaten et
al., 2005) were not efficient enough, although pilot studies and manipulation
checks indicated otherwise. Perhaps, stronger manipulations are necessary to
find effects on attraction, for example by adding manipulations of family
background (socio-economic status), current salary and ambition.
Nevertheless, the sex-similarity in social status importance corresponds
to Eagly and Wood’s ��������������������������������������������������������
(1999) explanation for the existence of sex-differences
in social status importance, namely, its dependency on local gender equality,
which is based on the division of resources and opportunities in terms of
education, economic participation, politics, and health. In the Netherlands this
equality is relatively high (nr. 12 worldwide; World Economic Forum, 2007).
Additionally, since all participants were university students, a basic similarity
in social status (i.e., education, career prospects) was present. In sum, women’s
interest in personal aspects related to social status may have been limited.
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Approach-Avoidance Tendencies
In Chapter 5 we investigated approach-avoidance tendencies toward pictures
of male and female faces of various levels of physical attractiveness. In
addition, the manipulations of the evaluative instructions (Study 5.2) and sexual
arousal (Study 5.3) tested the effects of motivation. In all studies we found
that participants displayed faster approach than avoidance responses toward
attractive faces of both sexes, regardless of manipulations of mate-relevant
contexts. These findings add evidence to the idea that physical attractiveness
is associated with positive concepts, in other words, a positivity bias (Eagly,
Ashmore, Makhijani, & Longo, 1991; Van Leeuwen & Macrae, 2004), which
determines the ease of executing approach and avoidance responses. However,
the used type of approach-avoidance tasks, which involved evaluation of
targets in positively or negatively connoted terms, were apparently not sensitive
to motivational variations. More specifically, evaluating opposite-sex targets
as ‘datable’ did not increase approach biases (Study 5.2), nor did evaluating
opposite-sex targets as ‘attractive’, if sexual arousal was high (Study 5.3).
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Since the hypothesized sex-specific tendencies were based on
assumptions in the literature about approach motivation and approachavoidance tasks, the lack of confirmation caused important doubts about the
researchers’ motivational explanations of approach-avoidance effects for
tasks that were similar to the one we used. The findings in Chapter 5 are
important in the quest for easily measurable behavioral tendencies that can be
investigated in individual experimental sessions. We can now confidently state
that the used approach-avoidance task was not appropriate. In an increasing
number of fields psychology researchers have started to investigate approachavoidance tendencies as predictors of behavior in real life, particularly with
regard to food and substance-related object approach (e.g., Field, Mogg,
& Bradley, 2005; Seibt, Hafner, & Deutsch, 2007). Our results show that one
should be cautious in deciding which type of approach-avoidance tasks to use
and more closely examine the validity of the used tasks.
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Methodological considerations
In this dissertation two innovative paradigms were used in the investigation of
mate preferences and interpersonal behaviors in mixed-sex dyads. Firstly, we
used observational studies in which confederates with variations in mate-relevant
characteristics participated. This seemed the most valid and accurate method
to gain more insight into the effects of physical attractiveness on interactive
behaviors between men and women. Secondly, we applied the principles of
basic social cognition about approach motivation to test mate preferences
and related behavioral dispositions. Though I have strong confidence in the
usability of both methods – but more research on approach motivations will
be necessary – I will now discuss the observational studies more in depth, since
they are the most innovative and the use of confederates needs more thorough
discussion.
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Observational Research
Within the research field of partner preferences, the observational approach
is largely ignored, but particularly important. Firstly, real interactions may be
crucial in allowing person characteristics to be integrated in the general report
of interpersonal desires and thus generate more valid views of what people
in reality find important in close relationships, in contrast to paper and pencil
studies. In other words, imagined or two-dimensional representations of targets
may not activate the intended mechanisms and desires. I believe that designs
and behavioral measures should be more carefully considered in terms of
generalization into real life situations, since these are the environments in which
preferences were shaped during evolution.
Secondly, the investigation of interpersonal behavior is indispensable
if theorizing about the existence and importance of mate preferences. The
found preferences for mate preferences need to be validated by testing their
influences on behavior in the context of mixed-sex processes, such as partner
choice and attraction communication. Several psychologists have highlighted the
methodological problems of self-report measures (DeSteno, Barlett, Braverman,
& Salovey, 2002) and the limited validity of introspection (Nisbett & Wilson,
1977, Wilson, 2002), also with regard to partner preferences (Eastwick &
Finkel, 2008; Wiederman & Dubois, 1998). However, so far, researchers have
mainly stuck to assessing romantic preferences through self-reports. Certainly,
human behavior is complicated and it may also reflect a number of unknown
or unmeasured intrapersonal processes, such as self-presentation and shyness,
to name a few. However, observed behavior is real and significant and may
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provide crucial information about intrapersonal processes. As Shields and
Steinke (2003) wrote, “Self-report can provide a rich source of data, but it
cannot be taken as an unbiased indicator of probable behavior and beliefs
uncontaminated by measurement context, … demand characteristics, cultural
mores, and so on.” (p. 94). In other words, self-report measures may also
tap into processes other than what a person believes s/he prefers or desires
(Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). Therefore, behavioral observations should be put to
use more often. With regard to the type of behaviors that researchers should
aim at, careful consideration of the candidate behaviors in terms of levels of
control, self-presentation, and communicative functions is warranted.
Using Confederates: Advantages
The main advantage of using confederates when investigating attractionrelated behaviors is that confederates can be trained to behave according
to a specific set of interaction and conversation rules. This aspect strongly
decreases the amount of error in participants’ behaviors as a function of dyadic
processes that are difficult to measure and statistically control for, as is the case
for paradigms in which two unacquainted participants interact. Confederates
can be assumed to have little or no romantic intentions when acting in the
research environment, since they are occupied with fulfilling their assignments.
Further, their behaviors can be monitored continuously and feedback can be
provided to adjust deviations from other confederates’ behavior. Preselection
of confederates, who possess specific levels of social skills, further increases
the inter-confederate similarity. In the analyses, corrections for observed
differences in behaviors between confederates can be made, as we did in
Studies 3 and 4.
Since confederate’s behavior is relatively controllable, it is possible to
use natural variations of external characteristics (i.e., physical attractiveness)
as opposed to experimental manipulations. It has the advantage of minimizing
awareness of experimental conditions, goals, and hypotheses. Yee and
Bailensen (2007) recently illustrated that awareness of changes in physical
attractiveness can be problematic when investigating interpersonal behavior.
They observed self-disclosure, interpersonal distance, and confidence in
participants represented by a physically attractive or unattractive avatar (a
person in virtual reality). Participants represented by unattractive avatars (vs.
attractive avatars) were less intimate in terms of self-disclosure, kept more
distance and showed less confidence in (virtual) interactions with opposite-sex
others. Such changes in behaviors as a function of attractiveness manipulation
are problematic for interpersonal research designs. Therefore, natural variations
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of attractiveness were chosen as the basis for experimental conditions. A
different suggestion for future research could be the use of virtual environments
in which confederates are not aware of the physical attractiveness of their own
avatar.
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Limitations
After the discussion of the advantages of and related critical comments on the
used observational research design, some limitations of our design need to be
discussed.
Confederates’ Behaviors
Firstly, when investigating dyads, mutual influence of two interacting persons
cannot be ruled out. In the relevant chapters, statistical correction for measured
confederates’ behaviors that was potentially of influence was carried out.
Nevertheless, unmeasured behavior of the confederates could have affected
participants’ behaviors. Systematic biases could have arisen if confederates
of either low or high attractiveness responded differently to the participants’
behaviors that we observed or to other correlated behaviors. The confederates
were trained and monitored (though not with regard to gazing), but certain
behaviors may obviously have been overlooked, such as subtle variations in
tone of voice and facial expression. Future research could focus on measuring
more potentially confounding behaviors in order to control for these.
Nonverbal Courtship Behaviors
A large discrepancy between the measured behaviors in this dissertation and
previous research of mixed-sex dyads is the focus on behaviors that have not
or seldom been investigated in this context and in such an experimental design
before. The choice for these behaviors (mimicry, gazing, and, in one study, the
use of global ratings) was fruitful in the investigation of sex-differences, since
they are all considered sex-neutral in their relations to attraction. However,
other courtship behaviors from seminal papers in this research area (Grammer
et al., 2000; Moore, 1988) are interesting as well. Therefore, the recordings
of Study 3 and 4 were coded for a range of these behaviors, such as smiling,
head tilts, and postures. No clear picture emerged from the analyses of
these behaviors (an overview of the findings is available upon request). The
main reason is that frequencies of most of these behaviors were low, which
complicated within and inter-sex comparisons.
I will explain these relatively low frequencies by pointing at the cover
story and the instructions in the experiment. Specifically, we decided not to
use a waiting room situation like, for example, Grammer et al. did, but we
provided a topic for the participants and confederates to talk about. This
may have decreased the frequencies of more obvious courtship behaviors,
since these would be inappropriate within the instructed tasks, in contrast to
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the more subtly mimicking, gazing, and relational investment behaviors. Also,
the use of confederates, who themselves did not show signs of attraction or
romantic explorations, could have inhibited the display of more overt courtship
signals by the participants. These behaviors might require relevant responses
from interaction partners. Since our confederates followed their behavioral
instructions, such responses were unlikely to have occurred, which might have
inhibited the continuation of these courtship behaviors. Furthermore, the
interactions were short, which may have limited the opportunities to display
these behaviors.
Nevertheless, the findings on mimicry, gazing, and relational investment
ratings show that even in such circumstances cues of attraction are communicated.
Thus, the coded and rated behaviors in this dissertation may be of the most
subtle types, which humans (only men in this case) use to signal attraction,
probably without being aware of them. Similar patterns of behavior could
be found for the traditional courtship behaviors, but in order to find these
patterns experimental settings should be adjusted in terms of conversational
topic, length of interaction, and responsiveness of confederates to attractionrelated cues.
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Suggestions for future research
Female Behavior
The most important question remains: what circumstances are necessary in order
to identify female attraction communication? Only for men, we found clear
patterns of behaviors as a function of their interaction partner’s attractiveness
and their own attraction toward him/her. Which variations in context, personal
or partner characteristics are likely to moderate the relations between their
attraction and subsequent display of interpersonal behaviors?
The first suggestion follows from the findings of Grammer et al. (2000)
who found that in the first minutes of the interactions, female behavior was
unrelated to her interpersonal attraction, but that this relation became stronger
if the interaction continued over a longer period of time. With regard to
Studies 2 to 4 this would mean that longer interactions were necessary to
observe attraction-related behaviors for women. The exact necessary length
of interaction strongly depends on the type of interaction, since we found no
relations between female attraction and their mimicking behaviors in Study 2
even though in this study interactions lasted more than 10 minutes. The intensity
of the interactions and opportunities to communicate interpersonally probably
determine the minimal length necessary to observe such behaviors. In addition,
a waiting room paradigm (without instructions about which topic to discuss),
similar to Grammer et al. (2000), together with measures of gazing, mimicry,
and relational investment could be used to determine female attraction-related
behavior and compare this paradigm with the paradigms in this dissertation.
An additional intriguing question is what role self-control has in
behavioral displays, as a function of female attraction. Do women inhibit their
attraction-related behaviors and perhaps even stronger monitor their own
behaviors to control all potential signals of attraction? Research suggests that
women, compared to men, are better decoders and encoders of nonverbal
behavior (Hall, 1978; Rosenthal, Hall, DiMatteo, Rogers, & Archer, 1979;
Rotter & Rotter, 1988), but it is relatively unknown to what extent they excel
in controlling their own behavior (inhibition). One empirical indication for this
idea is that young girls are cleverer than boys at keeping a positive expression
while receiving a disappointing reward if instructed (Saarni, 1984).
If self-control is an important moderator in the attraction-behavior
relation for women, manipulations of self-control should be conducted to reveal
this. A type of manipulation that would be specifically relevant in the context of
first encounters between men and women is the use of alcoholic beverages. For
example, a study similar to our Study 3 and 4 could be employed, but with this
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additional aspect, namely an alcoholic versus non-alcoholic condition, differing
in the amounts of alcohol in drinks of a taste test. Participants could be kept
unaware of the actual percentages of alcohol in the drinks by mentioning
that the drinks may, but not necessarily do, contain alcohol (alcoholic vs. nonalcoholic beers for example). Subsequent interactions similar to the one we
observed could be set up in order to test the effects of decreased self-control
on attraction-communication. If self-control is the inhibitory factor in female
attraction-communication, women should display more attraction-related
behaviors after consumption of alcohol than after consumption of non-alcoholic
beverages. Because male attraction-related behavior seems less inhibited
under normal circumstances, alcohol consumption should be of less influence.
A last hypothetical set of moderating factors in the links between
physical attractiveness of men and attraction communication by women is that
more characteristics of potential mates may need to be known to women before
they act opener upon their attraction. Several researchers have suggested
that a threshold of characteristics may be necessary to elicit attraction in
women (Li, Bailey, Kenrich, & Linsenmeier, 2002; Townsend, 1993; Townsend &
Wasserman, 1998). However, Study 3 (and 4) showed that attraction in women
varies in a similar fashion as in men as a function of physical attractiveness of
opposite-sex confederates.
The threshold principle then might pertain to the expression of attraction
by women. Thus, not the attraction per se but the behavioral consequences
may depend on the presence of additional desired characteristics in a
partner. Potential characteristics in this regard are those related to warmth
or trustworthiness – a characteristic that has been identified as being the
third important mate preference for women, besides physical attractiveness
and social status (Fletcher, Simpson, Thomas, & Giles, 1999; Fletcher, Tither,
O’Loughlin, Friesen, & Overall, 2004; Sprecher & Regan, 2002). Experimental
manipulations of confederates’ behaviors on this dimension of social behavior
(e.g., warm versus cold) could be deployed to investigate to what extent this
characteristic influences the attraction-behavior link. Also, related characteristics
such as humor, which women in particular seem to desire in a mate (Bressler
& Balshine, 2005), could prove important as moderators of attraction-related
behavior.
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Male Behavior
An interesting contextual factor, that has not been intensively discussed so
far, is that obvious behaviors of interaction partners may facilitate or inhibit
participants’ behaviors. Especially with regard to male behavior, some easily
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investigative ideas come to mind. For example, it has been argued that men’s
initiation of courtship behaviors largely depends on “come on” signals by women
(Grammer et al., 2000; Moore, 1985). In Moore’s study in bars, subtle female
signals (e.g., glances and hair flips) were predictive of the number of men who
approached them. Of course, in this study, female behavior might have been
confounded with other characteristics, such as physical attractiveness, but the
idea of female cues as conditions for male courtship behavior is interesting.
Confirming the same point, Grammer et al. (2000) showed that female
affirmation predicted later verbal behavior in men.
The question then arises which behaviors – including, but not limited to,
gazing, mimicry, and relational investment – are displayed by men after they
received affirming cues of women they find attractive. Future research could
focus on the interplay between physical attractiveness (or attraction in general)
and “come on”-effects in predicting male attraction-related behaviors. So, does
the physical attractiveness of women who display affirming signals determine
whether men will approach them? Also, between-sex comparisons on this issue
would be of great significance, by investigating whether and under what
circumstances women too will wait for affirming signals before approaching
the men they are attracted to.
Besides investigating other independent variables, research could
investigate other consequences of short mixed-sex encounters for men,
which can provide important information about attraction as a function of
physical attractiveness (or other characteristics of interest to researchers). One
potentially powerful attraction indicator is the level of testosterone in saliva.
Roney, Mahler, and Maestripieri (2003) showed that after interactions with
women, men’s saliva contained more testosterone (though not significantly more)
than at baseline and that this level of testosterone was related to ratings of
their interpersonal behavior, more specifically their attempts to impress women.
One hypothesis that follows from this study is that an increase in testosterone
will be found for men who just had interacted with physically attractive women.
This would confirm Roney et al.’s idea that men display a mating response
after perceiving or meeting potential mates.
Alternatively, considering the correlations in the study of Roney et al.
(2003) between testosterone levels and ratings of target-directed behavior,
a second hypothesis could hold that the degrees of similarity in attractiveness
between interaction partners will predict testosterone levels in men. This
would indicate that the proposed interpersonal motivations as a function of
attractiveness similarity (i.e., matching hypothesis) has a biological determinant,
shedding further light on the psychological or psychophysiological nature of
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success-dependent interpersonal behavior in mixed-sex dyads. Interestingly,
Roney et al. (2003) also regarded the existence of higher levels of testosterone
as the product of a sensitized mechanism, since the increase in testosterone
levels was higher in men who had more sexual experience. This idea could
be applied to our idea of the matching hypothesis that holds that previous
experiences will determine a man’s responses to women of specific levels of
attractiveness.
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General Moderators
Relevant to both men and women are moderators that can be found on the
level of individual measures and contextual factors. Individual measures of
interest that can be expected to influence interpersonal behavior as a function
of attraction are, for example, previous relational and sexual experiences,
attachment styles (Hazan & Diamond, 2000), and sociosexuality (Simpson
& Gangestad, 1991), which distinguishes people on the basis of short-term
or long-term sexual orientations. With regard to sociosexuality it might be
expected that women who are more short-term oriented will display more
overt attraction-related behaviors in response to perceiving or interacting
with physically attractive men, than women who are more long-term oriented.
After all, physical attractiveness in male partners is deemed more important
for short-term matings (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000) and cautiousness by
women is less necessary when their goal is to find short-term instead of longterm mates. A contextual factor that might be of importance to mixed-sex
interactions is the number of men and women in a group. I will now discuss this
potentially influential factor in more detail.
Economical principles. The interactions in the current dissertation
concern one-on-one encounters. This representation of mating contexts is of
course simplistic in the sense that those encounters reflect only one type of
social contexts in which mating-related behavior takes place. Most interactions
between opposite-sex people take place in the presence of more than one
person, for example, in a bar. The presence of other people, both competitors
and other potential partners, might constitute an important moderator in
courtship behaviors. One psychological approach to the influence of the
number and “quality” of same and opposite-sex others focuses on market
principles (e.g., Pawlowski, 2000; Todd, 1997).
Baumeister and Vohs (2004) suggested one related theoretical model
recently applied to human mating. In their model sex is regarded as a tradable
product offered by women and desired by men. This economical perspective
on sex leads to several hypotheses about (among other things) the effects of
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variations in supply and demand, and competition among sellers. Baumeister
and Vohs predicted that high supply (relatively many women in a local
“marketplace”) would lead to derogation in terms of competitor attractiveness
and sexual exclusivity – information that is considered negative for competitors’
reputation. However, high demand (relatively many men) is predicted to lead
to competition between men resulting in better offers for females in terms
of resources – either direct, short-term, resources or the prospect of future
resources, and long-term investment.
These hypotheses could nicely be tested in small-group contexts in
which the sex ratio is manipulated. Interpersonal behaviors such as openly
criticizing same-sex others (women) or dominance and sharing resource-related
information (men) could be observed in groups with relatively few men or
women. However, the use of gazing, mimicry, and relational investment could
be measured as well, to investigate to what extent these behaviors depend on
the same principles of supply and demand. Competition between men (in low
female-male ratio contexts) could lead to more pronounced gazing, mimicking,
and relational investment responses, in order to stand out among the other
men. For women, in high female-male ratio contexts more of these behaviors
could be expected since these would attract attention and thereby higher
probabilities of mutual exchange of information and attraction cues.
Approach Motivation
In the last empirical chapter (Chapter 5) I reported the first investigation of
approach-avoidance tendencies as a function of physical attractiveness of
targets. Other variations of the approach-avoidance tasks need to be tested
to validate this method as a measure of mate preferences, since in the task
type in which participants have to categorize targets in evaluative terms
(i.e., stimulus relevant categorization), approach motivations do not seem to
influence response facilitation or inhibition. A plausible variation is a task with
stimulus-irrelevant instructions. For example, trials could involve responses
to the shape of target pictures or, as Chen and Bargh (1999) did, instruct
participants to approach or avoid all stimuli in a specific block. Alternatively,
the tasks as described in Chapter 5 could involve less symbolic consequences
of the approach-avoidance responses. Instead of a manikin moving toward
or away from the stimulus, stimuli could move according to the response, thus
moving in the direction of the response (toward or away from the participant).
Examples of this type of approach-avoidance tasks have been successfully
used in research on phobia-related responses (Heuer, Rinck, & Becker, 2007;
Rinck & Becker, 2007). Since in this type of tasks the consequences of responses
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are more realistic (the distance between objects and the participant seems to
increase or decrease), approach motivations might more strongly influence
response latencies, instead of the mere decision-response compatibility influence
described in Chapter 5. If approach-avoidance responses to attractive targets
resulted in decreasing or increasing target distances, the responses would gain
more significance in the light of the salient approach motivation and be thus
more facilitated (respectively inhibited) by this motivation. This significance
may be necessary in order to investigate behavioral responses to attractive
opposite-sex persons.
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Concluding remarks
In the empirical chapters and this general discussion I described the theoretical
relevance of the empirical findings in this dissertation and speculated on
several hypotheses that could test the basic idea of this dissertation either in
more detail or in a broader context. Together I aimed to show that the study of
sex-differences in behavioral responses to physically attractive opposite-sex
others can provide crucial information about sexual strategies. I also pleaded
for more real-life settings and interactions in mate preferences research, which
hopefully will stimulate others to exploit research paradigms that complement
self-report preferences and vignette studies.
Evolutionary psychologists have contributed interesting theories and
models on human mating behavior. However, in contrast to the frequent
ingeniousness of the models and explanations, research methods have fallen
short in providing compelling evidence for the hypotheses concerning human
behavior, since the used measures are only partially related to actual behaviors.
Behavioral observations and tasks that measure automatic behavioral
dispositions are very useful for this goal. Since behavior between men and
women is so intriguing to both scientists and laymen – and is imbedded in
numerous theories by both – psychological research should continue to try and
unravel the complex and mysterious ways in which couples are formed. This will
improve our knowledge about one of the most vital social processes in humans,
one that affects lifetime developments for many (if not most) of us and is at the
core of psychological well-being.
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Samenvatting
We hebben het allemaal wel eens moeilijk. Ook ik loop soms tegen de grote
zaken van het leven aan. Maar er is een oplossing en vaak dichterbij dan je
denkt. Dikwijls open ik de brievenbus om een klein briefje te vinden, waarop
ene professor Mundi beweert in een paar consults al mijn problemen op te
zullen lossen. Hij draait zijn hand niet om voor een stroeve carrière, een laag
zelfbeeld of problemen in de relationele sfeer. Het briefje doet me vaak goed,
want gedurende een paar seconden kan ik een lach niet onderdrukken. Is het
allemaal zo simpel? Het is typerend voor de wijsheid die we allemaal hebben
of denken te hebben. Over relaties en de liefde filosoferen we misschien nog
wel het meest, wat te verklaren valt door de grote rol van relaties in het
menselijk leven. Vrijwel iedereen heeft in zijn of haar leven één of meerdere
relaties. Toch krijgen in de psychologie relaties onevenredig weinig aandacht.
Dit komt deels door het feit dat het zo moeilijk is om te bestuderen, maar
wellicht ook omdat weinig mensen zich durven te wagen aan de magie van
de liefde. Wat de reden ook is, er valt nog heel veel te onderzoeken aan hoe
relaties ontstaan. Twee centrale aspecten van relatievorming worden in dit
proefschrift belicht: partnervoorkeuren en de communicatie van aantrekking.
Waarom vallen twee personen op elkaar? Een factor van belang voor
aantrekking waar velen snel aan zullen denken, is het uiterlijk. Onderzoek
waarin mensen is gevraagd wat zij belangrijk vinden in een partner, laat
zien dat uiterlijk inderdaad van belang is, maar ook dat mannen het hoger
op hun ranglijst van gewenste eigenschappen zetten dan vrouwen. Hiervoor
is een evolutionaire verklaring, Seksuele Strategieën Theorie, ofwel SST. SST
beschrijft hoe sekseverschillen in de minimale investering in het nageslacht —
grofweg het investeren van zaadcellen door mannen tegenover (onder andere)
zwangerschap en de intensieve zorg in de eerste levensjaren door vrouwen
— ook gekoppeld zijn aan specifieke partnervoorkeuren. Uit deze verklaring
volgt het idee dat met name mannen zich op het uiterlijk richten bij een partner,
omdat het uiterlijk gerelateerd is aan gezondheid en vruchtbaarheid van de
partner en dus de kans op (gezond) nageslacht. De grotere investering van
vrouwen in nageslacht zou ertoe leiden dat andere partnereigenschappen
in belang toenemen (zoals zorgzaamheid en sociale status), waardoor het
uiterlijk zakt op de ranglijst van gewenste eigenschappen in een man.
Voor de SST en vele aanverwante verklaringen rondom seksueel gedrag
en partnervoorkeuren is veel bewijs, maar dat bewijs komt voornamelijk van
onderzoek dat mensen heeft gevraagd na te denken over hun ideale partner
of een mening te geven over een persoon waarvan ze een foto en korte
omschrijving zagen. Het is zeer discutabel of mensen genoeg zelfinzicht hebben
om hun eigen wensen op dit gebied te kennen. Met andere woorden, het is niet
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zeker dat de gerapporteerde wensen en keuzes van mensen stroken met hun
gedrag in het echte leven. De eerste vraag in dit proefschrift is dan ook of de
gevonden sekseverschillen in de voorkeur voor uiterlijk aantrekkelijke partners
zich ook voordoen als proefpersonen iemand in het echt ontmoeten.
In hoofdstukken 2 en 3 wordt deze vraag beantwoord. In twee
experimenten bevonden heteroseksuele, vrijgezelle, proefpersonen zich in een
ruimte met een persoon van het andere geslacht. Deze “assistent” deed zich
voor als proefpersoon, maar was door de proefleiders getraind om iedere
proefpersoon op dezelfde wijze te benaderen. Belangrijk voor dit proefschrift
is dat meerdere van deze assistenten meededen aan dit onderzoek en dat
zij varieerden in de mate van uiterlijke aantrekkelijkheid. Hierdoor was het
mogelijk de effecten van verschillen in aantrekkelijkheid te onderzoeken. De
resultaten in hoofdstuk 2 laten zien dat als proefpersonen met iemand van het
andere geslacht in een ruimte zijn die zij heel aantrekkelijk vinden, mannen
achteraf meer dan vrouwen aangeven seksuele interesse in deze persoon te
hebben. De sociale status van de assistent was ook gemanipuleerd (lage- of
hoge-status baan), maar dit had geen effect op de mate van interesse die
vrouwen en mannen hadden in de assistent. Belangrijk is dat in dit experiment
er nauwelijks sprake was interactie. Hierin verschilt het experiment uit
hoofdstuk 3, waarin proefpersonen een één-op-één gesprek hadden met de
assistent. Achteraf gaven zowel mannen als vrouwen na een gesprek met een
aantrekkelijke assistent aan meer interesse te hebben in een vervolgafspraak
dan mannen en vrouwen die een gesprek hadden met een minder aantrekkelijke
assistent. Dat er geen sekseverschillen optraden hierin is verrassend en gaat
in tegen de heersende theorie. Het laat zien dat het werkelijk ontmoeten en
in interactie zijn van mensen belangrijk is voor het trekken van conclusies over
partnervoorkeuren.
Het proefschrift gaat nog een stap verder en behandelt ook de vraag
of mannen en vrouwen verschillen in interpersoonlijk gedrag naar iemand tot
wie ze zich aangetrokken voelen of niet. Meer specifiek gaat het dan om nonverbaal gedrag dat vrijwel automatisch plaatsvindt, oftewel zonder bewuste
beslissing en daardoor ook moeilijk te bedwingen, en een subtiel positief
signaal afgeeft aan de ander (imitatie en aankijken). Het huidige onderzoek
beperkt zich tot de eerste vijf minuten nadat een man en een vrouw elkaar
voor het eerst ontmoet hebben. Deze vijf minuten kunnen cruciaal zijn voor het
verdere verloop van een ontmoeting en zijn daarom zeer interessant om nader
te onderzoeken. Over interpersoonlijke signalen tussen mannen en vrouwen
bestaat een evolutionair gefundeerde voorspelling die aangeeft dat het voor
vrouwen belangrijk is om niet te snel hun interesse in de man te laten blijken.
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Dit geeft ze meer tijd om de ander op betrouwbaarheid en andere gewenste
eigenschappen te beoordelen. In hoofdstukken 2 en 3 vonden we dan ook dat
mannen de assistent, respectievelijk, meer imiteerden en langer aankeken als
de assistent uiterlijk aantrekkelijk was dan als de assistent minder aantrekkelijk
was. Voor vrouwen werd dit niet gevonden. In het kort wijzen deze resultaten
erop dat mannen al snel subtiele signalen sturen naar vrouwen waar zij zich tot
aangetrokken voelen, terwijl vrouwen dat niet doen bij mannen waar zij zich
tot aangetrokken voelen.
Een andere vorm van gedrag richting een persoon van interesse, die
wordt beschreven in hoofdstuk 4, behelst meer actief gedrag dat als doel
heeft de interactie positief te laten verlopen, onder andere door interesse te
laten blijken door het stellen van vragen en zelf openheid te tonen. We noemen
dit gedrag relationele investering. Omdat dit gedrag moeite, tijd en energie
kost, zou het functioneel zijn als het alleen wordt vertoond richting personen
waarvan de kans groot is dat deze dezelfde interesse zullen tonen. We
hebben in hoofdstuk 4 de hypothese getoetst of dat het geval is bij personen
van vergelijkbare uiterlijke aantrekkelijkheid. Omdat gelijke aantrekkelijkheid
de kans verhoogt tot wederzijdse aantrekking (kijk naar relaties om u heen om
hierin bevestigd te worden), werd een hierbij aansluitende gedragsstrategie
verwacht. Om dit te toetsen zijn proefpersonen gescoord op hun uiterlijk en is
het effect van de “match” of “mismatch” met het aantrekkelijkheidniveau van
de assistent op de mate van relationele investering onderzocht. Ook werd
wederom verwacht dat dit alleen bij mannen zichtbaar zou zijn, omdat vrouwen
terughoudender werden verondersteld in het laten blijken van hun interesse.
Inderdaad bleek een betere match op aantrekkelijkheidniveau gekoppeld
aan meer relationeel investeringsgedrag en dit gold, zoals verwacht, alleen
voor het gedrag van mannen.
Tot slot is er, naast het effect van aantrekkelijkheid op het gedrag
van mensen in echte interacties, in dit proefschrift ook aandacht voor het
effect van aantrekkelijkheid in een simpele computertaak, namelijk op de
automatische neiging tot benaderen (approach) of ontwijken (avoidance).
Mensen hebben een automatische approach-neiging richting veel objecten in
de omgeving die een potentieel voordeel in zich dragen (bv. voedsel) en een
avoidance-neiging bij objecten die potentieel nadelig zijn (bv. een giftige spin).
Omdat aantrekkelijkheid in een partner een voorspeller is voor het krijgen van
sterk en gezond nageslacht, zou het waarnemen van een aantrekkelijk persoon
van de andere sekse eenzelfde approach-neiging kunnen opwekken.
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Om de aanwezigheid hiervan te kunnen onderzoeken is een veelgebruikte
taak uit onderzoek naar automatische approach- en avoidance-neigingen
in hoofdstuk 5 ingezet. Hierbij laten proefpersonen een virtueel mannetje
op het computerscherm van een gezicht af of ernaar toe lopen, afhankelijk
van hun evaluatie van het gezicht (“aantrekkelijk” of “onaantrekkelijk”). In
de wetenschappelijke literatuur wordt verondersteld dat approach- en
avoidance-neigingen zich laten zien in reactietijden in een dergelijke taak.
Meer specifiek, bij de aanwezigheid van een approach-neiging zouden de
“van af”-reacties langzamer moeten gaan dan de “naar toe”-reacties en
omgekeerd bij de avoidance-neiging. In 3 experimenten laat ik zien dat de
taak niet geschikt is om deze neigingen te meten omdat de reactiesnelheid niet
blijkt af te hangen van enkele approach-relevante manipulaties. Zo bleek het
niet af te hangen van het geslacht van het meer of minder aantrekkelijke gezicht
(Studie 5.1), van een evaluatie-reactie in termen van een date (wel of niet een
afspraakje aangaan met de persoon op de foto; Studie 5.2b) noch van een
verhoogde seksuele opwinding (Studie 5.3). De reactietijd hing grotendeels af
van de aantrekkelijkheid van het gezicht. Deze bevindingen wijzen erop dat
de taak positieve associaties meet en geen approach-neigingen.
Het gedrag van mannen en vrouwen op het moment dat zij elkaar
voor het eerst ontmoeten is een relatief onontgonnen wetenschapsgebied.
In dit proefschrift zijn op innovatieve wijze enkele interessante gedragingen
onderzocht. Samen wijzen de resultaten erop dat mannen al snel in een
interactie subtiele signalen uitzenden bij de meest gewenste partner, maar juist
meer zichtbaar moeite doen bij een grote kans op succes. Vrouwen vertonen
dit niet, ook al ervaren zij dezelfde aantrekking. Deze sekse-effecten tonen
tegelijkertijd de dynamiek achter en de complexiteit van interacties tussen
mannen en vrouwen. Mocht u dit allemaal te ingewikkeld vinden, dan raad
ik u aan professor Mundi te bellen. Maar pas op, straks heeft u ineens een
bloeiende carrière en té gezond zelfbeeld.
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