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Discuss physical attractiveness as a factor affecting attraction in romantic 
relationships (16 marks)  

Physical attractiveness has been found to be an important factor in the formation and 
development of relationships. It describes the physically appealing features of someone’s face. 
One reason why this has been shown to be an important factor is due to an evolutionary 
explanation. This is that symmetrical facial features are an honest signal of reproductive success. 
Another explanation which is more valuable to females as they are looking for someone to 
produce offspring with, is that neotenous features trigger a protective and caring instinct in people. 
AO1  

There are theories that have been derived from the factor- physical attractiveness. Firstly, there is 
the halo effect. This is when one distinguishable feature (in this case physical attractiveness) 
affects a person’s judgement on another irrelevant feature. In terms of physical attractiveness, 
more physically attractive people are associated with being more sociable, kind and successful. 
Another theory is the matching hypothesis proposed by Walster et al (1966). This is whereby a 
compromise is made when looking for a partner between pursuing someone who is very physically 
attractive and taking into account your own physical attractiveness. This is to prevent rejection from 
a potential partner that is more attractive than you. AO1  

Research has been undertaken to investigate these theories. For the matching hypothesis, Walster 
et al. carried out a study which involved 752 students at University of Minnesota. 50% were males 
and other 50% females. Each participant was randomly allocated to a partner of the opposite sex 
to attend a dance. However, the participants were informed that they were given ideal matches 
which fit their personality from the personal data that they had provided being fed into a computer. 
The results of the study showed that after the dance, the partners actually liked their partners if 
they were physically attractive. This presents supportive evidence as it emphasizes that physical 
attractiveness is an important factor when forming relationships. AO3 

https://bit.ly/pmt-cc https://bit.ly/pmt 
 
However, one limitation to this study is that physical attractiveness is a subjective phenomenon. 
This means that it differs between different people. Also there was an unexpected result found 
that contradicted the matching hypothesis. This was that all the men asked their partners out after 
the dance, regardless of their own physical attractiveness. This result contradicts the theory which 
states that partners do take into account their own value. AO3  

A further limitation of the explanation of physical attractiveness is that it has beta bias. Meltzer et 
al. (2014) surveyed men and women. Results showed that men thought of physical attractiveness 
as very important and it made them more satisfied in a relationship. On the other hand the women 
felt that physical attractiveness did not contribute to their satisfaction level. This suggests physical 
attractiveness research suffers from beta bias by assuming attractiveness is equally important to 
both sexes, thereby minimising real gender differences. AO3  
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A strength of these theories is that they have cross cultural support. Touhey (1979) found that 
both Americans and Koreans consider physical attractiveness important for relationships. This 
means that physical attractiveness is a feature of relationships that has universality hence 
generalisability to various cultures. AO3  

These theories do ignore other factors that contribute to the formation of relationships. 
When looking into relationships,it is better to take an idiographic approach and look at 
what makes each couple unique, studying them in more detail. Other factors that have been 
shown to be of vital importance are self-disclosure, social demographic factors and 
similarity in attitudes . Therefore it may be more realistic to account for all of these factors 
when studying the formation and development of relationships, not just look at physical 
attractiveness alone. AO3  

Marks: 13  

Teacher’s comments:  
● Nice structure.  
● Even better if you add an evaluation point considering other factors in relationships 

like self-disclosure, social demographics etc.  

Note :- Corrections from responding to teacher’s comments in green.  
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