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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

"What is beautiful is good, what is ugly is bad." Are 

you a subscriber to this viewpoint? M t 1 ld os peep e wou say 

no, that they don't believe that the above statement is 

necessarily true. In fact, most people would probably say 

that they subscribe to the notion that beauty is only skin 

deep, that it has no influence in the selection of friends, 

lovers, job applicants, or of how they generally feel about 

other people. A large body of research data, however, 

suggests just the opposite. Researchers have found that in 

fact people do respond positively to what is considered 

beautiful in society (Pogrebin, 1987), and suggest that 

physical attractiveness is so important to most people that 

beauty equals goodness. This phenomenon is referred to as 

"the physical attractiveness stereotype" (Dion, Berscheid, & 

Walster, 1972). 

Others have researched this phenomenon and have con

firmed that people do believe that beauty equals goodness. 

One study indicated that good-looking people are perceived 

as being more curious, complex, perceptive, confident, 

successful, assertive, happy, active, amiable, candid, 

serious, pleasure seeking, outspoken and flexible (Hatfield 

& Sprecher, 1986). 

Research of this phenomenon and how it related to 

. t f the population from childhood through various segmen so 

been well documented in the literature. 
late middle-age has 
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The effect of the attractiveness t 

s ereotype on the percep-

tions and lives of elderly persons has not been widely 

researched (Hatfield, et al., 1986). The lack of research 

exploring the physical attractiveness stereotype among the 

elderly is surprising considering the rate at which the 

older population has increased and is expected to continue 

to increase. According to the 1980 census, in 1960 there 

were 16.7 million people 65 and older. That number rose to 

20.1 million in 1970, 25.7 million in 1980 and 29.2 million 

in 1986 (United States Bureau of the Census, 1987). This 

review explores the attractiveness stereotype in our society 

and is an attempt to determine if the attractiveness stereo

type is pervasive throughout the life span. 

It is relevant to the purpose of this paper to begin 

with a review of some theories of interpersonal attraction. 

Several theories have been proposed about why we prefer one 

individual as opposed to another. One such theory is that 

we like people whose actions give us maximum reward at 

minimum cost (Aronson, 1984). Aronson's reward-cost theory 

evolved from experiments which indicate that we like people 

with agreeable characteristics more than those with 

disagreeable characteristics; we like people who approve of 

of us; we like people who us more than people who disapprove 

h are not; and we prefer are helpful to us more than those w 0 

1 who criticize us, etc. 
people who praise us more than peop e 

that attraction toward another 
Another theory is 
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individual is determined by the extent to 

which they are 
similar in personality (Byrn G • . 

e, r1.ff1.th, and Stefoniah, 

1967). Findings from this research suggested that a person 

will be less attracted to those thi'ngs and people that are 
different from themselves and will be more attracted to 

those things and people that are similar to themselves. 

Byrne, et al., (1967) also found that attraction responses 

have more than one determinant, that attraction is 

influenced by similarity or dissimilarity of attitudes, 

length of the relationship, or positive and negative 

characteristics. 

The contention that belief similarity and race were 

determinants of attraction was confirmed in research done by 

Hendrick, Bixenstine and Hawkins (1971). Their results 

showed strong effects for belief similarity but few effects 

of race. Marks, Miller and Maruyama (1981) found that all 

things being equal, when we like someone we will assume the 

person's attitudes must be similar to our own. The simi

larity versus attraction relationship theory seems to be 

very popular among social scientists today. 

A brief look at some additional theories include: 

(a) Just-World Theory--this theory proposes that a 

just world leads to a positive bias toward winners, such as 

the physically attractive (Dion & Dion, 1987 ); 

(b) Interaction Motivates Attraction Theory--proposes 

1 function of "mutually satis-
that attraction is large Ya 
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factory interaction" (Werner & Lt 

a ane, 1974). It is based 
on animal research in which rats 

11 were a owed to interact 
With each other. Attract· 

ion of one rat to another was 

measured by the time spent sniffing each other, chasing each 

other and huddling with each other• , 

(c) Temperature and Population Density Theory-

advances the belief that temperature and population density 

affects attraction responses and affective behavior of 

humans (Griffitt & Vetch, 1971). 

These theories range from reasonable to extreme. None 

of them fully explain how and why the physical attribute of 

attractiveness has such a powerful influence in determining 

the liking of one individual as opposed to another. There 

is a wealth of concrete scientific evidence to document the 

existence of the physical attractiveness stereotype. How

ever, there is a gap in the research when it comes to 

effective interventions to counteract its effects. An 

examination of how the stereotype is manifest will for the 

purposes of this paper provide awareness and hopefully a 

better understanding of the phenomenon. 



CHAPTER 2 

Childhood 
There is empirical · 

evidence which suggests that the 

effects of the attractiveness stereotype may be 
present at 

a very early developmental stage and . 
remain evident 

throughout childhood. Dion (1973) studied the effect of 

children's stereotyping of facial attra t· 
c iveness. Pre-

schoolers 3 - 6 1/2 years old were shown photographs of 

peers who by adult standards were judged to be attractive or 

unattractive. They noted differences in facial attractive

ness in the same direction as the adult judgments. The 

children indicated that they would select the attractive 

children to be their friends and indicated a dislike for the 

unattractive children. They also expected the attractive 

children to exhibit more socially acceptable behavior than 

the unattractive children. It should be noted that these 

preferences and behavioral expectancies of preschoolers are 

the same as those noted in the beginning of this paper, as 

components of the attractiveness stereotype. 

Using 3 and 5 year old boys and girls as subjects, 

Langlois and Downs (1979) investigated whether behavioral 

differences exist between attractive and unattractive chil

dren. They wanted to know whether unattractive children 

and antisocial, and whether attracreally are aggressive 

d tend to behave in a tive children really are friendly an 

whether they are simply socially acceptable manner, or 

perceived to be this way. The data indicated that a 

5 
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preschool child's level of ph . 

ysical attractiveness, as 

Perceived by adults, is 1 
re ated to the extent to which the 

child is perceived to exhibit ce t . 
rain types of behavior in 

interaction with those adults. 
Unattractive children were 

observed to be more aggressive against peers more often than 

were attractive children, and unattractive children were 

more active than unattractive children. The authors of this 

study offered their opinion that a self-fulfilling prophecy 

may be operating; that attractive children and unattractive 

children at some point in their development became aware of 

the stereotypes and behaviors associated with these two 

labels and behaved accordingly. 

Kleck, Richardson, and Ronald (1971) reported a 

positive relationship between sociometric status of 9 and 14 

year old boys after two weeks of social interaction and 

social acceptance judged from photographs. The boys were 

shown photographs and asked to place them in three cate

gories; good looking, average looking, and unattractive. 

The photographs were of black, white and Puerto Rican 

children. The boys were then allowed to interact for 2 

weeks in a camp setting with the children in the photo

graphs. There was a positive relationship between the 

category in which the child had been placed and sociometric 

status after 2 weeks of interaction. 
From these data, the 

that high sociometric status measure 
researchers concluded 

also when J'udged on the basis of 
after interaction and 



photographs alone is related t h . 
0 P ysical attractiveness. 

These results reported by Kl k 
ec 'et al, (1971), together 

with those of Langlois and Stephen (1977) suggest that 

physical attractiveness may be more powerful than race in 

choosing friends and in positive and negative behavioral 

expectations. 

Just as it has been shown that children view their 

peers differently based on their level of physical attrac

tiveness, there is some evidence that children also view 

teachers differently depending on the teacher's attrac

tiveness level. In a study where teachers were made up to 

look either attractive or homely, boys and girls aged nine 

to thirteen were asked to evaluate the teacher. Results of 

the study indicated that the teacher's attractiveness 

influenced how the children rated the teacher . The 

attractive teacher was seen as a "better teacher. " The 

attractive teacher was also rated as "more interesting, " 

"easier to listen to" and as making the lessons easier to 

learn (Hatfield, et al., 1986). 

The research also clearly indicates that just as 

children view their teachers differently depending on 

t . e or homely, teachers are also whether they are attrac iv 

. s stereotype. influenced by the attractivenes 
Clifford and 

a child ' s attractiveness 
Walster (1973) hypothesized that 

influences teacher judgments. 
The more attractive the 

dare the teachers. 
child, the more favorably biase 

They 

7 
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found that regardless of th 

e sex of the child, the teacher's 
reaction to the child is strongly 

associated with the 
child's physical attractiveness. 

Adams and La Voie (1974) studied the effect of facial 

attractiveness , sex of the child, and conduct on teacher 

assessment of a student's parents, peer relations, attitudes 

and work habits. Elementary teachers, both male and female, 

were asked to make their assessment after reviewing the 

child's progress report which had a color picture of the 

child attached. They found that the physical attractiveness 

level of the child influenced teacher evaluations, but 

evaluations were also biased by the child's conduct report. 

They concluded that the ultimate effect of the potential 

bias is most likely dependent upon the value placed on 

physical attractiveness by the teacher. 

The research cited here has shown that the attractive

ness stereotype is present in the adult's perception and 

evaluation of children, in a child's evaluation of adults , 

and also in children's evaluations of other children . There 

h 11.· terature that attitudes regarding is some evidence int e 

may be influenced to some extent by physical attractiveness 

the media. Television depicts those things that are 

. ted with those people who are desirable as being assoc1.a 
• is associated with 

attractive. That which is unattractive 

Children's nursery rhymes are 
what is undesirable or bad. 

for children that what is good 
another source of validation 
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is beautiful. For example, Cinderella was beautiful and had 

desirable qualities while her stepsisters were ugly with 

undesirabie characteristics; the ugly toad had to be kissed 

by a beautiful girl before he could become a handsome 

prince; the troll who is ugly resides under a bridge in the 

dark; and, of course, there is the ugly duckling who can 

have no happiness until he becomes a beautiful swan 

(Langlois, et al., 1979). Regardless of how the attrac

tiveness stereotype got its start in children, the research 

reviewed here has clearly demonstrated that it is a reality 

throughout the early developmental process. 



CHAPTER 3 

Adolescence and y 
oung Adulthood 

Adolescence is filled w·th . 
i rapid changes both physi-

cally and emotionally. 
Teenagers tend to attach a great 

deal of importance to the d 
goo looks of their peers and to 

their own level of physical attractiveness. Some 

researchers have even proposed the theory that adolescent 

self-concept if related to the level of physical attrac

tiveness the teenager attributes to certain parts of his 

body. Lerner, Orlos, and Knapp (1976) studied the role of 

attitudes toward effectiveness and attractiveness of 

certain body parts in predicting the self-concepts of 

adolescents. They found that attractiveness variables 

significantly predict adolescent self-concept more often 

than effectiveness variables. Dion, et al., (1972) offered 

the possibility that self-concept may develop from observing 

what others think of oneself. If there is validity in this 

offering, then it is possible that a self-fulfilling pro

phecy, mentioned by Langlois, et al., (1979), is in evidence 

once again. For example, if a physically attractive person 

a good' kind, sincere individual is treated as if they are 

throughout their life, then it is possible that they may 

develop these qualities. 
if The reverse could also be true 

d s if they do not 
unattractive people are treated as ba or a 

f attractive people. They 
possess the positive qualities 0 

themselves in the same way that they 
could come to think of 

d ·ngly (Aronson, 1984). 
are treated and behave accor 1 



More research along th ' 1 . 
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1.s 1.ne was 
Tanke and Berscheid (1977). 

conducted by 

They hypothesized that 
people are treated is the way they 

Snyder, 

the way 

come to think of 
themselves. Undergraduate males were pa1.·red 

with females, 
then put in separate rooms. 

They were able to communicate 
through an intercom system. Th l 

e ma es were given an infor-

mation packet with a photograph purported to be of the 

female with whom they were paired. Half were given an 
attractive picture, while the other half were given a not so 
attractive picture. The researchers found that the photos 

affected how the males rated their partners. The female 

partners who were thought to be attractive were rated as 

having desirable qualities, while those thought to be 

unattractive were not. The researchers concluded that the 

male person spoke to his partner in such a way that he 

brought out the best qualities in her or her worst qualities 

depending on the presumed level of attractiveness. 

One researcher proposed that a person's self-concept is 

connected to whom he chooses to associate with. It was 

suggested that it is important not to surround oneself with 

people who are considerably more attractive than you are. 

It is Hatfield's reasoning that, in this situation, the 

• themselves to their person would be continually comparing 
h 1 but wind up feeling 

attractive friends and could not e P 

unattractive (Hatfield, et al, 1986 )· 

. (l 9?3) reporte 
Berscheid and Hatfield 

d that there is a 



l ink between beauty d an happiness. 
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They found that child
hood and adolescent beauty .. 

is important to early happiness. 
rt was also noted that early 

attractiveness had little 
effect on happiness later in life. 

However, if the indi

vidual was an unattractive teenager, the effect tended to 

remain for years. Self-concept, 
as it relates to physical 

attractiveness, is an area where there 
is a need for further 

research. The literature cited here shows that self-concept 

can be influenced by physical attractiveness. The litera-

ture does not, however, give any attention to physically 

attractive people who have low self-concept. 

College students were asked what they looked for in a 

potential date. Physical attractiveness was rated least in 

priority (Hudson and Henaze, 1969; Aronson, 1984) . Their 

actual behavior, however, shows just the opposite. Dating 

choice was investigated by Berscheid, Dion, Walster and 

Walster (1971). Their research supported the hypothes i s 

that people tend to "pair off " with partners at their own 

physical attractiveness level. 

Walster, Aronson, Abrahams and Rottman (1966) conducted 

d t hat the only predictor of a computer date study and foun 

h Was Physical attractiveness. eterosexual attraction 
The 

meetings individuals may 
researchers stated that on first 

Physical attractiveness, 
base liking of another person on 

. formation they have avail
Simply because it is all the in 

. d" gs may be limited to the 
able, and therefore these fin in 



first date. It is from this base h 
tat Mathes (1975) 

formulated his study dealing with 
the effects of physical 

13 

attractiveness and heterosexual attract· 
iveness over a series 

of five encounters. He called his study the "information 

availability model." It w h. 
as is hypothesis that over time 

personality characteristics become apparent and 
eventually 

the influence of those traits will increase and physical 

attractiveness will decrease as a predictor. His findings 

were directly opposite of his hypothesis. He found that on 

first dates, both attractive and unattractive subjects liked 

each other equally well. Mathes also found that with 

further interaction, attractive subjects were liked more 

than unattractive subjects. Mathes concluded that the lack 

of significance found in initial encounters was due to the 

emphasis that the researchers put on personality evalua

tions; that physical attractiveness does have an effect on 

both initial and subsequent meetings and that this does not 

diminish over time. 

h . were studied by Gregory White Long-term relations ips 

(1980) to determine if physical attractiveness was a factor 

in the continuation of the relationship. White found that 

t b t that it was the physical attractiveness was importan u 

. b tween individuals involved in 
similarity of attractiveness e 

that was the determining factor. 
the dating situation 

For 

who possessed the same level of 
this study, those couples 

f nine months of 
attractiveness were more involved a ter 
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dating than were those couples made up of individuals who 

~ere not similar in physical attractiveness level. It 

appears that looks are extremely important in interactions 

~ith the opposite sex. 



CHAPTER 4 

Adulthood and Old Age 

The evidence presented here is . . 
unpressive that the 

attractiveness stereotype is • 
important in the lives of 

children and adolescents. c 
an we expect the importance of 

physical beauty to diminish in adulthood? 
According to 

Hatfield, et al., (1986) people of all ages assume that 

"What is beautiful is good." Th' 
is assumption appears to be 

evident in such areas as self-esteem, personal relation-

ships, employment, and success in general. 

Researchers have hypothesi·zed that we prefer attractive 

people because we get a boost to our self-esteem and pres-

tige just by being seen with them. Sigall and Landy (1973) 

conducted a study in which male subjects were asked their 

opinion of another man who was walking either alone, with a 

very pretty girl or with a very homely girl. The man was 

rated favorably when he was with the pretty girl but was 

rated more favorably when alone than when he was with the 

homely girl. The same did not hold true for women. When 

subjects viewed slides of pretty women with an ugly man, 

they assumed that it was because the man was rich, unusually 

They did not make those bright or had a great job. 

. women, they were judged on assumptions about unattractive 

their looks alone (Bar-Tal and Saxe, 1976 )· 

It is unlawful to discriminate in hiring practices on 

Color or national origin. There 
the basis of race, sex, ' 

• st bias that occurs 
are no laws, however, that protect again 



during the screening of ap 1 . 
p icants prior to the actual job 

interview. Dipboye, Wibank and Fromkin (1975) 
developed a 

study that would examine the 
ways interviewers could 

16 

discriminate among applicant 
resumes during the screening 

Phase of the selection process. Th' 
is study was designed to 

test the hypothesis that both college students and profes-

sional interviewers would discriminate among applicants 

based on applicant sex, scholastic standing and physical 

attractiveness. Previous studies had used college students 

as subjects, therefore the researchers saw a need to check 

for this bias among professional interviewers. The sub-

jects were 30 male undergraduate industrial management 

students and 30 male professional interviewers from a range 

of different businesses. They were given 12 resumes to 

screen, each with a photograph attached. Their hypothesis 

was supported by findings which indicated both college 

students and professional interviewers discriminated among 

applicants based on class standing, sex and physical 

attractiveness. The most significant finding for the 

rev;ew ; 5 that both the college students who purpose of this .... .... 

the tral.·ned professional interviewers were untrained and 

rated unattractive applicants negatively. This is an 

associated with the attractiveness 
indication that the bias 

d by training and experience. 
stereotype is unaffecte 

. favor of physically 
It would seem that this bias 1.n 

ld true in cases where the 
attractive applicants would not ho 
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interviewer was unattractive. 

In a study based on the 
hypothesis that interviewers would be 

biased in favor of the 
applicant closest to their own level 

of physical attrac

Avery and Terpstra (1977) found just the 
tiveness, Dipboye, 

opposite. College students were used 
as personnel inter-

viewers who were to screen applicants f or a manager's 
position. The findings of this study suggested that both 

attractive and unattractive "college interviewers" would 

advise hiring the attractive applicant. An interesting 

point is that not only were these "interviewers" more likely 

to advise hiring of the attractive applicant, they would 

also recommend that they be given a higher starting salary. 

Hatfield, et al., (1986) reported that personnel 

managers nationally recommended a higher starting salary to 

a woman who was attractive than to that same women when she 

had been made up to appear homely. There also seems to be 

· bias evident in the kind of jobs that employers feel 

attractive women should hold. Research has shown that 

unattractive women are more likely to be considered for jobs 

that have been traditionally held by males than attractive 

women (Cash, Gillen and Burns, 1977). In the employment 

t is unaffected by the field it appears that this stereo ype 

. . f the interviewers but neither does 
education and training o 

•ewer sway preferences 
the attractiveness level of the intervi 

away from the physically attractive. 
which supports the 

There is evidence in the literature 
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reatment of those persons who are 

physically attractive extends to the 
giving and receiving of 

help. In one such study, B 
enson, Karbenick and Lerner 

(1975) wanted to test the effect of ph . 
ysical attractiveness, 

race and sex on receiving help. 
Since most of the research 

in which subjects are asked to rate persons as 
physically 

attractive and unattractive d 
are one with pencil and paper 

in an idealized setting, the researchers wanted to conduct 

their study in a naturalized setting. Kleck and Rubenstein 

(1975) had . previously raised the issue that generally 

subjects in idealized settings are aware that they are being 

observed, and their cooperative motives become a problem. 

Benson, et al., (1975) predicted that even in a 

naturalistic setting, where the subjects do not interact 

with the targets and have no future chance for interaction, 

the attractiveness stereotype would still be significant in 

the subject's decision to give assistance. The study was 

conducted in the lobby of a large metropolitan airport. 

They observed the behavior of 442 adult white males and 162 

female white adults when they entered public telephone 

booths where they found a completed graduate school appli-

cation form. · as a picture of the With the application w 

applicant and a self-addressed stamped envelope. Helping 

behavior was defined as putting the application in the 

envelope and mailing it. 
Their findings supported their 

P
hysical attractiveness 

Prediction that the target's 



influenced helping behavior. 
It appears attractive people 

are more likely to receive help. 

The American standard of 
beauty makes few allowances 

for people who are too short 
, too tall, too fat, too thin, 
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too dark, too fair or too old. 
According to Aronson (1984), 

to meet the American standard of beauty, one 
must have 

"regular features, small pert 
noses , big eyes, shapely lips, 

blemish-free complexions and slim athletic bodies." 
Aronson 

maintains that this cultural standard is reinforced by the 

choices of actors and actresses that play the leads in 

popular television shows, television and print commercials, 

movies and children's books. 

As our bodies age, we move further away from this 

standard of beauty, but do our attitudes adjust also? Adams 

and Huston (1975) had elderly people and young people rate 

middle-aged people for physical attractiveness. The elderly 

raters assumed the physically attractive to have positive 

characteristics socially and occupationally. The 

researchers concluded that the stereotype is not only active 

d d l l.·n th1.· s study, it appeared to be an well among the el er y 

stronger in the elderly than in the younger subjects. 

Wernic and Manaster (1984) found that both old and young 

·ved young faces to be more subjects in their study perce1. 

Physically attractive than middle-aged or older faces. 

Young and elderly subjects W
ere asked to judge drawings of 

nd attractiveness. 
faces based on perceived age a 

Subjects 



placed drawings of faces varying in 
age and attractiveness 

into categories of you 
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ng, middle-aged and old. Unattractive 
young and middle-aged faces 

were judged older by the raters. 
young faces were rated as mar 

e attractive than old faces. A 
possible explanation for the fact h 

tat all raters saw the 

young faces as more attractive may be found in Aronson's 

(1984) characteristics of American beauty. As a person 

ages, they no longer conform to the cult 1 ura standard of 

beauty. Therefore, it is not surprising that both young and 

old subjects perceived young faces as more attractive. 

A slightly different viewpoint with regard to the 

strength of the stereotype among the aged was shown by 

Dyshenko, Perry, Schilling and Smolarski ( 1978). They 

wanted to know if the attractiveness stereotype posited by 

Berscheid, et al., (1972) would generalize across the 

factors of age and sex of subjects using female targets. 

Dyshenko, et al., hypothesized that the stereotype would be 

significantly stronger for males than females, significantly 

stronger for boys than men and significantly stronger for 

girls than women. They also hypothesized that the attrac

tive target would be selected most often as possessing nine 

positive traits associated with attractive people. Twenty-

lo to 12 Y
ears old, and 26 older adults, 

eight young people, 
• tout the picture they 

55 to 75 years old, were asked to poin 

flt b d these characteristics. The 
e est represente 

1
·n general, the attractive 

researchers concluded that, 



female was perceived more f 
avorably than her unattractive 
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counterpart. Significant to 
this review is their conclusion 

that although the stereotype 
was relatively stable for 

males, females subscribed to it less 
as they got older. 

Young girls supported the stereotype more than 
any of the 

other groups and older women supported it 
less than any 

This finding appears to contradict the other group. 

conclusions drawn by Wernic, et al., (1984) that attrac-

tiveness is perceived equally by both the young and the old, 

and that the attractiveness stereotype gets stronger with 

age. 

An investigation similar to the Dyshenko, et al., 

(1978) research was designed by Johnson and Pittenger 

(1984). Both studies had young and old subjects select 

from attractive and unattractive facial photographs the 

person that they assumed possessed certain positive 

characteristics. The differences come from the fact that 

the Johnson, et al., (1984) study used elderly faces exclu

sively as stimuli. In the first part of their study, 90 

elderly raters aged 60-84 and 90 young raters aged 18-36 

· d f elderly people for perceived physical Ju ged photographs o 

t 7 Po.l.·nt scale and for perceived age in a tractiveness on a 
t· eness were found to years. Ratings for perceived attrac iv 

but older raters were better at 
be similar for both groups, 

estimating the age of other older people. 
Significant to 

both young and old raters 
this review is their finding that 
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perceived the attractive old people 

as having more of those 
socially desirable characteristics 

associated with the 
attractiveness stereotype. I th 

n e second part of their 

study, 72 men and women aged 60-93 and 72 men and women aged 

18-35 acted as judges. They were asked to rate stimulus 

photographs according to assumed personality character

istics, estimated success in a variety of life experiences, 

and perceived occupational achievements. They predicted 

that elderly perceptions would be influenced by the attrac

tiveness stereotype. Their data suggest that subjects in 

their study assumed that attractive elderly people possessed 

positive personality characteristics, are more successful 

professionally and have more pleasant life experiences. 

These findings demonstrate the life span generality of the 

physical attractiveness stereotype. 

Most of the information available about couple's long

term relationships and physical attractiveness has been on 

dating and premarital couples rather than married couples. 

Prior to 1980, the only published study on the relationship 

. 1 d ' ustment was one done between attractiveness and marita a J 

by Murstein and Christy (1976) using middle-aged subjects. 

couples as subjects, Peterson 
In a similar study using older 

dj tm nt would be 
and Miller (1980) predicted that marital a us e 

correlated with physical attractiveness and that long-term 

fo r physical attractiveness. 
couples would be matched 

Their 

class couples ranging in age 
subjects were 32 white, middle 



from 64 to 86 years old who had been 
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married an average of 
41 .2 years. The couples were asked to 

complete a marital 
adjustment 

from color 

instrument, and their att . 
ractiveness was judged 

photos. Their 1 resu ts indicated that the 

attractiveness stereotype may be significant even after 

years of marriage. They found strong indications that the 

husband's marital adjustment is related to both his wife's 

Perception of him as attractive and h{s ... perception of 

himself as attractive. The wife's marital adjustment seems 

to be related only to the husband's perception of himself as 

attractive. This seems to suggest that physical attrac

tiveness is more important to the older man than to the 

older woman. This finding is very interesting in light of 

the fact that when they are young it is women who are most 

concerned about physical attractiveness (Dyshen.ko, et al., 

1978). The researcher's explanation of the switch with age 

is that as men age there may be more social pressure for 

them to be physically attractive both to themselves and 

their spouse, and that these perceptions bolster the man's 

self-esteem. 



CHAPTER 5 

Summary 

The literature reviewed here 
suggests that most people 

tend to subscribe to the physical 
attractiveness stereotype 

that what is beautiful is good. 
It was pointed out that 

social scientists have advanced 
many popular theories, but 

that the data are overwhelming in favor of the 
theory that 

ultimately it is physical attractiveness wh1.'ch influences 
our selection of the people that we h c oose to involve 

ourselves with. The stereotype has been demonstrated to be 

present in the interactions of children as young as three 

years old, in teenagers, in young adults, in middle-aged 

adults and in the elderly. 

Hiring practices were shown to be influenced by the 

physical attractiveness of the applicant. It would be 

beneficial for future research to examine the question of 

discrimination in employment against the elderly. Findings 

from Wernic, et al., (1984) indicated that physical attrac

tiveness is basically attributed to the young. When this is 

considered with data from Dipboye, et al., (1975) which 

showed interviewers to be biased toward the physically 

attractive applicant, it seems to suggest that elderly 

applicants would not likely be given equal consideration 

with young applicants, regardless of the skills they 

possessed. It was mentioned earlier in this paper that the 

d has been rising 
number of people 65 years old and 01 er 

steadily each year. 
Within the next twenty years these 



numbers are expected to rise 
at an even more alarming rate 

as baby boomers reach their GSth b" 
irthday. With this 

25 

1·ncrease in numbers empl 
, oyment of the elderly can be 

expected to become a very· :unportant issue first as a 

resource to meet the employm ent needs of the country and 

secondly as vital to the financial survival of the elderly. 

Future research should address how to assure that seniors 

are looked at for their wisdom and experience and not just 

their level of attractiveness. 

Another interesting question for future · · investigation 

is that of a long-term couple relationship. It was pointed 

out in this review that men consider the stereotype to be 

more important than women do (Peterson, et al., 1980). It 

would be interesting to know why. Future research could 

investigate whether or not society puts more pressure on men 

to age gracefully than it does women or does personality and 

character play a part. There is presently a great deal of 

interest in how television effects the perceptions of 

children. It would be worthwhile to examine television's 

role in how the elderly perceive their level of physical 

attractiveness. This investigation of course would need to 

• all forms of media be extended beyond television into 

advertising. Along with the issue of how the elderly 

perceive themselves through the media, there should be an 

and self-concept due to the 
examination of self-esteem 

stereotype. 



26 Future research could al 
so address the possibility of a 

self-fulfilling prophecy as it 
related to the attractiveness 

stereotype. Questions such as "I h 
st ere an expectation that 

an individual will become 
unattractive as they age?" and, if 

so, "Does an individual's behavior 
conform to the expecta-

tion?" should be investigated. 

There is an area for future research that, in this 

author's opinion, could have a · · maJor impact on American 

society as a whole. That area is the relationship between a 

child's attractiveness and teacher expectancy. The concern 

arises from the fact that America is such a collection of 

ethnicity that for so many of America's children, it is 

impossible to meet the acceptable standard of beauty. If 

the research on teacher expectation as it relates to the 

attractiveness stereotype is valid, and the evidence in the 

literature is impressive, there is a need for intervention 

strategies. 

The attractiveness stereotype from an elderly per

spective is wide open to investigation. There is a vaS t and 

diverse amount of research dealing with the stereotype from 

early childhood through middle-age. It is surprising that 

there is such a small amount of information on the 

stereotype past middle-age. 
There is a need for social 

now, in order to plan 
scientists to investigate these areas 

ff ts of this 
for the prevention of the negative e ec 

ty years this country 
stereotyping in the future. In twen 
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will be dealing with these issues in a larger perspective 

to the increasing number of elderly people 65 years of due 

e and older. If these issues are investigated now, 
ag 

scientists can assist professionals with preparing perhaps 

to handle these issues effectively in the future. 
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