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Past research has suggested that women are more attracted to men with higher socioeconomic status (SES) 
compared to men with low SES. Biology and society urge men to seek many sexual partners and a great deal has 
been written on how best to attract women. The purpose of this study is to test whether women are more attracted 
to men with high SES. Undergraduate participants viewed a photo of a male paired with either a low- or high-SES 
description and were asked to rate their willingness to engage in social activities, ranging from meeting for coffee 
to marriage, with the pictured male, which were taken as a measure of attraction. The mean level of attraction 
was significantly higher for the male photograph paired with the high-SES description.  Therefore, the best way 
for men to appear more attractive to women may be to give the appearance of high SES. 
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Contemporary research (Buss, 2013) has suggested 
that individuals in the United States often consider and 
conceptualize aspects of their ideal partner. In the early days of 
human evolution, mate selection was based on parental 
investment (Waynforth, 2001). Females, who invest more time 
and energy in procreation, were encouraged to choose mates 
that would provide ample resources for their offspring. Men, 
however, were driven biologically to reproduce with as many 
partners as possible to secure the longevity of their genetic 
material. In our current society, women are more self-sufficient 
and can achieve ample resources without a man’s assistance. 
Natural selection has programmed men and women to look for 
specific characteristics when selecting mates (Buss, 2013).  

To discover which characteristics each gender pursues 
in mate selection, Townsend and Levy (1990) conducted a 
study to examine whether  physical attractiveness  and SES had 
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an effect on sexual preference and partner selection. They used 
a survey of relationship questions to measure the willingness to 
engage in certain relationships with hypothetical partners. 
Photographs of men with varying physical attractiveness were 
coupled with descriptions of their SES. The researchers found 
that women rated photographed men of low and medium 
attractiveness equally when considering future relationships. 
Women consistently rated men with high SES as more 
attractive than their counterparts. High SES had such a 
controlling effect on women’s decision-making that the only 
deviation from this trend occurred when a man was on either 
end of the physical spectrum, either not at all attractive or 
extremely attractive. Although there are many traits that people 
look for in potential mates, SES remains a high indicator for 
attraction, more so than physical attractiveness alone.    

SES has been shown to influence women’s decisions 
more than any other factor. In a study by Waynforth (2001), 
women were asked to budget points on how much they valued 
certain characteristic in potential mates. Waynforth showed that 
women may be able to adjust the importance of individual traits 
in order to maximize the fitness of potential offspring. Women 
chose high SES more predominantly than any other trait and, in 
trials where the SES was assumed to be high, physical 
attractiveness was selected as highest.  

One issue that was not addressed in these previous 
studies is current relationship status. Greitemeyer (2005) 
introduced the idea of a current hypothetical partner into the 
scenario of mate selection. The study looked at how willing 
females would be to participate in sexual activities with other 
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hypothetical partners, one with high SES and moderate physical 
attractiveness and another with high physical attractiveness but 
moderate SES. Some of the hypothetical scenarios included the 
idea that the participant would be expected to leave their 
current partner for the prospective one. It was shown that 
females were more likely to accept sexual invitations when the 
potential partner had a high SES. The researchers understood 
that the use of hypothetical partners was not conclusive, since 
the description did not specify details about the hypothetical 
relationship, such as length or level of commitment. However, 
the study suggests that women are strongly attracted to 
potential partners with high SES, to the point of leaving a 
current partner with low SES.  

Other studies have shown that there is a difference in 
self-reported behavior and actual behaviors displayed by 
females in regard to mate selection. A study performed by Van 
Straaten, Engels, Finkenauer, and Holland (2007) took place in 
a “bar” lab which was made to resemble a natural setting. 
Participants viewed commercials with a confederate. The 
confederate was instructed to maintain open body posture and 
to perform certain minor actions during their time with the 
participants. The results of the self-report questionnaire seemed 
to indicate little influence of SES on attractiveness. Mimicry by 
the participant, adjusting one’s actions or body position to that 
of another, was shown to be higher with respect to a 
confederate that displayed high SES. Mimicry is a largely 
uncontrollable, automatic response that participants may not be 
aware of when self-reporting. Even though the female 
participants were not consciously aware of their feelings of 
attraction toward the confederate, their body language 
suggested that they were attracted to confederates with high 
SES, more so than ones with low SES.  

Guéguen and Lamy (2012) also conducted an 
experiment that looked at mate selection in a more natural 
setting. Male confederates were dressed in a uniform manner, 
but were made to appear to own different vehicles of high, 
medium, low price. Confederates were asked to exit their 
vehicle and approach female participants for the purpose of 
asking the participants for their phone number. Results showed 
that men who were believed to have the more expensive car, 
and therefore a higher income, were more likely to receive a 
positive reaction from the female participants by receiving their 
phone number. The confederates used were described as highly 
attractive, therefore they differed only in perceived social 
status. High SES was linked to more positive responses and 
attraction on the part of female participants.   

These studies provide evidence that women in 
particular prefer men with high SES and high levels of 
attractiveness in both vignette and experimental studies. 
Women were also shown to make trade-offs in attractiveness 
when SES was high. Despite the various studies conducted, no 
vignette study has looked solely at the impact that SES has on 
attractiveness. Our study attempted to isolate the influence of 
SES on mate selection in college students by keeping the 
physical appearance of the male confederate constant, much 
like the Guéguen and Lamy (2012) study.   

Our study will explore whether SES has an effect on 
the perceived level of attractiveness as rated by college 
students. In this study, we asked heterosexual female college 
students to rate a man’s attractiveness after viewing a 
photograph of a man between the ages of 18-25 paired with a 
description of either high or low SES. Attractiveness was 
defined as the level at which the participants wanted to interact 
with the subject displayed in the photograph in various 
contexts, (i.e., meeting for coffee, engaging in a relationship). 
We hypothesized that participants would provide a higher 
rating of attractiveness when the photograph was paired with a 
description of high SES.  
 

METHOD 

 
Participants 

 We obtained a convenience sample of 66 University of 
Minnesota undergraduate females from an undergraduate 
research methods course and from the community. The ages of 
the participants ranged from 18 to 25 years. 61% of 
participants listed their relationship as single, while 39% listed 
their status as in a relationship. The participants were not 
compensated.  
 

Materials 

 We used a standard informed consent form for all 
participants and created a demographic survey in order to 
gather information about age, relationship status, sexuality, and 
parental income. The questionnaire featured four of six rating 
scale items used by Townsend and Levy (1990) to measure 
level of attraction. Included in the questionnaire was a 
greyscale headshot of a young, Caucasian, male in a plain t-
shirt that was found online. We created a short description of 
the male’s SES, which included occupation, salary, and 
education. All rating scale items were the same; the only 
difference was whether the description was high SES or low 
SES in order to see if the description influenced participant’s 
ratings (see Appendix). Participants used a rating scale to 
indicate level of agreement with the attraction items that ranged 
from 1 to 5 with 1 representing “strongly disagree” and 5 
meaning, “strongly agree”. The rating scale items were used to 
determine how attractive the participants found the pictured 
individual. For example, one statement was, “I would go out 
on a date with a person like this.” This item, like the others, 
measured how willing the participant was to engage in various 
types of relationships with the photographed individual by the 
level of agreement or disagreement they provided, the idea 
being that more agreement would indicate a higher level of 
attraction to the photographed individual. 
 

Procedure 

 Participants were randomly assigned in large groups 
corresponding to either the high-SES description or low-SES 
description. Participants were instructed to complete both the 
demographic information and questionnaire. The questionnaire 
included  the  SES  description  along  with  the  pictured male.   
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FIGURE 1.  Mean level of attractiveness ratings for high and low 
socioeconomic groups. The error bars represent standard deviations. 

 
 

After completing the questionnaire, a debriefing statement was 
read to the participants describing the purpose of the 
experiment. The researcher answered any questions that the 
participants asked.  
 

RESULTS 

 
Each of the four survey questions provided equal 

weight as to how attractive the participants found the 
confederate in the photograph. A mean score was calculated for 
each participant’s ratings for the entire survey.  A one-tailed 
independent-groups t-test was performed on mean ratings for 
both groups to see if the high-SES description received a higher 
rating of attractiveness than the low-SES description. 
 Analyses showed that the high-SES male (M = 3.22, 
SD = 0.78) received significantly higher ratings on the level of 
attractiveness measure than did the low-SES male (M = 2.80, 
SD = 0.94), t(64) = 2.0, p = 0.025. This difference is 
illustrated in Figure 1.  

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The results supported our hypothesis that participants 

would rate a photographed confederate as more attractive (as 
measured by our survey questions) when paired with a 
description of high SES compared to low SES. Our results are 
consistent with findings of previous research. The results of 
Townsend and Levy (1990) showed a significant positive 
relationship between SES and attractiveness. Our survey 
questions were taken directly from Townsend and Levy (1990). 
Greitemeyer (2005) and Guéguen and Lamy (2012), used 
different measures of SES and attractiveness, but still displayed 
significant positive results in line with ours. Van Straaten et al. 
(2007) also provided evidence that agrees with our results, 
namely, that confederates with a high SES were given more 
positive body language from female participants.  

On the theoretical level, our results are consistent with 
parental investment theory (Waynforth, 2001). The parental 
investment theory of mate selection suggests females will 
choose mates that can provide the greatest amount of resources 

for their offspring. SES is a modern indication of the amount of 
resources that a person can provide. Our study controlled for 
physical appearance by keeping the photograph constant for 
both groups, therefore we concluded that the manipulation of 
SES caused the difference in attractiveness score.  

There are some limitations to our study.  Our results 
may lack generalizability due to the restricted pool from which 
we recruited participants. For example, it is difficult to say 
whether our results would extend to all females in the United 
States. We could expand our subject pool to include 
participants from around Minneapolis, thereby making our 
results more generalizable.  

One confound that existed in our study was that one 
description of SES was coupled with a larger photo than the 
other description.  Although it seems unlikely that photo size 
would account for differences in perceived attractiveness, it is 
possible. Future research in this area may involve changing the 
SES descriptions so that there is a clear dichotomy between 
high SES and low SES. Our current design did not include 
descriptions of opulent vs. destitute as few people fall into 
either of these categories. 

This study showed that SES has a significant impact 
on how attractive a male appears to a female. Although 
physical appearance cannot truly be discounted, our results 
suggest that possessing, or appearing to possess, a high SES 
will increase one’s attractiveness to females. This study serves 
as a reinforcement for the belief that women are attracted to 
successful men.  Men, in order to become more successful in 
attracting female attention, should therefore cultivate the image 
of high SES, through means of dress or behavior. High SES, or 
at least the appearance of high SES, is a characteristic that men 
should aspire to achieve in order to maximize their genetic 
success. 

 
APPENDIX  

 
[High SES:]  This man is a lawyer and doing quite well. He has a law degree 
and is working for a successful law firm making 80,000 a year.  
[Low SES:]  This man is a line cook in the restaurant industry and is doing 
quite well. His annual income is $20,000. He has a high school diploma.  
 

 
 
     1                2         3                 4          5 
Strongly            Somewhat           Neutral           Somewhat           Strongly 
Disagree            Disagree                                    Agree                 Agree 
 
1. I would have a cup of coffee and a casual conversation with a person like 

this.      ____________ 
2. I would go out on a date with a person like this.      ____________ 
3. I would be willing to have sex with a person like this.      ____________ 
4. I would be willing to marry a person like this.     ____________ 
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