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Recent research has suggested that when average females are compared to highly attractive females they are 

perceived as less attractive. The purpose of this study was to determine if an individual’s perceived attractiveness 

is affected by comparisons to other people. This study hypothesized that a female who is viewed in isolation will 

be rated as more attractive than if she is viewed in a group condition. Undergraduate students participated in this 

study by completing a survey rating the attractiveness of a single female or by completing a survey rating a group 

of females. We compared the means of the attractiveness scores of a single target female in the isolation condition 

to the group condition. The female was judged to be significantly more attractive in the isolation condition than 

when presented in the group condition. These results suggest that comparisons to other females lower a female’s 

perceived attractiveness. 
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Females’ struggle to appear attractive to the opposite 

sex is evident throughout history and in today’s media. The 

media constantly exposes the public to a stereotype of beauty 

that is contrived from professional models and beautiful 

actresses. Average women work to look like the highly 

attractive females in the media by spending large amounts of 

time and money on diet plans, clothing, and cosmetics. 

However, recent studies suggest that the perceived 

attractiveness of an individual affects more than their appeal to 

the opposite sex. Dion, Berscheid, and Walster (1972) provided 

evidence suggesting that one’s success is influenced by their 

attractiveness. Their study found that levels of social 

desirability, the likelihood to obtain prestigious jobs, the ability 

to be a competent spouse, and overall happiness are all 

positively correlated with physical attractiveness. Therefore, 

physical attractiveness affects one’s appeal to the opposite sex 

as well as one’s success and overall happiness.  

With the media frequently idolizing beauty, it should 

not be surprising that many females’ self-esteem is often based 

on their physical attractiveness. Thornton and Moore (1993) 

compared an individual’s self-perception of attractiveness when 

exposed to highly attractive stimuli to that of a control group. 

The highly attractive stimuli in this study consisted of models 

and actresses in the media while the stimuli presented to the 

control group were women from the general population. 

Thornton and Moore found that self-perceptions of 

attractiveness are lower when an individual is exposed to the 

highly attractive stimuli. Cash, Cash, and Butters (1983) found 

similar results.  Because the media constantly portrays highly 

attractive individuals, the constant exposure to attractive stimuli 

through the media may influence self-perceptions.  

  Media displaying attractive stimuli may affect the 

perceived attractiveness of others as well as self-perceived 

attractiveness. Past research by Kenrick and Guttieres (1980) 

investigated the contrast effect and its influence on perceived 

attractiveness. Their study suggests that after males are exposed 

to media that contains highly attractive females, they will rate 

an average female as less attractive. In general, these studies of 

the contrast effect suggest that ratings tend to be less favorable 

when the individual stimuli are compared to other stimuli than 

when rated alone.  

As the research reviewed above suggests, images of 

attractive females have an effect on the ratings of females of 

average attractiveness. However, these studies do not answer 

whether the ratings of attractiveness are influenced by the 
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attractive stimuli or by the act of explicitly making comparisons 

to those stimuli. The current study is based on a past study 

conducted by Brenner, Rottenstreich, and Sood (1999), which 

explored the effect that comparisons have on the desirability of 

certain options. In the study, three groups of participants filled 

out questionnaires that asked them to indicate how much they 

would pay for certain options, such as vacation destinations. 

The first group was given one option to rate, the second group 

was asked to rate multiple options, and the third group ranked 

all of the options in the order of their preference. The option 

that was rated in the first group also appeared amongst the 

other choices in the second and third groups. The participants 

who rated multiple options in the second group rated the 

common option lower than the first group. The third group, 

which ranked the options in order of preference, rated the 

common option lower than both the first and the second group. 

These results indicate that comparing items to alternative 

options will decrease the attractiveness of an original option. 

Our study will apply this model to the ratings of a female’s 

attractiveness rather than the appeal of a tangible item.  

We hypothesized that a female of average 

attractiveness who is viewed in isolation will be rated as more 

attractive than if she is viewed in a group condition. To test our 

hypothesis, two independent groups rated the attractiveness of a 

female in two distinct conditions. The first condition had 

participants rate the attractiveness of one photograph of a 

female. This rating was then compared to ratings in the second 

condition in which the participants rated the same photograph 

as well as other photographs in a group. We expected that the 

ratings of the individual female photograph would be higher in 

the first condition than in the second condition based on the 

results of previous research. Our results could offer an 

explanation of how an individual’s perceived attractiveness is 

affected based on comparisons with other people.  

 

METHOD 

 

Participants 

 We obtained a convenience sample of 40 University of 

Minnesota undergraduate students by recruiting undergraduate 

students from a psychology research methods class to fill out 

one of two questionnaires. The ages of the participants ranged 

from 18 to 33 years old (M = 20.88, SD = 2.46.) The 

participants were 42.5% male, 52.5% female, and 5% 

preferred not to respond. In our sample, 90% identified as 

Caucasian, 5% as Asian/Pacific Islander, 2.5% as 

Hispanic/Latino, and 2.5% reported Other. The participants 

did not receive compensation.  

 

Materials 

 In order to manipulate the independent variable, we 

presented participants with either a single photograph of a 

“target” female or multiple photographs of females, one of 

which was the target female. The females were volunteers 

recruited from a sorority to be photographed for the 

questionnaires and were informed about the purpose of the 

experiment prior to having their pictures taken. We judged that 

the females in our survey were of average attractiveness 

because they were randomly chosen from a group at the 

university and the pictures did not enhance their attractiveness 

through editing, as is often the case with models. The females 

in the photographs smiled and wore the clothing, makeup, and 

a hairstyle that they would for an ordinary day. 

We constructed two questionnaires containing 

photographs of either one or 10 females. The first questionnaire 

contained a paragraph to obtain the participant’s informed 

consent and contained a photograph of one female, chosen at 

random from the 10 photographs. The same photo was given to 

each participant in the isolation condition. The participant 

filling out the questionnaire was asked to rate the female’s 

attractiveness on a scale of 1 to 10, 1 being unattractive and 10 

being very attractive.  Participants were instructed to “rate each 

photo according to your own definition of attractiveness.”  

The second questionnaire also contained a paragraph 

to obtain the participant’s informed consent and contained all 

10 photographs of females, with the female from the first 

questionnaire placed in the middle of the other photographs. 

The participant filling out the questionnaire was asked to rate 

each female on their attractiveness on a scale of 1 to 10, 1 

being unattractive and 10 being very attractive.  

The final set of questions in both questionnaires asked 

for demographic information (gender, age, and ethnicity) and 

asked if the participant knew any of the photographed females. 

 

Procedure 

 First, we recruited participants from two sections of an 

undergraduate psychology lab. Volunteers were randomly 

assigned to one of two rooms. In one room, we presented the 

questionnaire containing one female photo while in the other 

room we presented the questionnaire with multiple female 

photos.  

Prior to filling out the survey, we welcomed and 

thanked the participants, explained that the experiment should 

take about 5 minutes, and informed them that they could ask 

questions or leave the experiment at any time. Directions at the 

top of the questionnaire explained that the participant was to 

rate each photograph on its level of attractiveness on a 10-point 

scale based on their own definition of attractiveness.  

After the participants submitted their questionnaire 

responses, the researcher debriefed them by reading aloud a 

paragraph describing the purpose of the study. The researcher 

answered any questions the participant asked.  

 

RESULTS 

 

 To compare the mean ratings of attractiveness for the 

photograph of the target female in the isolation and group 

conditions, we performed a one-tailed independent samples t-

test. We discarded one participant’s responses from the group 

condition before running the t-test because every photograph 

was rated the highest option (10). Additionally, 12.5% of our 

participants recognized one or more of the females in the 
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photographs. We did not discard the responses from these 

participants because the attractiveness ratings did not appear 

extreme or to show a preference for a single female.   

Analyses show that participants in the isolation 

condition (M = 6.21, SD = 7.40) rated the target photograph 

as significantly more attractive than those in the group 

condition (M = 1.58, SD = 1.58), t(37) = 2.70, p = 0.010.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The results of this experiment supported our 

hypothesis that a female who is viewed in isolation will be 

rated as more attractive than if she is viewed in a group. Our 

results are consistent with the findings Brenner et al. (1999) 

who found that options in a group condition are rated as less 

attractive than when an option is presented individually. 

Furthermore, the results of Kenrick and Guttieres (1980) and 

Cash et al. (1983) are also consistent with our findings. These 

studies investigated the contrast effect and found that ratings of 

physical attractiveness are lower when compared to other 

stimuli than if rated independently. While the research on 

contrast effects compared highly attractive stimuli to 

moderately attractive stimuli, our results suggest that it is the 

act of comparing that determines the effect rather than the 

attractiveness of the alternative stimuli.  

Our results contradict a recent study conducted by 

Walker and Vul (2013) that investigated the cheerleader effect: 

people are perceived as more attractive in a group than when 

considered individually. This study also compared the ratings 

of an identical photograph in a group and individual condition. 

However, the researchers manipulated the time that the 

photographs appeared on the screen and showed photographs in 

a square grid format. Their results were consistent with the 

cheerleader effect, such that the faces were rated as less 

attractive when shown individually. The square grid format in 

which these photographs were presented may have contributed 

to this result because it allowed the viewer to evaluate the 

group as a whole. On the other hand, our study presented each 

photograph individually. Our study also failed to manipulate 

the time allotted to view a photograph. Therefore, our 

participants may have had more time to judge each photograph 

before giving a rating, which may have allowed them to rate 

the photographs more critically than the photos presented by 

Walker and Vul (2013). 

Given our results and some of the contradictory results 

of past research, future research is needed to determine how 

comparisons affect perceived attractiveness. For example, 

future research could compare the simultaneous square grid 

format directly to the serial group and individual conditions that 

were used in our study. This grid format may better simulate a 

real-life scenario of a group of females presented together. 

Rather than rating both males and females on 

attractiveness, our study only rated females. Future studies 

could investigate whether our results generalize to the ratings 

of men’s photographs. 

Future research could also explore how comparing 

ourselves to others changes self-perceived attractiveness. 

Thornton and Moore (1993) found that exposing an individual 

to images of highly attractive people will lower a person’s self-

perceived attractiveness. To test if individuals comparing 

themselves to others causes lower self-perceived attractiveness, 

future research could investigate if rating one’s own 

attractiveness in a group or independent condition determines 

one’s perceived attractiveness rating.  It is possible that 

comparing oneself to attractive people in the media leads 

women to spend more money on makeup, hair products, and 

clothing and contributes to extreme dieting and eating 

disorders. Future research on this subject could investigate if 

the mere act of comparisons also contributes to these problems. 

If self-perceived attractiveness is decreased by comparisons in 

ordinary society, then it is necessary to foster interventions to 

help women to gain self-confidence in their own beauty and to 

develop new coping skills for those suffering from eating 

disorders.  

Our study showed that comparing an individual to 

others lowers the perceived attractiveness of the individual. By 

understanding that the act of comparing lowers perceived 

attractiveness, it may be possible to inform individuals of the 

effects of these comparisons.  By informing people of the 

potential consequences of these naturally-occurring 

comparisons, it may be possible to reduce some of the negative 

effects. 
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