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The nature of beauty is one of the most enduring and controversial themes in Western philosophy, and is—with the 
nature of art—one of the two fundamental issues in philosophical aesthetics. Beauty has traditionally been counted 
among the ultimate values, with goodness, truth, and justice. It is a primary theme among ancient Greek, Hellenistic, 
and medieval philosophers, and was central to 18th and 19th-century thought, as represented in treatments by such 
thinkers as Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, Hume, Burke, Kant; Hegel, Schopenhauer, Hanslick, and Santayana. By the 
beginning of the twentieth century, beauty was in decline as a subject of philosophical inquiry, and also as a primary 
goal of the arts. However, the last decade has seen a revival of interest in the subject. 

This article will begin with a sketch of the debate over whether beauty is objective or subjective, which is perhaps 
the single most-prosecuted disagreement in the literature. It will proceed to set out some of the major approaches to 
or theories of beauty developed within Western philosophical and artistic traditions. 

 

1. Objectivity and Subjectivity 

Perhaps the most familiar basic issue in the theory of beauty is whether beauty is subjective—located ‘in the eye of 
the beholder’—or whether it is an objective feature of beautiful things. A pure version of either of these positions 
seems implausible, for reasons we will examine, and many attempts have been made to split the difference or 
incorporate insights of both subjectivist and objectivist accounts. Ancient and medieval accounts for the most part 
located beauty outside of anyone's particular experiences. Nevertheless, that beauty is subjective was also a 
commonplace from the time of the sophists. By the 18th century, Hume could write as follows, expressing one 
‘species of philosophy’: 

Beauty is no quality in things themselves: It exists merely in the mind which contemplates them; and each mind 
perceives a different beauty. One person may even perceive deformity, where another is sensible of beauty; and 
every individual ought to acquiesce in his own sentiment, without pretending to regulate those of others. (Hume 
1757, 136) 

And Kant launches his discussion of the matter in The Critique of Judgment (the Third Critique) at least as 
emphatically: 

The judgment of taste is therefore not a judgment of cognition, and is consequently not logical but aesthetical, by 
which we understand that whose determining ground can be no other than subjective. Every reference of 
representations, even that of sensations, may be objective (and then it signifies the real [element] of an empirical 
representation), save only the reference to the feeling of pleasure and pain, by which nothing in the object is 
signified, but through which there is a feeling in the subject as it is affected by the representation. (Kant 1790, 
section 1) 

However, if beauty is entirely subjective—that is, if anything that anyone holds to be or experiences as beautiful is 
beautiful (as James Kirwan, for example, asserts)—then it seems that the word has no meaning, or that we are not 
communicating anything when we call something beautiful except perhaps an approving personal attitude. In 
addition, though different persons can of course differ in particular judgments, it is also obvious that our judgments 
coincide to a remarkable extent: it would be odd or perverse for any person to deny that a perfect rose or a dramatic 
sunset was beautiful. And it is possible actually to disagree and argue about whether something is beautiful, or to try 
to show someone that something is beautiful, or learn from someone else why it is. 
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On the other hand, it seems senseless to say that beauty has no connection to subjective response or that it is entirely 
objective. That would seem to entail, for example, that a world with no perceivers could be beautiful or ugly, or 
perhaps that beauty could be detected by scientific instruments. Even if it could be, beauty would seem to be 
connected to subjective response, and though we may argue about whether something is beautiful, the idea that one's 
experiences of beauty might be disqualified as simply inaccurate or false might arouse puzzlement as well as 
hostility. We often regard other people's taste, even when it differs from our own, as provisionally entitled to some 
respect, as we may not, for example, in cases of moral, political, or factual opinions. All plausible accounts of 
beauty connect it to a pleasurable or profound or loving response, even if they do not locate beauty purely in the eye 
of the beholder. 

Until the eighteenth century, most philosophical accounts of beauty treated it as an objective quality: they located it 
in the beautiful object itself or in the qualities of that object. In De Veritate Religione, Augustine asks explicitly 
whether things are beautiful because they give delight, or whether they give delight because they are beautiful; he 
emphatically opts for the second (Augustine, 247). Plato's account in the Symposium and Plotinus's in 
the Enneadsconnect beauty to a response of love and desire, but locate beauty itself in the realm of the Forms, and 
the beauty of particular objects in their participation in the Form. Indeed, Plotinus's account in one of its moments 
makes beauty a matter of what we might term ‘formedness’: having the definite shape characteristic of the kind of 
thing the object is. 

We hold that all the loveliness of this world comes by communion in Ideal-Form. All shapelessness whose kind 
admits of pattern and form, as long as it remains outside of Reason and Idea, is ugly from that very isolation from 
the Divine-Thought. And this is the Absolute Ugly: an ugly thing is something that has not been entirely mastered 
by pattern, that is by Reason, the Matter not yielding at all points and in all respects to Ideal-Form. But where the 
Ideal-Form has entered, it has grouped and coordinated what from a diversity of parts was to become a unity: it has 
rallied confusion into co-operation: it has made the sum one harmonious coherence: for the Idea is a unity and what 
it moulds must come into unity as far as multiplicity may. (Plotinus, 22 [Ennead I, 6]) 

In this account, beauty is at least as objective as any other concept, or indeed takes on a certain ontological priority 
as more real than particular Forms: it is a sort of Form of Forms. 

Though Plato and Aristotle disagree on what beauty is as on so much else, they both regard it as objective in the 
sense that it is not localized in the response of the beholder. The classical conception (see below) treats beauty as a 
matter of instantiating definite proportions or relations among parts, which could be expressed, for example, in the 
‘golden section.’ The sculpture known as ‘The Canon,’ by Polykleitos (5th and 4th century BCE), was held up as a 
model of harmonious proportion to be emulated by students and masters alike: beauty could be reliably achieved by 
reproducing its objective proportions. Nevertheless, it is conventional in ancient treatments of the topic also to pay 
tribute to the pleasures of beauty, often described in quite ecstatic terms, as in Plotinus: “This is the spirit that 
Beauty must ever induce: wonderment and a delicious trouble, longing and love and a trembling that is all delight” 
(Plotinus 23, [Ennead 1, 3]). 

At latest by the eighteenth century, however, and particularly in the British Isles, beauty was associated with 
pleasure in a somewhat different way: pleasure was held to be not the effect but the origin of beauty. This was 
influenced, for example, by Locke's distinction between primary and secondary qualities. Locke and the other 
empiricists treated color (which is certainly one source or locus of beauty), for example, as a ‘phantasm’ of the 
mind, as a set of qualities dependent on subjective response, located in the perceiving mind rather than of the world 
outside the mind. Without perceivers of a certain sort, there would be no colors. One argument for this was the 
variation in color experiences between people. For example, some people are color-blind, and to a person with 
jaundice much of the world takes on a yellow cast. In addition, the same object is perceived as having different 
colors by the same the person under different conditions: at noon and midnight, for example. Such variations are 
conspicuous in experiences of beauty as well. 

Nevertheless, eighteenth-century philosophers such as Hume and Kant perceived that something important was lost 
when beauty was treated merely as a subjective state. They saw, for example, that controversies often arise about the 
beauty of particular things, such as works of art and literature, and that in such controversies, reasons can sometimes 
be given and will sometimes be found convincing. They saw, as well, that if beauty is completely relative to 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/beauty/#ClaCon


individual experiencers, it ceases to be a paramount value, or even recognizable as a value at all across persons or 
societies. 

Hume's “Of the Standard of Taste” and Kant's Critique Of Judgment attempt to find ways through what has been 
termed ‘the antinomy of taste.’ Taste is proverbially subjective: de gustibus non disputandum est (about taste there is 
no disputing). On the other hand, we do frequently dispute about matters of taste, and some persons are held up as 
exemplars of good taste or of tastelessness. Some people's tastes appear vulgar or ostentatious, for example. Some 
people's taste is too exquisitely refined, while that of others is crude, naive, or non-existent. Taste, that is, appears to 
be both subjective and objective: that is the antinomy. 

Both Hume and Kant, as we have seen, begin by acknowledging that taste or the ability to detect or experience 
beauty is fundamentally subjective, that there is no standard of taste in the sense that the Canon was held to be, that 
if people did not experience certain kinds of pleasure, there would be no beauty. Both acknowledge that reasons can 
count, however, and that some tastes are better than others. In different ways, they both treat judgments of beauty 
neither precisely as purely subjective nor precisely as objective but, as we might put it, as inter-subjective or as 
having a social and cultural aspect, or as conceptually entailing an inter-subjective claim to validity. 

Hume's account focuses on the history and condition of the observer as he or she makes the judgment of taste. Our 
practices with regard to assessing people's taste entail that judgments of taste that reflect idiosyncratic bias, 
ignorance, or superficiality are not as good as judgments that reflect wide-ranging acquaintance with various objects 
of judgment and are unaffected by arbitrary prejudices. “Strong sense, united to delicate sentiment, improved by 
practice, perfected by comparison, and cleared of all prejudice, can alone entitle critics to this valuable character; 
and the joint verdict of such, wherever they are to found, is the true standard of taste and beauty” (“Of the Standard 
of Taste” 1757, 144). 

Hume argues further that the verdicts of critics who possess those qualities tend to coincide, and approach unanimity 
in the long run, which accounts, for example, for the enduring veneration of the works of Homer or Milton. So the 
test of time, as assessed by the verdicts of the best critics, functions as something analogous to an objective standard. 
Though judgments of taste remain fundamentally subjective, and though certain contemporary works or objects may 
appear irremediably controversial, the long-run consensus of people who are in a good position to judge functions 
analogously to an objective standard and renders such standards unnecessary even if they could be identified. 
Though we cannot directly find a standard of beauty that sets out the qualities that a thing must possess in order to 
be beautiful, we can describe the qualities of a good critic or a tasteful person. Then the long-run consensus of such 
persons is the practical standard of taste and the means of justifying judgments about beauty. 

Kant similarly concedes that taste is fundamentally subjective, that every judgment of beauty is based on a personal 
experience, and that such judgments vary from person to person. 

By a principle of taste I mean a principle under the condition of which we could subsume the concept of the object, 
and thus infer, by means of a syllogism, that the object is beautiful. But that is absolutely impossible. For I must 
immediately feel the pleasure in the representation of the object, and of that I can be persuaded by no grounds of 
proof whatever. Although, as Hume says, all critics can reason more plausibly than cooks, yet the same fate awaits 
them. They cannot expect the determining ground of their judgment [to be derived] from the force of the proofs, but 
only from the reflection of the subject upon its own proper state of pleasure or pain. (Kant 1790, section 34) 

But the claim that something is beautiful has more content merely than that it gives me pleasure. Something might 
please me for reasons entirely eccentric to myself: I might enjoy a bittersweet experience before a portrait of my 
grandmother, for example, or the architecture of a house might remind me of where I grew up. “No one cares about 
that,” says Kant (1790, section 7): no one begrudges me such experiences, but no one thinks that they might 
constitute a claim that they should have a similar experience of the thing in question. 

By contrast, the judgment that something is beautiful, Kant argues, is a disinterested judgment. It does not respond 
to my idiosyncrasies, or at any rate if I am aware that it does, I will no longer take myself to be experiencing the 
beauty per se of the thing in question. Somewhat as in Hume—whose treatment Kant evidently had in mind—one 
must be unprejudiced to come to a genuine judgment of taste, and Kant gives that idea a very elaborate 
interpretation: the judgment must be made independently of the normal range of human desires—economic and 
sexual desires, for instance, which are examples of our ‘interests’ in this sense. If one is walking through a museum 
and admiring the paintings because they would be extremely expensive were they to come up for auction, for 



example, or wondering whether one could steal and fence them, one is not having an experience of the beauty of the 
paintings at all. One must focus on the form of the mental representation of the object for its own sake, as it is in 
itself. Kant summarizes this as the thought that insofar as one is having an experience of the beauty of something, 
one is indifferent to its existence. One takes pleasure, rather, in its sheer representation in one's experience: 

Now, when the question is whether something is beautiful, we do not want to know whether anything depends or 
can depend on the existence of the thing, either for myself or anyone else, but how we judge it by mere observation 
(intuition or reflection). … We easily see that, in saying it is beautiful, and in showing that I have taste, I am 
concerned, not with that in which I depend on the existence of the object, but with that which I make out of this 
representation in myself. Everyone must admit that a judgement about beauty, in which the least interest mingles, is 
very partial and is not a pure judgement of taste. (Kant 1790, section 2) 

One important source of the concept of aesthetic disinterestedness is the Third Earl of Shaftesbury's dialogue The 
Moralists, where the argument is framed in terms of a natural landscape: if you are looking at a beautiful valley 
primarily as a valuable real estate opportunity, you are not seeing it for its own sake, and cannot fully experience its 
beauty. If you are looking at a lovely woman and considering her as a possible sexual conquest, you are not able to 
experience her beauty in the fullest or purest sense; you are distracted from the form as represented in your 
experience. And Shaftesbury, too, localizes beauty to the representational capacity of the mind. (Shaftesbury 1738, 
222) 

For Kant, some beauties are dependent—relative to the sort of thing the object is—and others are free or absolute. A 
beautiful ox would be an ugly horse, but abstract textile designs, for example, may be beautiful in themselves 
without a reference group or “concept,” and flowers please whether or not we connect them to their practical 
purposes or functions in plant reproduction (Kant 1790, section 16). The idea in particular that free beauty is 
completely separated from practical use and that the experiencer of it is not concerned with the actual existence of 
the object leads Kant to conclude that absolute or free beauty is found in the form or design of the object, or as Clive 
Bell put it, in the arrangement of lines and colors (in the case of painting) (Bell 1914). By the time Bell writes in the 
early 20th century, however, beauty is out of fashion in the arts, and Bell frames his view not in terms of beauty but 
in terms of a general formalist conception of aesthetic value. 

Since in reaching a genuine judgment of taste one is aware that one is not responding to anything idiosyncratic in 
oneself, Kant asserts (1790, section 8), one will reach the conclusion that anyone similarly situated should have the 
same experience: that is, one will presume that there ought to be nothing to distinguish one person's judgment from 
another's (though in fact there may be). Built conceptually into the judgment of taste is the assertion that anyone 
similarly situated ought to have the same experience and reach the same judgment. Thus, built into judgments of 
taste is a ‘universalization’ somewhat analogous to the universalization that Kant associates with ethical judgments. 
In ethical judgments, however, the universalization is objective: if the judgment is true, then it is objectively the case 
that everyone ought to act on the maxim according to which one acts. In the case of aesthetic judgments, however, 
the judgment remains subjective, but necessarily contains the ‘demand’ that everyone should reach the same 
judgment. The judgment conceptually entails a claim to inter-subjective validity. This accounts for the fact that we 
do very often argue about judgments of taste, and that we find tastes that are different than our own defective. 

The influence of this series of thoughts on philosophical aesthetics has been immense. One might mention related 
approaches taken by such figures as Schopenhauer, Hanslick, Bullough, and Croce, for example. A somewhat 
similar though more adamantly subjectivist line is taken by Santayana, who defines beauty as ‘objectified pleasure.’ 
The judgment of something that it is beautiful responds to the fact that it induces a certain sort of pleasure; but this 
pleasure is attributed to the object, as though the object itself were having subjective states. 

We have now reached our definition of beauty, which, in the terms of our successive analysis and narrowing of the 
conception, is value positive, intrinsic, and objectified. Or, in less technical language, Beauty is pleasure regarded as 
the quality of a thing. … Beauty is a value, that is, it is not a perception of a matter of fact or of a relation: it is an 
emotion, an affection of our volitional and appreciative nature. An object cannot be beautiful if it can give pleasure 
to nobody: a beauty to which all men were forever indifferent is a contradiction in terms. … Beauty is therefore a 
positive value that is intrinsic; it is a pleasure. (Santayana 1896, 50–51) 

It is much as though one were attributing malice to a balky object or device. The object causes certain frustrations 
and is then ascribed an agency or a kind of subjective agenda that would account for its causing those effects. Now 



 

though Santayana thought the experience of beauty could be profound or could even be the meaning of life, this 
account appears to make beauty a sort of mistake: one attributes subjective states (indeed, one's own) to a thing 
which in many instances is not capable of having subjective states. 

It is worth saying that Santayana's treatment of the topic in The Sense of Beauty (1896) was the last major account 
offered in English for some time, possibly because, once beauty has been admitted to be entirely subjective, much 
less when it is held to rest on a sort of mistake, there seems little more to be said. What stuck from Hume's and 
Kant's treatments was the subjectivity, not the heroic attempts to temper it. If beauty is a subjective pleasure, it 
would seem to have no higher status than anything that entertains, amuses, or distracts; it seems odd or ridiculous to 
regard it as being comparable in importance to truth or justice, for example. And the twentieth century also 
abandoned beauty as the dominant goal of the arts, again possibly in part because its trivialization in theory led 
artists to believe that they ought to pursue more real and more serious projects. This decline is explored eloquently 
in Arthur Danto's book The Abuse of Beauty(2003). 

However, there has been a revival of interest in beauty in both art and philosophy in recent years, and several 
theorists have made new attempts to address the antinomy of taste. To some extent, such approaches echo G.E. 
Moore's: “To say that a thing is beautiful is to say, not indeed that it is itself good, but that it is a necessary element 
in something which is: to prove that a thing is truly beautiful is to prove that a whole, to which it bears a particular 
relation as a part, is truly good” (Moore 1903, 201). One interpretation of this would be that what is fundamentally 
valuable is the situation in which the object and the person experiencing are both embedded; the value of beauty 
might include both features of the beautiful object and the pleasures of the experiencer. 

Similarly, Crispin Sartwell in his book Six Names of Beauty (2004), attributes beauty neither exclusively to the 
subject nor to the object, but to the relation between them, and even more widely also to the situation or 
environment in which they are both embedded. He points out that when we attribute beauty to the night sky, for 
instance, we do not take ourselves simply to be reporting a state of pleasure in ourselves; we are turned outward 
toward it; we are celebrating the real world. On the other hand, if there were no perceivers capable of experiencing 
such things, there would be no beauty. Beauty, rather, emerges in situations in which subject and object are 
juxtaposed and connected. 

Alexander Nehamas, in Only a Promise of Happiness (2007), characterizes beauty as an invitation to further 
experiences, a way that things invite us in, while also possibly fending us off. The beautiful object invites us to 
explore and interpret, but it also requires us to explore and interpret: beauty is not to be regarded as an 
instantaneously apprehensible feature of surface. And Nehamas, like Hume and Kant, though in another register, 
considers beauty to have an irreducibly social dimension. Beauty is something we share, or something we want to 
share, and shared experiences of beauty are particularly intense forms of communication. Thus, the experience of 
beauty is not primarily within the skull of the experiencer, but connects observers and objects such as works of art 
and literature in communities of appreciation. 

Aesthetic judgment, I believe, never commands universal agreement, and neither a beautiful object nor a work of art 
ever engages a catholic community. Beauty creates smaller societies, no less important or serious because they are 
partial, and, from the point of view of its members, each one is orthodox—orthodox, however, without thinking of 
all others as heresies. … What is involved is less a matter of understanding and more a matter of hope, 
of establishing a community that centers around it—a community, to be sure, whose boundaries are constantly 
shifting and whose edges are never stable. (Nehamas 2007, 80–81) 
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Beauty is objective & subjective
By  Razib Khan | October 4, 2012 11:35 pm

On occasion it is useful to outline definitions and frameworks.
One thing that I often hear (i.e., I am constantly told) is that
beauty is a subjective, and culturally defined, construct. In
particular it is common for me to listen to explanations of
“Eurocentric Western” beauty standards, as if they are sui
generis. These views do not emerge in a vacuum. Rather, they
grasp upon a real phenomenon: that beauty standards are
malleable and vary across time and place. But like Classical
Greeks who may have promoted a converse view, that beauty is
an objective aesthetic reflection of innate characteristics of
human value, modern subjectivists ignore the empirical reality
in favor of a clean and simple narrative.

From where I stand it strikes me that Western intellectuals who
engage in a discourse which engages the construction of the non-
Western Other sometimes forget that the non-Western Other is
itself a social construct with only constrained utility. To unpack
it in more plain language, non-Western societies are
diverse across themselves, and can not be bracketed as
 singular non-Western Other in a deep sense. And, they

exhibit strong similarities to each other, and Western culture. This is all common sense, and I can
attest to it personally, since my parents were raised in a non-Western society, and reflect a
combination of banal and comprehensible attitudes, as well as shocking and outrageous ones.
People are people. Just somewhat different.

When it comes to physical beauty this framework expresses itself in the assumption that Western
standards of beauty are peculiar artificialities, with no grounding in human nature. This is an
argument taken to too far of an extreme, and leads people astray. So let me outline a model which
I think verbally captures the complexities of beauty, without pushing any particular interpretation
in a maximal direction (and as a personal matter of fact I think a maximal argument fails).

First, you have to reconceptualize variation in beauty not as a spectrum, but as a multi-
dimensional space. Some of the dimensions are deeply biological and “hardwired,” but others are
environmental and malleable. There are two primary biological dimensions: symmetry and
secondary sexual characteristics. The first is just species typicality, and I suspect this is the primal
trait upon which a ‘beauty instinct’ is constructed. Individuals who are not symmetrical or exhibit
bodily deformities are generally not considered attractive, though there are deviations from the
norm (e.g., those who cultivate peculiar fetishes, and so may seek out maimed individuals to sexual
encounters). The second biological dimension has to do with exaggerated sexual characteristics.
There are many beautiful children who are highly symmetrical, but these children are not sexually
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attractive in the least, because they have not manifested this dimension of beauty. Though one
would presume the two biological characters would be correlated, the correlation is imperfect.
 There are individuals who have striking secondary sexual characteristics, who nevertheless are
not attractive in their facial features due to sub-average symmetry. Conversely, there are
individuals who exhibit attenuated sexual sexual characteristics, but have symmetrical and highly
species typical faces. Another issue to consider is that secondary sexual characteristics considered
attractive in one sex may not be attractive in the other. This is qualitatively different from the
case with symmetry, where both sexes stand to gain.

Now we move to the environmental dimensions. Here you have a distinction between the
dimension which spans cultures, and the dimension which does not. Good hygiene for example is a
cultural universe. But what constitutes good hygiene is not. In some ways attractive traits which
are amenable to environmental intervention and are universal across cultures are innate at a
remove, in that there are strong biological functional reasons why people across all societies tend
to rate those with sweet breath more attractive than those with foul breath.

Finally, you have the dimension of temporally and culturally variant standards of beauty. This is
the dimension which gets a great deal of attention, to the point where some assert that all
standards of beauty are culturally contingent. There is famously variation in preferences as to the
ideal figure of women, but this is not the really interesting case. Foot-binding, neck-elongation, and
other sorts of body modifications which exhibit no rhyme or reason are much stranger illustrations
of the fact that signalling driven by cultural aesthetics can move in radically strange directions.

In sum, one can conceive of beauty as a weighted function like so:

Attractiveness = Aw + B x + Cy + Dz, where w, y, x, and z are the dimensions outlined above, and
A, B, C, and D are weights.

If an alien only understood human standards of beauty through pornography, they might presume
that only secondary sexual characteristics mattered. In contrast, if their understanding of beauty
was obtained via reading some feminist scholarship, they might presume cultural variables reign
supreme. Reading through catalogs of beauty product supplies might suggest the universal
malleability of beauty, and cross-cultural preferences driving personal behavior change. As for
symmetry, it is such a fundamental aspect of beauty that I have a difficult time imagining a
situation where it is separated from the other variables, but some of the illustrations of the
“uncanny valley” actually come close.

Addendum: Modern cosmetic surgery allows us to modify secondary sexual characteristics quite
a bit, so it is more under environmental control than in the past.
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CATEGORIZED UNDER: ANTHROPLOGY

MORE ABOUT: BEAUTY

Comments for this thread are now closed. ×

21 Comments Gene Expression  Login

Sort by Best Share Favorite 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uncanny_valley
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Nofretete_Neues_Museum.jpg
http://discovermagazine.com/tags/?tag=anthroplogy
http://discovermagazine.com/tags/?tag=beauty


7/31/2014 Beauty is objective & subjective - Gene Expression |  DiscoverMagazine.com

http://blogs.discovermagazine.com/gnxp/2012/10/beauty-is-objective-subjective/#.U9rHSPldW6M 3/8

•

Negus •  2 years ago

I enjoy reading on human origins and population genetics, and visit this blog fairly regularly. This is

my first comment. I thought you might appreciate a linguistic plug on this subject, a by product of a

research. This sounds axiomatic, but we get the insight that the ancient age conceived beauty, for

the most part, in terms of "youth" and "tender age". Further, it based its standard of beauty on the

snake, as a model of grace. Notions such as "beauty" and related European forms; "Hebe," the

first cupbearer of the gods of Olympus; the "ephebe," the tender youth of the Classical Greece

period; "wibet," Amharic for "beauty" and its Ge&#39ez root wihib [wi-hib] share their roots with the

snake; that is, "ibab [ib-ab]" (Amh.), Apep (Egy.), Apophis (Gr. ), as do "ababa" (bloom, flower),

"baby," and the pet name for a boy of tender age, "ababu" (Amh.). We see the intersection in the

flower myths of Greek mythology. Fast come to mind Narcissus, Hyacinthus, Crocus, Adonis and

other youth adored in the form of flowers. This thought likely dates to the age of serpent worship

(pre-Neolithic). The fiery aura of Sunset and the lambent glow of the Horned-moon also supplied

gauges for "hypnotic beauty" and "good looks", respectively. Gunevere was of the former type, and

Endymion of the latter. What inferences follow? I often wonder what else is petrified in other

languages.

  

•

Samuel •  2 years ago

"What’s curious is that the evidence presented for “objective” standards of beauty is no evidence

for it at all! (And I do believe there is an objective sense to the word.) But the fact that the same

thing is valued across cultures doesn’t really speak to this issue."

This is a puzzling statement. Perception of attractiveness is similar across cultures. Objective

standards could be thought of those that arise from beauty evaluation mechanisms that exist in all

humans. The fact that beauty does not seem to vary arbitarily across cultures suggests that some

form of "objective" beauty exists.

  

Åse •  2 years ago

As a social psychologist, I have to deliver this to my students on a regular basis. Don&#39t know

why I seem to enjoy this, actually. Generally, I&#39m quite nice and sensitive, and allow people to

keep their illusions, but the science on it is quite strong. We like what is beautiful, and we know

what is beautiful, and we can judge who is beautiful across gender preferences and ethnicities

fairly well. Nancy Etcoff published a book on this some years back (no I haven&#39t read it, but,

well, I come across the primary literature. ) http://www.amazon.com/Survival...

Some of my colleagues do work on the "what is beautiful is good" stereotype - although it seems

like "what is ugly is bad" is stronger. 
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I was talking with one of them a few years back, and she mentioned how it was impossible for her

to get people to rate unknown faces as being as beautiful as those of actors or actresses. Sure,

exceptional beauty is a trait of at least the leading man/leading woman figures, but there is plenty

of beautiful people who will never bother with fame. 

  

•

Razib Khan •  2 years ago

#17, well, when kids draw humans they tend to be anatomically correct in an innocent kind of way

("hey dad, you forgot the butt!").

  

•

Isabel •  2 years ago

>some archaeologists are now claiming they are toys!

Sex toys?? Hmm, kind of graphic for kids toys, but times change I guess...and after all we are

talking about 24,000 BCE!

http://www.geekculture.com/joy...

  

•

Sandgroper •  2 years ago

#12 - How about this one? To my eyes, it&#39s more beautiful.

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wi...

  

•

Razib Khan •  2 years ago

#14, some archaeologists are now claiming they are toys!

  

•

Isabel •  2 years ago

So where does the venus of willendorf fit in?
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Gene Callahan •  2 years ago

What&#39s curious is that the evidence presented for "objective" standards of beauty is no

evidence for it at all! (And I do believe there is an objective sense to the word.) But the fact that the

same thing is valued across cultures doesn&#39t really speak to this issue. You know the optical

illusion where one line looks a lot shorter than the other, though it isn&#39t? Well, let&#39s say

this illusion works across all cultures: so what? That certainly does not show that the lines are

objectively different lengths!

  

•

DavidB •  2 years ago

I presume the sculpture of Nefertiti is there as an example of cross-cultural agreement on

standards of beauty: Nefertiti was seen as beautiful in ancient Egypt and still seems beautiful to

us. So it is worth mentioning that there is a theory that the sculpture is an early 20th century fake.

This is probably wrong (though the evidence is not conclusive) but the apparent

&#39modernity&#39 of the face does seem a bit suspicious - like all those van Meegeren

&#39Vermeers&#39 starring Greta Garbo.

  

•

Razib Khan •  2 years ago

It is at the very least the common thread between symmetry and secondary sexual

characteristics and, arguably, the larger expressive concept that encompasses both symmetry,

which is in effect a form of proportionality, and the expression of many secondary sexual

characters (think hip to waste ratio).

i think of proportionality as a linear combination between the two, which is sex-specific. but you

can add that. my major point is that this is a multi-dimensional concept, and we shouldn&#39t

reduce it down to one linear aspect.

  

Richard P. •  2 years ago

My wife was born at an almost opposing pole vis-a-vis my birth place (Utah(not Mormon!)/Tehran).

We met after university, i.e. after I spent untold hours listening to academics set up and discuss

the Western/Other schema. Per their paradigm, this large cluster of &#39cultural&#39 and other

apriori differences should constantly befuddle our relationship. They couldn&#39t have been more

utterly wrong. Perhaps the only salient cultural difference that can&#39t be overcome is that she

won&#39t go A&#39s baseball games with me. However, my in-laws and I attend a couple of

Angles games every year and my (formerly Muslim) mother-in-law can tailgate with the best of

them. 
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The Western/Other dichotomy is too stagnant. It models people as stagnant entities, unable to

adjust and accumulate new attributes. Worse, it yearns to equate inalienable attributes such a

skin color, last name, place of origin with fixed cultural behaviors. I&#39m sure that critical studies

types have a pejorative term for people that integrate into &#39Western&#39 societies.

Meanwhile, the rest of us, just going living together and fu#$ing each other to create the next

fusion.

  

•

Grant C •  2 years ago

Long time reader – first time commenting. Good post Razib, but I feel like you should have

mentioned the roll of proportionality to human perceptions of beauty. It is at the very least the

common thread between symmetry and secondary sexual characteristics and, arguably, the

larger expressive concept that encompasses both symmetry, which is in effect a form of

proportionality, and the expression of many secondary sexual characters (think hip to waste ratio).

  

•

Ed •  2 years ago

Baby got back.

  

•

Dm •  2 years ago

#3 has it really been shown that estrus affects attractiveness of still images?

I was under impression that we are talking about visual, and static, input only. Not dynamic body

language, not auditory signals, not chemoreception, nothing beyond just seeing a snapshot

  

•

Razib Khan •  2 years ago

one thing i didn&#39t mention, because the literature on this seems thin: there is likely some

innate individual differences in preferences and weighting (as suggested above).

  

•

Darkseid •  2 years ago

http://www.economist.com/node/...

the economist wrote about symmetry in relation to health a few weeks ago.

  

Dm •  2 years ago

I haven&#39t studied the subject in depth, and probably won&#39t be tempted to look for

references, but I&#39d be surprised if three more innate aspects of beauty recognition didn&#39t
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exist

- affinity to similar appearance, perhaps rooted in general biological self-species recognition, but

also in a more recently evolved enhanced ability to "read the facial language"

- affinity to different appearances, perhaps driven by hybrid vigor / inbreeding aversion

- affinity to neoteny / baby-facedness, perhaps piggybacking on our societal extension of parental

love

  

•

Eurologist •  2 years ago

see more

Another issue to consider is that secondary sexual characteristics considered attractive in one

sex may not be attractive in the other. 

And even within one sex (female), depending on time of ovulation, as has been shown.

What I find also interesting is the mix of universal vs. cultural perceptions. For example, a

European might find two specific Japanese women exceptionally beautiful out of ten previously

chosen to be judged mutually beautiful, while his Japanese counterpart would pick a different two

and may rank the former near the bottom, and vice versa.

Finally, even the biological side is not fixed. There surely are differences in perception, too. I find

Japanese maps impossible to read, and their subway stations confusing. It&#39s all a sea of

  

Razib Khan •  2 years ago

My best guess is that the connection is that the subjectivists of the first paragraph implicitly

believe that non-western standards are natural and uniform, while western standards are artificial

and subjective.

it&#39s not that coherent. it implicitly goes in that direction, but when confronted on this often

there&#39s confusion and lack of recognition. most of the subjectivists i&#39m talking about

don&#39t really focus on the details of non-western cultures too much, except as foils for western
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culture. so they don&#39t grasp that that&#39s what the implication is. to use their own

terminology, they&#39re often quite eurocentric (even those who are non-white and don&#39t

even identify as western).

  

•

Douglas Knight •  2 years ago

I am confused by the second paragraph, about lumping together all non-western cultures, which

does not seem connected to the rest of the post. My best guess is that the connection is that the

subjectivists of the first paragraph implicitly believe that non-western standards are natural and

uniform, while western standards are artificial and subjective. Of course, it contradicts their claim

in the first paragraph, but lots of people have inconsistent beliefs. Do you endorse this claim?

Was that the point? Should I not guess?
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“Beauty lies in the eyes of the beholder.” 
NOVEMBER 30, 2012 | YSHAH 

How far do you agree with this 
statement? 

“Everything has its own beauty, but 
not everyone sees it.” Beauty is a 
combination of countless diverse 
factors. In humans, beauty is an 
amalgamation of goodness at heart 
and the beauty that appeals to the 
eyes, but even ideas can be beautiful 
too, such as the thought of freedom or 
peace. Even sights, such as rainbows 
are captivating to the eyes, and also 
emotions love and happiness can also 
be crowned as beautiful. But, in truth, 
beauty depends from person to 
person, not to everyone might that 
rainbow be an exquisite view. Every 
individual has different opinions. 

To some people, Leonardo Da Vinci’s 
ever so celebrated and exceedingly 
eminent painting, Mona Lisa, might be 

the most remarkable work of art ever 
created. But to other people, the same 
portrait might not be such a masterpiece. 
Evidently, this tells us that beauty is 
subjective. It depends on a being to decide 
what is beautiful, because everyone has 
disparate and inimitable opinions. 

For, probably, you and I, nose plugs seem 
to be an odd and a frightening thought! But 
in Nyishi tribes they are regarded as being 
enthralling. And even in Northern Thailand, 
villagers wear distressingly heavy neck 
rings (known as ‘Padaung’), around 
terrifyingly long necks and amongst the 
tribesmen it’s considered to be a very 
entrancing feature. People with it a thought 
to be stunning.  This proves that different 
cultures have distinct ideas regarding 
beauty. 

http://yshah.wordpress.com/2012/11/30/argumentative-essay-beauty-lies-in-the-eyes-of-the-beholder/
http://yshah.wordpress.com/author/yshah/


 Furthermore, back in the days of Marilyn Monroe, a fuller and a rounder figure was deemed 
as attractive. Monroe herself was a size 16! But despite that she was thought of as the 
‘perfect woman’. Today, if you exist with a size 16 you would be way too big to be alluring. 
In the present a size 6/8 (or even lesser) is the more idealistic dimension for a fine lady. The 
idea of beauty changes and evolves with time. 
Let’s consider another side of the argument. It is the belief of some people that beauty is 
standard and external, and well defined. That is cannot be possible at all. Let me elaborate. 
Let’s take for example a couple, for the wife; her husband might be the most beautiful man 
on earth! But to other women that husband might look pathetic. Beauty, again is not just 
external is it a compound of little elements, like sense of humor, sense of understanding 
character etc. Therefore another woman will not be able appreciate someone else’s 
husband the way that his wife sees’s him as. Every person has an exclusive idea on what 
beauty actually constitutes of. 

To sum up, beauty depends on the eyes of the beholder. What might be picturesque to you 
might not be to me. And also I might not be able adore what my grandma thinks is adorable 
because as time flies by beauty also revolutionizes along with it. 

 



PERSONALITY PROCESSES AND INDIVIDUAL
DIFFERENCES

Physical Attractiveness and Subjective Weil-Being

Ed Diener and Brian Wolsic
University of Illinois

Frank Fujita
Indiana University South Bend

Three studies were conducted to determine whether physical attractiveness (PAT) is related to sub-
jective well-being (SWB). In the first study (N - 221), unselected students were photographed and
videotaped. In the second study (N = 131), participants were selected on the basis of extremes in
PAT, and in the third study (TV = 155), participants were preselected for extreme scores on SWB.
Correlations between SWB and PAT varied from .03 to .33. In Study 1 the mean correlation between
PAT and SWB was .13. When appearance enhancers (hair, clothing, and jewelry) were covered or
removed in Studies 2 and 3, the correlation between PAT and SWB dropped, suggesting that part of
the SWB-PAT relation might be due to happier people doing more to enhance their beauty. The
impact of PAT on SWB may be mitigated by the fact that others agree on a target's PAT at only
modest levels. It was found that self-perceptions of PAT were correlated with both one's objective
PAT and one's SWB.

Is physical attractiveness (PAT) a cause of subjective well-be-
ing (SWB)? Our values suggest that it should not be. We hope
that our inner qualities, and not simply our outward appear-
ance, cause life satisfaction. Physical attractiveness, however,
appears to be a powerful resource in western society. Because
resources help people obtain rewards, PAT may cause SWB.

Early studies demonstrated that PAT is an important re-
source. Dion, Berscheid, and Walster (1972) found that more
attractive persons were perceived to be warmer, stronger, and
more poised, and were considered to be more exciting dates
than those who were less attractive. In a meta-analysis of the
literature, Feingold (1992) concluded that attractive people are
perceived to be "more sociable, dominant, sexually warm, men-
tally healthy, intelligent, and socially skilled than unattractive
people" (p. 304). Several studies have shown that the biases
toward attractive people begin in childhood. For example,
Clifford and Walster (1973) asked grade school teachers to ex-
amine academic records of children. Even though the perfor-
mance information was identical in all of the files, teachers
rated the attractive children as more intelligent and popular.
These biases persevere into adulthood (e.g., Dipboye, Arvey, &
Terpstra, 1977). As one might expect, beautiful adults fare bet-
ter in social spheres (Berscheid & Walster, 1974; Curran & Lip-
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pold, 1975; Hatfield & Sprecher, 1986). Even for criminals,
PAT can be a resource that leads to lower levels of punishment
(e.g., Downs&Lyons, 1991). Therefore, it seems plausible that
PAT may influence SWB. After all, it appears to be related to
less severe punishments for wrongdoing and to greater rewards
for positive attributes. Perhaps PAT is important because it is a
highly visible characteristic—the only one that is apparent in
virtually all social situations (Hatfield & Sprecher, 1986).

Subjective well-being includes life satisfaction, positive affect,
and lack of negative affect (Andrews & Withey, 1976; Diener,
1984; Diener & Larsen, 1993). These experiences are relatively
stable over time and show moderate cross-situational consis-
tency (Diener & Larsen, 1993; Larsen & Diener, 1984). Mea-
sures of SWB possess good validity and reliability (Andrews &
Robinson, 1991; Larsen, Diener, & Emmons, 1985; Sandvik,
Diener, & Seidlitz, 1993) and also are sensitive to changing con-
ditions (Pavot & Diener, 1993). Thus, there are suitable meth-
ods to measure SWB and to assess the relation between it and
PAT.

There are few studies in which the direct relation between
happiness and PAT has been examined. One study was con-
ducted by Campbell, Converse, and Rogers (1976) on a large,
representative sample of Americans. The study included an in-
terviewer's ratings of the PAT of the respondent after the in-
terview was finished. A weak relation between happiness and
PAT was found. Umberson and Hughes (1987) reanalyzed these
data in more detail and found a stronger relation between PAT
and self-reported measures of SWB. There were, however,
methodological shortcomings with the study. For example, the
interviewers rated the PAT of the respondents after querying re-
spondents about their SWB. In addition, the interviewer had a
somewhat lengthy interaction with the respondents; therefore,
other factors, such as extraversion and income, could have in-
fluenced the PAT ratings.

Journal ofPersonality and Social Psychology, 1995, Vol. 69, No. 1, 120-129
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In contrast to the positive findings of Umberson and Hughes
(1987), studies that have examined forms of negative affectivity
have found little relation with PAT (e.g., Noles, Cash, &
Winstead, 1985). Feingold (1992) found a trivial overall rela-
tion between various forms of negative affectivity and SWB in a
meta-analysis of 34 studies. However, past research has shown a
degree of independence between life satisfaction and positive
affect and negative affect, and thus past research on negative
affectivity does not unequivocably indicate what the relation
with PAT is for other forms of SWB, such as life satisfaction or
global happiness. In the present studies we measured both gen-
eral happiness and life satisfaction and correlated them with
objective ratings of PAT.

An important question regarding the relation between hap-
piness and PAT is that of causal direction. Rather than attrac-
tiveness leading to happiness, it is possible that happy people
take better care of their appearance, so they may be more phys-
ically attractive. Or, it is possible that happy people smile more
and therefore are rated as more attractive. Thus, it is important
to control the effects of hairstyle, clothing, cosmetics, and facial
expression in determining the relation between PAT and SWB.
If native beauty correlates with SWB when the person is un-
adorned, it may be that PAT leads to higher well-being. If the
difference between people's unadorned and self-adorned ap-
pearances correlates most with SWB, however, it would suggest
that SWB may lead happy people to effectively enhance their
appearance to a greater extent.

Conclusion

The present studies were designed to assess the relation be-
tween PAT and life satisfaction, hedonic balance, and general
happiness. In the current research we achieved a more rigorous
analysis of the PAT-SWB relation by obtaining objective ratings
of attractiveness using multiple raters, and ratings that were not
contaminated by participants' reports of well-being. It was also
our intent to explore the causal direction between PAT and well-
being. We recorded both participants' enhanced PAT (as aug-
mented by their spontaneous use of cosmetics, jewelry, and fa-
cial expression) and also their native beauty (unenhanced by
accoutrements). In this way we could determine whether native
beauty, enhanced beauty, or the difference between the two was
most related to SWB. In addition, we examined how much the
appearance of women and men was improved by enhance-
ments, and whether video pictures were perceived as more at-
tractive than still photographs. We also manipulated smiling in
Study 2 to determine whether this variable mediated the PAT-
SWB relation. Finally, we examined ancillary data, such as peo-
ple's goals and their self-perceived attractiveness, to better un-
derstand the SWB-attractiveness relation.

Study 1

Study 1 was designed to explore the simple correlation be-
tween attractiveness and SWB in a large, unselected sample of
college students. Three different measures of SWB were corre-
lated with PAT ratings that had been made on the basis of a
frontal photograph, a profile photograph, and a videotape. By
comparing the correlations based on photographs with those

based on a videotape, we hoped to determine whether PAT rat-
ings might be biased by one's social skills in such a way so as to
artificially inflate the SWB-PAT correlation. The video should
capture the effect of social skills on perceived attractiveness to a
greater extent than do still photographs. Thus, an artifactual
relation between PAT and SWB owing to a third variable—per-
sonality—can be examined by comparing video and still pho-
tograph ratings of attractiveness.

Method

Participants. Participants were 221 students (112 women, 109
men) enrolled in a course on SWB at the University of Illinois. As part
of laboratory sessions, students were required to participate in a series
of studies. The N for most analyses was slightly fewer than 221 partici-
pants because of scattered missing data.

Questionnaire measures. Participants completed three measures of
SWB. The Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, Emmons,
Larsen, & Griffin, 1985; Pavot & Diener, 1993) is a measure that as-
sesses global life satisfaction. The scale has been validated in many ways
and has good psychometric properties. The Fordyce Sixty-Second Mea-
sure of Happiness (Fordyce, 1977) assesses global happiness on a scale
that ranges from utterly depressed to ecstatic, elated, fantastic. This
scale has also been the target of extensive validational work (Fordyce,
1988) and correlates well with a variety of types of measures of well-
being. Finally, we used an affect adjective scale that taps the frequency
of six major emotions (fear, anger, sadness, guilt, joy, and affection). We
computed a hedonic balance score for each participant by subtracting
the mean negative affect value from the mean for the positive emotions.

We also asked participants to estimate their own PAT on a scale rang-
ing from 1 (poor) to 10 (excellent). During the semester-long data col-
lection, participants were also asked to list their 15 most important per-
sonal strivings (see Emmons, 1986). Participants were then asked to
what degree each of a variety of resources, including PAT, was relevant
to each striving or goal. They indicated on a I (not at all relevant) to 5
(extremely relevant) scale how related PAT was to each of their goals.
We averaged this rating across their 15 goals to determine how impor-
tant PAT was to each participant's goals.

Attractiveness ratings. Each participant was scheduled for a labora-
tory time at which she or he had several pictures taken. A 35-mm cam-
era mounted on a tripod was used to take front and side profile shots,
which were developed into standard 4-in X 6-in (10-cm X 15-
cm)photographs with a glossy finish. In addition, participants were vid-
eotaped while interacting with a stranger for 10 min. The still photos
were rated by 10 assistants on a 10-point scale. The 10 raters produced
a composite rating (using raters as items) with a Cronbach's alpha of
.86 for the profile picture and of .89 for the frontal photograph. The
videotape ratings were made of participants interacting in dyads with
each other. On average, 13.46 assistants rated the video PAT of each
participant. Participants were involved in different numbers of dyadic
interactions, and their PAT rating was the mean across these sessions.
The number of dyadic interactions varied from 1 to 6, but 88% of par-
ticipants took part in either 2 or 3 interactions. Because different assis-
tants rated different combinations of videotapes, we did not calculate
interrater reliability for the video ratings.

In addition to the laboratory-photograph-based ratings of objective
PAT, informants completed a questionnaire on the target participants.
A minimum of three family members and friends of the participants
rated them on how attractive they believed the participant was com-
pared with the average university student. The 7-point scale ranged from
1 (much below average) to 7 (much above average). The ratings, includ-
ing those for other resources too, were mailed directly back to the ex-
perimenters so that the participants could not see them.
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Results

The three aggregated PAT ratings correlated highly with each
other. Mean PAT ratings based on the two types of photographs
correlated .83, whereas the photo ratings each correlated .68
with the video PAT ratings (which were recorded at a different
session). These correlations demonstrate that there is a general
characteristic of PAT that is somewhat independent of the mode
and time of measurement. Despite the use of college student
participants the PAT ratings were below the midpoint of the
scale for all three types of pictures. There was a standard devia-
tion of about 1 for each type of photo. Thus, to include 95% of
the participants on the frontal looks, for example, ratings
ranged from 2.33 to 7.05. Therefore, there was a large range on
PAT.

The correlations between the three SWB measures and the
three sets of PAT ratings are presented in Table 1. As can be
seen, these correlations were not large. Contrary to predictions,
the video attractiveness ratings did not correlate more highly
with SWB than did the attractiveness ratings of photographs.
There were no curvilinear (quadratic) trends. The correlations
for men, but not for women, especially for life satisfaction,
reached significance. Self-perceived PAT tended to correlate
more strongly with SWB across participants than did objective
PAT. It seems plausible that happier people tend to perceive
themselves as somewhat more attractive than objective ratings
might indicate. This interpretation is supported by regression
equations in which we predicted self-rated attractiveness by the
video ratings of PAT and the two global SWB scales. The video
PAT rating was entered as the first predictor (0 = . 30, p< .001),
but both the SWLS (0 = . 15, p < .05) and the Fordyce scale (0
= . 18, p < .01) were also entered as significant predictors. Thus,
self-ratings of PAT appear to be influenced by SWB beyond the
effects of one's objective PAT. Participants rated themselves a
mean of 4.76 on PAT, significantly (p < .001) above the mid-
point of the 7-point scale (4.0). These findings support Taylor
and Brown's (1988) claim that happy people are positively bi-

Table 1
Study 1: Correlations Between Subjective Well-Being
and Physical Attractiveness

Sample and condition

Overall sample (N = 221)
Frontal photograph
Profile photograph
Videotape
Self-perceived PAT

Women (JV=112)
Frontal photograph
Profile photograph
Videotape

Men(Ar= 109)
Frontal photograph
Profile photograph
Videotape

Satisfaction
With Life

Scale

.17*

.24**

.17*

.29**

.10

.18

.11

.27**

.33**

.23**

Global
happiness

.04

.14*

.08

.28**

-.07
.02
.05

.11

.22*

.13

Hedonic
balance

.10

.12

.09

.30**

.08

.09

.11

.12

.13

.07

*p<.05. **p<.01.

ased in their self-judgments when compared with objective
yardsticks.

The video ratings were significantly higher than the picture
ratings: video {M = 5.24) versus frontal picture (M = 4.69),
t(2l6) = 9.16, p < .001; and versus the profile picture {M =
4.70), ?(216) = 10.42, p < .001. This suggests that people are
perceived as more attractive when they are active. This infer-
ence is further supported by the fact that informant ratings of
these participants' PAT averaged 5.47 on a 7-point scale. Thus,
whereas the two photo ratings were substantially below the mid-
point of their scales (5.5), and the video rating was slightly be-
low the midpoint, the informant ratings were substantially
above the 4.0 midpoint of their scale.

To shed light on why the SWB-PAT relations were so small,
we examined participants' goal ratings. First, we determined
how important attractiveness was to people's goals. On a l-to-5
scale, PAT had a mean relevance rating of 2.05 (slight
relevance). Of 21 resources, PAT was rated fourth from the bot-
tom in relevance. Thus, the average participant did not see PAT
as particularly relevant to his or her goals. We further exploreo
the impact of goals by dividing participants into two groups on
the basis of the relevance of PAT to their goals. The low-rele-
vance group had lower correlations between PAT and the SWLS
(average r = . 10) and Fordyce scale (average r = -.02) than did
the high-relevance group (SWLS average r = .23, and Fordyce
scale average r = .14). This suggests that for people for whom
attractiveness is extremely relevant to their goals, there might
be a stronger correlation of PAT with SWB. It is also interesting
to note that the goal relevance of PAT was only slightly related
to the objectively rated PAT of participants (average r = .11),
thus suggesting that attractive people do not necessarily seek
goals related to their attractiveness.

Another interesting finding to note is that PAT showed only
tiny correlations with other resources. For example, partici-
pants' GPAs (taken from their transcripts) were correlated with
objective looks an average of only r = .01. The mean corre-
lations between objective ratings of PAT and other selected re-
sources (as rated by informants) was: money, r = .08; energy,
r = .14; intelligence, r = .00; social skills, r = .17; romantic
relationship, r = .16; and self-confidence, r = .06. These corre-
lations suggest the possibility that PAT may not influence SWB
strongly because there are so many other resources that tend to
vary independently from PAT. We also examined whether vari-
ous resources besides attractiveness could predict SWB (see
Diener & Fujita, 1995). Certain informant-rated resources
were stronger predictors of SWB (e.g., family support corre-
lated .40 with life satisfaction, and social skills correlated .41
with global SWB).

One can also inquire as to whether PAT predicts satisfaction
with various domains. The correlations between satisfaction
with one's romantic life and physical attractiveness were small
but significant, video r( 208) = . 18, /? < .01; profile photograph
r(205) = .23, p < .001; and frontal photograph r(205) = .20, p
< .01. Of the 33 correlations between looks and satisfaction
with other domains (e.g., family, grades, health, career), not a
single correlation was significant. These findings indicate that
attractiveness has a small but significant influence on one's sat-
isfaction with one's romantic life but has no effect on one's sat-
isfaction with other domains.
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Another interesting observation is that although aggregated
PAT ratings reached acceptable levels of reliability, individual
perceptions of PAT differed widely. For example, the objective
raters' PAT ratings based on the video correlated across partici-
pants an average of only r = .35. The average agreement between
individual raters on the profile picture was r - .40 and on the
frontal picture was r — .46. Among the 10 video raters, there
was an average difference across participants of 3.8 scale points
between the highest and lowest PAT ratings for each participant.
For the pictures this rating variability was even greater: 4.6 scale
units for the frontal shot and 4.8 units for the profile picture.
Thus, raters ranged over almost half the scale for individual par-
ticipants, suggesting large variability in perceptions of attrac-
tiveness. Similarly, the participants' self-perceptions of their
own PAT correlated at a low level with objective ratings of PAT:
frontal picture, r = .24; profile picture, r - .21; and video rating,
r = .34. Finally, the mean agreement between informants on
the PAT of the target participants was only r(218) = .23. Thus,
although PAT ratings can be made reasonably reliable by aggre-
gating the ratings of many raters, the perceptions of individuals
correlate only modestly.

An intriguing question is whether there is greater agreement
on the attractiveness of some individuals than on others. We
examined the variability in ratings across picture conditions.
The variability in the ratings of individuals correlated weakly
across conditions (rs = .36, .06, and .08), thus indicating that
there are not individuals whose PAT is easier to judge across
methods.

Discussion

Contrary to predictions, video attractiveness was not a better
predictor of SWB than was attractiveness based on still photos.
Because physical attractiveness appears to be an important re-
source in western society, we were surprised by the low corre-
lations found between it and SWB. Nonetheless, a number of
these correlations were statistically significant. We therefore
conducted two additional studies to determine whether the low
correlations found here could be replicated and whether they
were due to factors such as smiling and appearance enhance-
ments. To increase our ability to differentiate the various factors
that play a role in the relation of PAT and SWB, in Studies 2 and
3 we used extreme groups. In Study 2 we selected participants
who were either low or high in PAT, and in Study 3 we selected
prescreened participants who were either lower or higher in
SWB. The rationale was that by using extreme groups, the cor-
relations would be magnified and therefore would yield a clearer
picture of the processes involved.

Study 2

The second study was designed to further explore the relation
between PAT and SWB by varying aspects of the conditions in
which PAT ratings were made. Although prescreening pictures
were used to select extreme groups based on attractiveness, the
correlations between SWB and PAT were based on attractive-
ness ratings that were based on pictures in certain conditions.

Natural State

This was basically a "come-as-you-are" condition. Partici-
pants spontaneously came to the laboratory with varying levels
of cosmetics, jewelry, and attractiveness of clothing. In this con-
dition, no attempt was made to alter appearance, and the indi-
viduals were allowed to show whatever facial expression they
wished. This condition, by comparison with other conditions,
allowed us to estimate whether participants who are high in
well-being do more to enhance their appearance beyond their
level of native beauty.

Adorned Versus Unadorned States

The adorned state was essentially the same as the natural con-
dition (i.e., including clothing, cosmetics, and jewelry) except
that we systematically manipulated facial expression (described
below). In the unadorned state, participants were asked to re-
move their cosmetics and jewelry, and their clothing and hair
were covered. By comparing the adorned versus unadorned
states, we could estimate the effects of personally controllable
factors on the PAT-SWB relation.

Smiling Versus Neutral Expression

Participants were asked to smile and then to assume a neutral
expression in the adorned and unadorned states (thus creating
four conditions). Because it was thought that smiling might
contribute to more favorable attractiveness ratings, a compari-
son could be made between the different ratings to determine
the mediating effects of smiling on PAT.

Method

Participants. Participants were 131 introductory psychology stu-
dents at the University of Illinois (71 men, 60 women) who took part in
the study in partial fulfillment of a course requirement. These partici-
pants were selected from a larger pool of students who had previously
participated in another study (not Study 1). This larger study included
answering questionnaires about current mood and SWB, as well as be-
ing photographed. To minimize biases in ratings due to cross-cultural
differences, only Caucasian participants and raters were used in this
study. Unfortunately, we did not have enough participants from other
ethnic groups to form a separate sample.

Participants were selected for the actual study on the basis of greater
or lesser PAT. A group of eight raters was first shown a sample of the
photographic slides taken from the initial pool of participants to help
establish a range of PAT. Next they were shown slides of the entire pool,
one at a time, and were asked to rate the photographs for PAT on a 1
(extremely unattractive) to 10 (extremely attractive) scale. PAT ratings
across the eight raters were averaged for each participant in the pool.
Persons whose average ratings fell into either the approximate top (more
attractive) or bottom (less attractive) quartiles were selected for this
study. One question is whether the prescreening might have selected for
characteristics that we were examining, such as smiling and adornment.
To the extent that these variables determine perceived PAT, they were
probably selected for, and are relevant to our analysis of the factors that
may mediate the SWB-PAT link.

Procedure. After the Phase 1 initial screening, participants in Phase
2 were run in small groups of 2 to 6 people of the same sex. The partic-
ipants were seated at a table and were told that this was a study about
personality, happiness, and health. They were informed that they would
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be asked to complete a questionnaire concerning these variables and
that they would be photographed. After participants had completed the
questionnaire, they were led into another room, and a series of five pho-
tographs was taken of them.

The first photo was the "natural" picture, in which the participant
was told to stand at a designated spot and look into the camera. If par-
ticipants asked whether or not they should smile, they were told that it
was their choice. In the second (adorned-neutral) and third (adorned-
smiling) photos, facial expression was manipulated. In the adorned-
neutral condition, participants were asked to form a neutral expression.
In the adorned-smiling condition, participants were asked to give their
best smile. If necessary, the experimenter assisted in this process by
smiling and making a humorous comment.

For the fourth (unadorned-neutral) and fifth (unadorned-smiling)
photographs, participants were first asked to remove jewelry and facial
cosmetics. To complete this unadorned state, participants were asked to
wear a white vinyl shower cap that covered their hair, and a white lab
coat to cover clothing. Facial expressions for these two photographs
were manipulated in the same manner as in the adorned condition. Af-
ter the photograph session was complete, participants were provided
with cosmetics to reapply if they chose to do so. Participants were then
debriefed and thanked. Participants were not informed of the fact that
their selection as a participant was based on being in an extreme group
for PAT.

Photograph ratings. Five men and five women rated each of the
photographs for PAT on a 1 (extremely unattractive) to 10 (extremely
attractive) scale. Because each participant was photographed once in
each of five conditions, to minimize possible carry-over effects on the
PAT ratings, assistants rated each participant in only two of the five
conditions. This was achieved by using a Latin square design. In this
way each of the individual photos from each condition was rated four
times (by two women and two men).

Questionnaires. SWB was measured with the SWLS (Diener et al.,
1985) and the Fordyce Sixty-Second Measure of Happiness (1977)
questionnaires. To explore the possible mediating effect of dating on the
PAT-SWB relation, we inquired about how often participants dated.
Dating frequency was assessed by asking how many dates the partici-
pant had had in the last 3 months.

Results

Table 2 shows the means and standard deviations of PAT rat-
ings for the more attractive and the less attractive groups. As can
be seen from the standard deviations, there was no problem
with restriction of range for the key variables. The standard de-
viation across all participants for PAT picture ratings was about
1.6. Thus, participants' PAT ratings varied over virtually the
whole scale.

We conducted 2 X 2 (sex X PAT condition) analyses of vari-
ance (ANOVAs) on each of the eight dependent variables listed
in Table 2. Attractiveness groups were based on the original
screening attractiveness data. For neither the Fordyce scale, F
(1, 127 ) = .46, nor the SWLS, F (1, 127) = .42, were there any
significant effects. For number of dates, none of the effects was
significant (due to the large within-group variance). For the
PAT ratings of each of the photographs, the main effects for PAT
condition were always highly significant (ps < .001, the lowest
F was 73.87). In one case (unadorned-neutral), men were seen
as significantly more attractive, F{ 1, 122) = 5.28, p < .05, and
for the natural condition there was a significant interaction be-
tween sex and PAT group, F( 1, 127) = 4.08, p < .05. The con-
clusion is that the groups differed significantly in PAT in the
intended way in all conditions, but these groups were not sig-
nificantly different on the SWB scales.

We also conducted correlational analyses of the data. It
should be noted that the ANO\As above are the most appropri-
ate type of analysis in this study because of the use of extreme
groups. Nevertheless, we conducted correlational analyses so
that we could more easily compare the effect sizes across stud-
ies. It should be kept in mind, however, that these correlations
are likely to be larger than would occur in an unselected sample.
The correlations between the PAT ratings within conditions
with the SWB measures (Fordyce and SWLS) and with dating
frequency can be found in Table 3. All of the correlations were

Table 2
Study 2: Means and Standard Deviations for Weil-Being Measures, Dating Frequency, and
Attractiveness Ratings of the Photograph Groups

Measure and
condition

Fordyce
SWLS
Number of dates

Photograph group
Natural
Adorned-neutral
Adorned-smiling
Unadorned-neutral
Unadorned-smiling

U

M

7.0
24.6

9.7

6.4
6.1
6.1
5.5
5.1

More attractive

Men
^=35)

SD

Women
(N =

M

33)

SD

Well-being measures

1.2
4.8

10.0

7.0
23.5
17.8

1.5
6.3

14.2

Attractiveness ratings

1.2
1.0
1.4
1.2
1.0

5.9
5.8
5.7
4.9
4.8

1.4
1.1
1.3
1.3
1.1

v
M

6.6
23.8

9.9

3.5
3.5
3.7
3.4
3.4

Less attractive

Men
V=36)

SD

1.4
5.8

12.6

1.1
1.0
1.1
0.9
1.2

Women
(N =

M

7.1
25.5
10.4

3.8
3.9
3.8
3.2
3.1

27)

SD

1.7
5.1

16.6

1.0
1.2
1.1
1.1
1.0

Note. SWLS = Satisfaction With Life Scale.
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Table 3
Study 2: Correlations Between Attractiveness Ratings
by Photograph Group and Subjective
Well-Being Measures and Dating

Number
Photograph group Fordyce SWLS of dates

Note. SWLS = Satisfaction With Life Scale.
* p < .05, two-tailed, ftp < -01, one-tailed.

low, and most were nonsignificant. The highest PAT-SWB cor-
relations were in the natural group, the lowest in the un-
adorned-smiling group. When we computed the correlations
separately by sex, we found that they were small for both sexes,
and there were no significant differences between men and
women. Indeed, the correlations tended to be similar, with the
largest difference being .08.

The average correlation across both well-being measures and
sex was .23 between SWB and PAT in the natural, fully adorned
condition and was .13 in the neutral-expression-unadorned
condition. This difference in correlations suggests that some
part of the small relation between PAT and SWB is due to at-
tractiveness enhancement. We partialed out PAT scores in the
unadorned-smiling condition from the natural-condition PAT-
SWB correlation. Most participants were smiling in the natural
condition, and the partial correlation was thus designed to re-
flect the amount that adorned appearance correlated with well-
being when controlling for natural beauty. The average partial
correlation across sexes and well-being measures was .28. This
correlation was larger than either of the simple zero-order cor-
relations, suggesting that it is change in PAT from natural to
enhanced conditions that most correlates with well-being.

Although the PAT-SWB relation was small, we can still in-
quire as to why this relation occurred. We explored the mediat-
ing effects of dating frequency by partialing dating frequency
out of the PAT and well-being correlations in the natural condi-
tion. For the Fordyce scale, this partial correlation was .19, and
for the SWLS it was .15. Thus, dating had little effect on how
much PAT was related to well-being.

Table 4 displays the correlations of the PAT aggregated rat-
ings in the different conditions with each other. These corre-
lations are high and show the convergence among these aggre-
gated ratings across the varied conditions. These correlations
suggest that there is something consistent about attractiveness,
in spite of differences in smiling and enhancements (clothing,
hairstyle, etc.). It should be noted that these correlations were
based on means across raters and therefore did not reflect the
degree of agreement between individual raters.

As in Study 1, we can inquire as to the amount of agreement
in the PAT ratings of individuals. Although correlational figures
are difficult to compute because of the Latin square rating de-
sign, absolute levels of agreement for each target can be com-
puted. There was an average range of 2.6 scale points for the

picture ratings between the lowest and highest rating of each
participant. Thus, four raters ranged across approximately 1 /4
of the total scale in rating a participant. We can also examine to
what degree this range is consistent for target participants across
pictures: r = . 14. Thus, once again there was little tendency for
raters to consistently agree on the PAT of some participants and
disagree on others.

Natural
Adorned-neutral
Adorned-smiling
Unadorned-neutral
Unadorned-smiling

•24ft
.18*
.20*
.18*
.09

.16*

.07

.10

.08

.04

.18*

.11

.21*

.13

.13

Discussion

The resu
between PA

The results indicate that there was a very small relation
between PAT and SWB. One limitation in the present study
is the lack of computations of interrater reliability. Because
each rater did not rate all of the photographs, there was no
simple way to compute interrater agreement. Furthermore,
because participants were preselected for PAT, interrater
agreement would be higher than would be expected in an un-
selected group. Therefore, in Study 3 we used a standard rat-
ing design in which all assistants rated all photographs, which
allowed a more straightforward determination of interrater
reliability. Furthermore, by preselecting participants for
lower and higher SWB rather than attractiveness, PAT
agreement ratings became more interpretable.

Study 3

Several types of pictures were used in Study 3. As in Study 1,
we videotaped the participants as well as photographed them.
A full-body photograph was also included in Study 3. It is likely
that PAT is more than facial beauty; it also includes bodily fea-
tures, such as muscularity and thinness. Thus, a full-body pho-
tograph may be a better indicator of overall PAT than a simple
facial photograph.

One concern with the second study was the manner in which
we controlled appearance enhancement. It was possible that the
use of shower caps to cover hair, and laboratory coats to cover
clothing, could have altered normal appearance to the point of
distortion. A change for Study 3 was to use a posterboard cutout
method to conceal hair and clothes, thereby minimizing the dis-
tortion of appearance.

In summary, we wanted to determine if the results of Study 2
could be replicated with methodological alterations in the de-
sign. These changes included a more thorough rating of PAT
using a videotape and full-body photograph, a better rating sys-
tem, an alternative method of concealing beauty enhancements,
and a sample that was preselected on the basis of happiness

Table 4
Study 2: Correlations of Attractiveness
Ratings by Photograph Group

Photograph group

1. Natural
2. Adomed-neutral
3. Adorned-smiling
4. Unadorned-neutral
5. Unadorned-smiling

1

.86

.87

.77

.74

2

.80

.80

.70

3

.73

.75 .77 —

Note. All correlations are significant at p < .001, one-tailed.
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rather than PAT. Because most people report positive levels of
SWB (Diener & Diener, 1994), we wanted to ensure adequate
variability by selecting extreme groups on SWB.

Method

Participants. The participants were 15 5 (64 men, 91 women) intro-
ductory psychology students at the University of Illinois who partici-
pated in the study as part of a course requirement. They were selected
from a larger study on the basis of their score on the Fordyce scale.
Persons who scored a 6 or lower (low happiness; M = 4.6) or 8 or higher
(high happiness; M = 8.8) on the major Fordyce item were chosen to
participate. On the Fordyce scale, a score of 8 is anchored by Pretty
happy (spirits high, feeling good), and a score of 6 is anchored by
Slightly happy (just a bit above normal). Nine persons of the original
155 who were ethnic minorities were dropped before data analysis be-
cause of the same rating concerns as in Study 2. Thus, analyses were
conducted with 146 participants (60 men, 86 women) who represented
approximately the bottom 26% and top 45% of the Fordyce Happiness
Scale. Because a large proportion (29%) of individuals scored a 7 on
this scale, these cutoffs were as close as we could achieve to extreme
quartiles.

Procedure. As the participants entered the laboratory, they were
given instructions and told that they would be asked to complete a ques-
tionnaire, have their picture taken, and participate in a short interview,
which would be videotaped. Participants were told to begin the ques-
tionnaire and to stop when they had completed the first section (which
included the well-being measures). When participants had completed
the first section, they were led into an adjoining room, where the pho-
tographs and video were taken.

In the photo room the participant was told to stand on a designated
spot. The first photo, which was a frontal head and shoulders shot, was
taken. The participant was then told to move back to a second spot, and
a full-length photo was taken. Next, they were asked to look directly
into the video camera and were prompted to say anything they wanted
about themselves. In general, participants talked about being college
students and about the activities surrounding university life. After 45-
60 s, they were told to stop and face the experimenter while they talked

about their family. This allowed the participant to be videotaped from a
3/4 profile angle. The participant was again videotaped for 45-60 s.
Participants were then instructed to finish the questionnaire, on which
they also rated their own PAT. The dating measure asked participants
how many dates they had had in the last three months. Participants also
completed a 9-item self-esteem scale modeled after Rosenberg's (1965).

When participants completed the questionnaire, the final photograph
was taken. As in Study 2, participants were asked to remove jewelry and
facial cosmetics. Participants were then instructed to place their face
through a piece of poster board that had an oval cutout large enough for
them to do so. Ovals of various sizes were used, depending on the size
of the participant's face. This procedure allowed the participant's face
to show through while minimizing the amount of hair that could be
seen. After all participants had this final photo taken, they were de-
briefed and thanked.

Photograph and video ratings. Each of the three sets of photographs
was rated for PAT on a 0 (extremely unattractive) to 9 (extremely
attractive) scale by eight different raters (four male, four female) for a
total of 24 raters. Each assistant was randomly assigned one of the three
sets to evaluate. For each photograph set, four of the raters did the rat-
ings in one order (first photograph to last), whereas the other four rated
the photographs in the opposite order (last to first). The videotaped
interviews were rated for PAT by five different assistants using the same
0 to 9 scale. Cronbach alpha reliabilities, using raters as items, were as
follows: natural head-and-shoulders condition, .90; natural (full-length)
condition, .88; unadorned photograph, .82; video, .56. Even when cor-
rected for the number of raters using the Spearman-Brown formula,
agreement in the video condition was lower (.67) than in the other
conditions.

Results

The means and standard deviations of PAT ratings for the high-
happiness and low-happiness groups by sex are shown in Table 5.
As can be seen, participant selection was successful in creating
groups that differed in SWB. Analyses of variance revealed that on
both the Fordyce scale, F (1, 142) = 65.22, p < .001, and the

Table 5
Study 3: Means and Standard Deviations for Well-Being Measures,
Dating Frequency, and Photograph Group

Measure and condition

Fordyce
SWLS
Number of dates (in 3 months)

Photograph group
Natural (head and shoulders)
Natural (full length)
Unadorned photo
Video

Higher SWB

Men
(JV=37)

M SD

Women

M

Well-being measures

8.0 1.0 7.9
28.6 3.2 27.9
11.8 12.0 16.0

Attractiveness ratings

3.8 0.9 4.6
4.3 0.8 4.6
4.0 0.6 4.1
5.2 1.2 5.5

SD

0.9
3.6

11.7

0.9
1.0
0.9
2.2

Lower SWB

Men
(iV=23)

M

5.8
20.3
7.2

3.4
3.9
4.0
4.6

SD

2.1
5.9

11.4

0.9
1.0
0.8
1.0

Women
(iV=29)

M

6.3
22.8
12.6

4.4
4.6
4.0
5.2

SD

1.5
4.0

10.4

1.0
1.0
0.7
1.4

Note. SWB = subjective well-being; SWLS = Satisfaction With Life Scale.
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Table 6
Study 3: Correlations Between Attractiveness Ratings by Type and
Subjective Weil-Being Measures and Dating

Photograph group

Natural (head and shoulders)
Natural (full-length)
Unadorned
Video interview

Fordyce

.17f

.08
-.01

.08

Note. SWLS = Satisfaction With Life Scale.
t p < .05, one-tailed.

SWLS

.10

.02

.01

.07

Self-esteem

.14

.06

.00

.15t

Number of dates

.15f

.15f

.07

.04

SWLS, F (1,142) = 90.45, p < .001, there were significant differ-
ences between conditions on SWB. For the SWLS there was a
Group X Sex interaction due to the fact that high- and low-SWB
men were more extreme on the scale than were high- and low-
SWB women. It can be seen that there were virtually no differences
in PAT in the unadorned groups between those who were high and
low in SWB, F (1,140) = .70; nor did the well-being groups differ
significantly on PAT in the other conditions; natural, F{ 1,142) =
3.35,/? < .10; full-length, F( 1,142) = 2.35,p < .15; and video, F
(1,142) = 2A3,p< .15. Interestingly, these Fs are similar in terms
of effect size to the correlations found in the second study. Several
sex differences were significant, with women seen as more attrac-
tive: natural, F( 1, 142) = 26.69, p < .001, and full-length, F(1,
142) = 9.57,/>< .01.

It can be noted in Table 5 that women, but not men, had an
enhanced appearance in the natural condition. On average,
women enhanced their appearance by almost 1/2 a scale unit
through hairstyle, cosmetics, and clothing. In contrast, men were
perceived as somewhat less attractive in their natural state than
when their clothing and hair were covered. Another interesting ob-
servation is that the video pictures were once again perceived as
significantly more attractive: video versus head and shoulders,
t( 145) = 14.15, p < .001; video versus full-length, /(145) = 9.46,
p < .001; and video versus unadorned, t( 143) = 13.70,/? < .001.

Once again we also conducted correlational analyses of the data.
Table 6 shows the correlations for picture conditions between PAT
and the well-being measures. Only one correlation was significant,
with the others being very small, with some near 0. Again, the
video ratings did not correlate more strongly than photograph rat-
ings with SWB. The correlations between PAT and self-esteem
were also quite small. Also shown in Table 6 are the correlations
between PAT and dating frequency across the different conditions.
Dating frequency correlated significantly with natural PAT ratings
but not with the unadorned or the video ratings. Self-rated PAT
correlated more strongly with SWB in this study: SWLS, r = .43;
Fordyce scale, r = .41; self-esteem scale, r = .59. Recall that par-
ticipants were selected for low and high SWB. Thus, it is not sur-
prising that these correlations were larger than in Study 1, because
happy and unhappy participants are likely to perceive their own
traits positively or negatively, respectively. The higher correlations
found here than in Study 2 suggests that SWB has a substantial
impact on PAT self-ratings. When self-ratings of PAT were pre-
dicted by the objective video rating and the two major SWB scales,
the video PAT rating was entered first (0 = .29, p < .001), but the
SWB scales were also significant predictors (SWLS /9 = .28, p <

.01, Fordyce scale /S = .20, p< .05). The mean self-rating of PAT
was 6.35, which was significantly higher (p < .001) than the mid-
point (5.5) of the 1 to 10 scale.

In Study 3, the mean zero-order correlation between both mea-
sures of SWB for both sexes and ratings of adorned PAT was .11.
The mean correlation of the SWB measures and unadorned PAT
was .03. Thus, once again there was a drop in the correlations
when the effects of hair, cosmetics, jewelry, and clothing were re-
moved. In this case, however, the zero-order correlations were so
small to begin with that little relation to SWB in either state was
suggested.

As in Study 2, we partialed the effects of natural PAT out of the
adorned attractiveness and SWB correlation. The average value
was. 13, once again higher than the zero-order correlation of. 11.
The fact that this correlation did not decrease at all suggests that
natural beauty is not responsible for the PAT-SWB relation.

The average convergence across aggregated PAT ratings is indi-
cated by the correlations shown in Table 7. These correlations
were based on the average rating of the target by eight raters. One
can also examine the degree of agreement between raters within
individual pictures. The average agreement between raters was:
head and shoulders, r = .53; full-length, r = .46; unadorned, r =
.36; and video rating, r = . 19. The average range for the eight raters
for particular pictures was: head and shoulders, 2.5 scale units;
full-length, 2.9 scale units; and unadorned, 3.1 scale units. Thus,
the variability of the ratings for a particular target spanned 1 /4 to
1 /3 of the entire scale. The range of ratings for a target correlated
very weakly across pictures: rs = . 16, - .09, and - .10. Self-ratings
correlated modestly with the aggregated objective ratings: head
and shoulders, r = .26; full-length, r = .33; unadorned, r = .25; and
video rating, r = .25. It can be concluded that there is only moder-
ate agreement between individual perceivers about who is attrac-

Table 7
Study 3: Cross-Method Correlations Between
Attractiveness Ratings

Photograph group 1

1.
2.
3.
4.

Natural (head and shoulders)
Natural (full-length)
Unadorned
Video interview

—
.72
.61
.63

—
.53
.53 .46 —

Note. All correlations are significant at p< .001, one-tailed.
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tive and that people are only modestly accurate at perceiving their
own attractiveness. Furthermore, there do not seem to be consis-
tently low- or high-agreement targets.

General Discussion

The results from three studies indicate that among college stu-
dents there is only a small relation between PAT and SWB. These
results are consistent with those of Noles et al. (1985) and Feingold
(1992) on the relation of PAT to negative affectivity. Our results
extend the earlier findings to other types of SWB; PAT seems to
only have a marginal effect on happiness and life satisfaction. The
fact that extreme groups were used in two studies should have
strengthened the results, but the average correlation for both PAT
measures in these two studies for the natural photographs was only
.17, and for the unadorned photographs the mean correlation was
.07. In Study 1, using an unselected sample, we found that the
mean correlation between adorned PAT and SWB was .13. Al-
though our college participants may not yet have reaped the full
benefits of their attractiveness in terms of status and income, this
would appear to be offset by the fact that they were at a stage of
life during which dating is extremely important. Thus, although
our participants may not yet have been rewarded for their attrac-
tiveness through enhanced job success, their success in romantic
endeavors should have made physical attractiveness an important
resource at this life stage.

The highest correlations in Studies 2 and 3 were found in the
group that included the natural appearance, with cosmetics, jew-
elry, clothing, and hairstyle showing. The effects were reduced
when these factors were removed or covered. The pattern of corre-
lations and partial correlations suggests that at least part of the
small relation between SWB and PAT is due to the fact that happy
people do more to enhance their appearance beyond their natural
state. We also found evidence that self-perceptions of PAT are in-
fluenced not only by one's objective PAT but also by one's SWB.
Thus, happy people appear not only to do more to enhance their
appearance, but they also perceive themselves as more attractive
compared with less happy individuals. This finding is consistent
with Taylor and Brown's (1988) argument that happy individuals,
when compared with unhappy people, tend to have positive self-
estimates and biases.

In these studies we could not control deeper appearance en-
hancements, such as orthodontic work, medicine for acne, plastic
surgery, or facial hair on men. Nevertheless, we can say that such
enhancements did not create a large correlation between SWB and
PAT. Such enhancements, however, may have led us to underesti-
mate the potential impact of enhancements on PAT. Thus, if any-
thing, the present studies give an overestimate of the influence of
innate beauty on SWB.

How can we explain the small effects? Methodological explana-
tions for the findings seem implausible. The PAT ratings were
made in several situations and by a number of raters so that reli-
able PAT measures were created. Similarly, we used measures of
SWB that have good validity and reliability (Sandvik et al., 1993).
Furthermore, in Study 1 other resources as rated by informants
(e.g., family support, social skills, romantic partner, and friends)
each correlated much higher with the SWB scales.

One possible explanation for these findings is that people may
adapt to the amount of a particular resource they have. The net

effect of this adjustment or adaptation is that an individual does
not recognize that there is an advantage to being above average. In
support of this explanation, Brickman, Coates, and Janoff-Bul-
man (1978) found only small differences in happiness between
both lottery winners and people with spinal cord injuries from
corresponding control groups. They concluded that these findings
were explained by adaptation theory. This explanation was sup-
ported by Silver (1982), who found that people were very un-
happy immediately after a spinal cord injury but soon adapted
back toward a positive baseline.

Another possibility is that SWB is less affected by external fac-
tors than has been previously thought. Costa and McCrae (1980)
concluded that extraversion is a major determinant of positive
affect and that neuroticism is an important source of negative
affect. Similarly, Diener and Diener (1995) found that self-esteem
is a very strong predictor of SWB in western countries. Thus, tem-
perament, rather than resources such as PAT, may be the major
contributor to SWB. Nevertheless, social resources such as family
support and a romantic relationship contributed substantially to
SWB in Study 1 (see Diener & Fujita, 1995), suggesting that some
external variables may be important.

Yet another explanation is that PAT may not be a uniformly
important resource, as some studies suggest. Eagly, Ashmore,
Makhijani, and Longo (1991) reviewed studies related to stereo-
types of attractive people. They concluded that attractiveness has
little impact on inferences about concern for others and integrity.
Thus, attractive people may be perceived as socially competent
but appear not to be viewed as universally good. Eagly et al. also
concluded that the more individuating information participants
have about the target, the less they tend to use PAT information.
In most everyday situations, PAT may be less important because
other information eventually takes precedence among one's family
and friends.

In Study 1 we found that PAT was not seen as very relevant to
most participants' goals. However, for the people who saw PAT as
more relevant to their goals, it was more highly correlated with
SWB. This suggests the possibility that for a small percentage of
people who see PAT as quite relevant to their goals, it might have a
substantial impact on SWB.

Our data suggest another reason that attractiveness correlates so
modestly with SWB: People disagree about how attractive others
are. After all, we achieved high agreement between picture ratings
only by aggregating across many raters. If agreement is substantial
only for a few strikingly homely or attractive people, then most
people will not, in their interactions with others, either uniformly
profit or suffer because of their PAT. Because attractiveness has
such a large subjective component, others differ substantially in
how attractive they think we are, thus diminishing the effects of
PAT. The range of individual PAT ratings of our "objective" raters
ranged over 1 /4 to 1 /2 of the total scale on average for specific
targets. Furthermore, the average intercorrelation between the rat-
ings of video PAT and also between informants (the two most ec-
ologically relevant methods of assessing perceived PAT) was quite
modest.

In addition to the findings on the small relation between PAT
and SWB, several other interesting results emerged. First,
agreement about attractiveness was greatest when still pho-
tographs were rated. The more complex stimulus of video pictures
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was seen as more attractive than still photos. The effects of ac-
quaintanceship on perceived PAT should be explored more thor-
oughly in future research. In addition, more focused measures of
satisfaction (e.g., with one's appearance, with one's romantic life)
would also be useful because they may be more sensitive to differ-
ences in PAT than are global SWB measures.

In conclusion, there may be a host of factors that mute the effects
of PAT on SWB. First, most people work toward goals for which
other resources are seen as more relevant than attractiveness, and
PAT is only slightly correlated with these other resources. Further-
more, in the long run, people may adjust their goals to the resources
they possess. To the extent that a person is attractive, he or she may
raise his or her goals in areas related to this resource, thus cancelling
the effects of PAT. In addition, PAT may have costs as well as bene-
fits. For example, attractive people may question the motives of oth-
ers in interpersonal interactions. Another reason that PAT is not
strongly related to SWB relates to the subjective nature of attrac-
tiveness judgments. Not only might friends and family use more
individuating information when judging a person, but also their lik-
ing for the target may lead them to judge him or her as more attrac-
tive. Target persons themselves are likely to think they are more
attractive if they have high SWB. Thus, people who are unattractive
appear to be able to achieve approximately the same levels of SWB
as those who are more attractive.
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