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The Effect of Self-Esteem on Liking for Dates
of Various Social Desirabilities?
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University of Wisconsin

It has often been proposed that individuals come to prefer roman-
tic partuers whose social asscts approximate their own, Data in this
area are inconclusive, Two experiments testing this hypothesis are
reported: In these experiments self-esteem was both measured and
manipulated, Ther individuals were exposed to dates varying
markedly in social desirability and asked to indicate their liking for
[or these dates, Regardless of whether stable or manipulated sclf-
esteem was examined, no support [or the matching hypothesis was
scenved, Subjects al the highest and the lowest sclf-csteem lovels
preferved the most socially desirable dates to the same extent.

There is wuch disagrecment aboul whether or not an individuals
preferences in dates are influenced by his self-esteem. Goffman (1952)
observed that a mun does not make advances to the most desirable
woman in existenee, but to o woman whose social assels do not too far
excecd his own, Level of aspiration theory mukes a similar prediction
(sec Lowin, Dembo, Festinger, & Scars, 1844), Walster, Aronson, Abra-
hams. and Bottman (1966) tested the matching hypothesis in a field ex-
periment. The authors argucd that an individual can estimate his own
social desirability (SDD) and the SDs of potential dates (Os) with some
aceuracy. They argned that since an individual is more likely to be
rewarded if he approaches Os whose SDs are not too far in excoss of his
own, he should come to prefer romantic partners with similar $Ds.

The authors” hypotheses were not supported. Tndividuals did not prefer
partiers with appropriate SDs. The essential findings of the Walster ef al,
study were supported in a subsequent study by Brislin and Lewis (1968 ).
Survey data also snggest that the matching hypothesis might be invalid.
Burgess, Wallin, and Schultz {1953) observe that dating is unsatisfactory
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tor evervone except the most attractive men and women, A matching
system, which would promote a relatively cquitable distribution of ro-
mantic partners thronghout the varions 5D levels, does not seem to
operatc.

Only onc study has been successtud in demonstrating that oue’s own
self-esteem affects his romantic choices. In an unpublished study, Kicsler
and Baral® raised or lowered sclf-csteem of college males and then gave
them an opportunity to interact with an attractive or a dowdy female
confederate. High self-esteem males tended to prefer the attractive con-
federate, while low sclf-csteem males tended to prefer the unattractive
one. Unfortunately, these results only oceurred when the junior author
was the confederate. Kiesler is cirrently conducting o follow-up study.

The preceding confusing pattern of results led the author to conduct
two controlled lahoratory experiments to test the matching hypothesis.

PROCEDURE

In Experiment 1, subjects woere 83 randomly selected men and women
from a California college. In Experiment [T, subjects were 34 men from a
midwestern university.”

Stable Self-Estecm Measures

Subjects were given a battery of personality tests at the Student
ounseling Center. Ineladed in the battery were three measures of stable
sclf-esteem. (1) The Janis and Field Personality Questionnaire ( Feelings
of inadequacy subsection ), deseribed in Toviand and Janis (19593, {2}
Self-esteem items from the California Personality Inventory, described in
Walster (1965), {3) Sclf-TRatings of Social Desirability., Subjects rated
their own social poise. intelligence, physical attractiveness, popunlarity
with the opposite sex, prestige. athletie ability, and Tikability.

Experimental Session

Subjects ranked photographs of 15 Os on physical attractiveness, On
the basis of the subjecet's ratings, the experimenter prepared two booklets
for cach subject. Each booklet contained pictures, brief autohiographics,
and presumably objective SI ratings for five Os. The Os depicted in
sach booklet were Extremely Desirable, Fairly Desirable, Average in
social desirability, Fairly Undesirable, and Extremely Undesirable. (The

*Kiesler, Sare B., and Baral, Roberta T.., The search [or a romantic partner: The
effects of self-esteem and phasice] attractiveness on romantic hehavior (19663,
{ Available i Mineo. )
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for conducting Experiment 11,
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subject believed that the Os depicted in the first booklet would soon be
entering his college.) After reading the booklet, the subjects were asked
how mch they liked cach O romantically.

Then subjects took a coffec break. Subjects who wished to do so (and
all did) picked up the psychiatrist’s analysis of their personality reports
at the Counseling Center. The reports hunded out by the Center were
bogus reports and constituted the manipulation of the independent vari-
able. One third of the subjects were randomly assigned to receive a report
which would raise their self-esteem and one third to receive a report
which would lower it. Control subjects received no report. These reports
were previously succesful in manipulating college students” selt-esteem
(sce Walster, 1969). The experimenter, of course, did not know to which
condition the sabjects had been assigned.

When the subjects retumed, they were given the second booklet, which
comtained the pictures, autobiographics, and the S ratings of five Os
who would be attending subsequent get-aeguainted  parties with the
subjects. Subjects were asked how much they liked cach O romantically.
These ratings constituted the dependent variable. Then the subjects
evaluated the SDs of the five Os and their own SD. In addition, subjects
woere told that after they had gotten acguainted with the five Os they
would be asked how interested they were in dating one another. Sub-
jeets were asked to guess how cach O would rate them. {These ratings
served as manipulation checks, )

Finally, subjects were debriefed.

RESUTTS!

It was hypothesized that individuals prefer romantic partners of ap-
proximately their own social desirability. Thus, whether we considered
stable sclf-esteen or manipulated self-esteem, we expected the matching
hypothesis to be confirmed. The failure to confirm this hypothesis in any
way Iy striking.

Stalle Self-Listeem

If individuals prefer partaers of approximately their own SD, high
self-esteem individoals should Tike extremely desirable Os better than
medium or low self-esteem individuals de. Individuals with medimm sclf-
esteem should like Os of average S§I better than others do, and low
self-esteem individualy should like undesirable Os better than others do.
Three measures of stable self-esteem were available: The Tanis and Ficld
measure, the Sclf-Ratings of S, and the California Personality Inven-

"Thanks are due Dro Fllen Berscheid and Marshall Dermer, University  of
Minesota, for their help in analvaing the data.
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tory. When we examine the cllect of the subjects” stable sclf-esteem on
subjects” liking for the various Os depicted in Booklet 1 (See Table 1),
it is cvident that the matching hypothesis is not supported. Thirty sig-
nificance tests were conducted. (Three sclf-esteem measares x two ex-
periments 3 five different Os rated - 30 F tests.) All of the significance
tests are nonsignificant,

Meanipulated Self-Esteem

The evidence indicates that the manipulation of sell-esteem was totally
successful and that subjects did perceive the SD of the varions Os as we
assumed they would,

TABLK |
T RenartoNsnie Burwens Seapis Sene-Iosrnes ann Loasa ror Vartors Darps

Social desivability of Ox

Measure of Hoxctremely Faarly Trairly Exiremely
self-esteenm desirable desirable Average uclesivable  undesiralle
Janis-Field
Tixperiment T

High 14.1 12,6 s [ 7.0
Medium 14.7 3.3 1.3 10.0 T
Low 14.7 124 12,2 0.3 8.2
ixpeciment 1T
High 15.5 1207 137 6.8 8.0
Medinm 3.8 136 4.5 hi| 6.3
Low 12,5 130 13k 5.8 7.7
Belf Ratings of 8D
Expertment T
ligh 15.0 12.7 1.5 u.6 81
Medinm I4.5 12,8 IG 0.3 7.2
Low (S 15,1 1.6 9.5 S0
Iixperiment 11
[ligh 14,2 1501 141 T 6.4
Medium 13.2 13.7 15,8 7.8 5.9
Low 13 .4 13,1 13.7 0.0 5.2
(L P.1
Fixperiment T
High 1.2 1.0 1.7 9.8 5.2
Mediim 14,2 2.5 1.5 u.h 7.0
L 15.2 15,2 11.0 9.5 7.4
Experiment 1T
High 14 .4 144 T2 9.3 3.0
Medinm 14,3 2.5 [ 7.5 T2
Low 127 15,9 [ 8.0 6.6

o Al helween-cell differences are nos,
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Tt was predicted that when subjects” sell-esteem was raised, they would
increase their liking for the more attractive Os and decerease their liking
for the less attractive Os. When subjects” self-csteem was lowered, they
would decrcase their king for the most attractive Os and inercase their
liking for less attractive Os

A specific contrast is av
Lo, we expeet the slope of the changes in liking for Os to be altered in
a lincar way by variations in the independent variable. The predicted
interaction F i¢ nonsignificant in both experiments. (In Experiment [,
F—155 1 and 82 df, p > .17 In Experiment 1L F 359, 1 and 31
df, p > 070 More importantly, it is apparent from Table 2 that the
pattern of the mean changes in liking for the Os are not consistent with

ailable to test our hvpothesis (see Hays, 1963),

our predictions,

After conducting Experiment [ it was possible to convince onrselves
that in spite of the fact that no significant differences were secured, there
were some weak trends in the predicted direction, and that these “true”
trends would emerge if only o few design weaknesses were remedied.
Numerous small changes were made in the design of Xxperiment 11
These changes involved such things as hiring o therapist to be present
during the time the subjects filled ont their questionmaires, simplitying
the instructions, and rewording some of the questions. None of these
changes altered in any way the cutcome of Experiment 110 The con-
sisteniey of our {uilure to secure predicted results, i spite of unusual
experimental efforts, has sueceeded in convineing us that the matching

TARLE 2
T Rencvionsire Berweey Maximrvoaren See-loersewm anp Cranees  x Likise
FoOR Variors Drares

Nocial desirability of Os

Lxiremel v Iaavly Fairly Fxtremely
Sell-esteem desirable desivable Average  undesirnble undesirable
[oxperiment 1+
Raised LR 420 0 -+ .20 — .37
Unehanged +.78 —+1.21 — 47 +oo00G + 4
Lerwered =+ .86 + .24 + 540 | .75 -+ 50
Hxperiment I
Raised +1.03 4+ 05 + 44 + 18 4217
L nehanged 403 40N + 16 +1ou2 — .0
Leswered — 02 —2.45 - A e — .32

o Predicted interaction 7 = L85, 1 and 82 df, p o< 7.
)
i
’

B Predicted miteraction /7 - 350 1 and 31 df, p o< 07,
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hypothesis, which secined so plausible, is not an Important determinant
of romantic preferences.
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