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Abstract 

With the widespread availability of the internet and technology, people are able to find romantic 

partners in easily accessible mediums such as phone dating applications and online dating 

websites. Although studies have examined the attributes that increase potential romantic partner 

selection, previous research has not incorporated the potential cognitive stress that accompany 

technology based romantic dating (Eastwick, Eagly, Finkel, & Johnson, 2011). The present study 

is a cross-sectional experimental study examining the influence of cognitive stress and explicit 

ideals of physical attractiveness on prospective online dating profiles in a sample (N=94) of 

undergraduate psychology college population. Findings did not support the hypothesis that 

participants who are not cognitively stressed and have low explicit ideals of physical 

attractiveness chose romantic profiles that are low in physical attractiveness. Additionally, the 

main effects of explicit ideals of physical attractiveness and cognitive stress on romantic profile 

choice while controlling for similarity were not statistically significant. However, an exploratory 

MANOVA analysis of gender on explicit ideals of physical attractiveness and profile choice 

found that men and women differed with statistical significance in their reporting of explicit 

ideals, F (1, 92) =8.395, p =.019, η
2 

= .059. Finally, another exploratory three-way ANOVA 

found that  there was a statistically significant interaction between romantic status, cognitive 

stress, and explicit  ideals of physical attractiveness on romantic interest in potential romantic 

partners, F (1, 84) = 4.007, p= .049, η
2 

= .046.  

Topics of Interest Include: Romantic Relationship, Cognitive Stress, Physical Attractiveness 
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Introduction 

 In the current age of pervasive technology use, online dating is one of the fastest growing 

methods for finding potential romantic partners (Rosenfeld, 2010). Online dating websites 

advertise that prospective users can choose from millions of user-created profiles. In addition, 

websites claim to use algorithms that are scientifically proven to match users with perfect 

potential mates. Based on the partner attributes desired by a given user, these matching formulas 

produce a list of potential partners for the user’s consideration. With the increase in online dating 

use to find romantic partners, it is important that websites as well as other online mediums that 

promote matchmaking are accurate in their capability to find romantic matches.  Recently, 

romantic relationship researchers have challenged dating website claims of matching perfect 

partners (Finkel, Eastwick, Karney, Reis, & Sprecher, 2012). The present study examines the 

effects of explicit ideals of physical attractiveness and cognitive stress, two predominant lines of 

research in romantic relationship initiation research, on prospective dating choices in an online 

dating website.  

Why Online Dating 

 Online dating has become a rapidly growing medium for people to find potential 

romantic partners. In a national data set of 4,002 individuals, Rosenfeld and Thomas (2012) 

found that 3,009 people reported that they were in romantic relationships. In1994-1998, five 

percent of respondents reported meeting their partner online (Rosenfeld & Thomas, 2012). 

Within a short span of 13 years, twenty-two percent of individuals reported meeting their partner 

online (Rosenfeld & Thomas, 2012). With the dramatic increase in internet use for finding 
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romantic partners, navigating the different types of online dating services available and 

determining their efficacy is paramount toward finding potential romantic partners.    

 Finkel et al. (2012) divide online dating services into three categories: personal 

advertisement sites, algorithm-based sites, and smart-phone based applications. Personal 

advertisements sites provide many different romantic profile options for users of these websites 

and discretion is up to the user of these websites to find compatibilities.  These open search 

websites can charge fees for memberships or be free. The second category of online dating 

websites, algorithm-based websites, promotes scientifically based matching systems that users 

utilize for a fee. With the popularity of algorithm-based websites such as eHarmony, online 

dating websites have started to shift from open search, personal advertisement websites, to 

suggested match websites that utilize algorithms. Suggested matches incorporate the user’s 

ratings of themselves as well other peoples’ ratings of the user and match users that have similar 

ratings (Finkel, Eastwick, Karney, Reis, & Sprecher, 2012). The third category of online dating 

services, smart-phone based applications, utilizes both open search functions as well as 

suggested matches. Smart-phone applications provide basic information about a user and limits 

suggested matches by immediate vicinity of the user.  

Challenges to Online Dating Searches 

 Finkel et al. (2012) state two core arguments against online dating website that utilize 

algorithms as well as suggestion based websites. First, online dating websites do not share with 

researchers the algorithms used to match users. Formulas are reportedly not shared because other 

dating website competitors may utilize the formula and gain an advantage by incorporating it 

onto their website.  Dating website matchmaking theories cannot be scientifically challenged 
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without these websites divulging their matchmaking hypothesis. However, eHarmony, one of the 

largest algorithm based dating websites, has shared six constructs that are used to determine 

romantic relationship success (Gonzaga, Carter, & Buckwalter, 2010). Gonzaga et al. (2010) 

note that while the constructs are shared, how the constructs are formulated was not shared and 

thus cannot be replicated by researchers who do not work for eHarmony.  

 Another criticism of online dating website algorithms has emerged from recent research 

that demonstrates additional underlying processes occur in physical interactions with a partner 

(Eastwick, Eagly, Finkel, & Johnson, 2011; Tidwell, Eastwick, & Finkel, 2012; Todd, Penke, 

Fasolo, & Lenton, 2007). Previous research (Eastwick, Eagly, Finkel, & Johnson, 2011) found 

that perceived, not actual similarity, predicted initial romantic interest in potential partners when 

participants physically interacted with potential partners. Algorithm based websites match users 

based on actual similarity. All online dating websites do not initially incorporate physical 

interaction with potential partners, neglecting the effect of perceived similarity that can influence 

initial romantic interaction.  Lastly, online dating applications that promote suggested matches 

have a wide range of criteria for creating suggested matches (Finkel, Eastwick, Karney, Reis, & 

Sprecher, 2012).  Varying inconsistent criteria for suggesting romantic partners can create 

decreased perceived relationship similarity, a factor positively associated with relationship length 

(Fletcher, Simpson, & Thomas, 2000). 

Complementarity and Similarity Theories of Attraction 

 Algorithm based online dating websites claim to find potential partners for users of their 

websites through the use of formulas that supposedly match partner preferences with other users’ 

preferences. The notion of matching users based on preferences derives from the 
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complementarity and similarity theories of attraction. Complementarity theories of attraction 

originate from Harry Sullivan’s (1953) Interpersonal Theory of Personality. In his behavioral 

theory, Sullivan proposed that in a romantic dyad, the behaviors of one individual influence the 

behaviors of the other individual in a complimentary manner. The reciprocal dyadic interaction 

was defined as complementarity or way that a person’s behavior evokes the behavior of the 

interaction partner (Kiesler, 1983). Studies show that individuals enjoy romantic partners that 

can complement their own interpersonal style with the underlying theory that individuals are 

more comfortable with partners that allow them to maintain their own interaction styles (Kiesler, 

1983; Tracey, 1994). Interpersonal theory researchers have expanded on this behavioral theory to 

personality theory. Funder and Sneed (1993) proposed that there was a link between behavior 

and personality traits. Researchers such as Markey, Markey, and Tinsley (2004) provided 

support for this interpersonal personality theory when they found associations between behavior 

manifestations of Big Five Personality traits in children. Within 5 minutes, children manifested 

behaviors consistent with their personality dispositions (e.g., children scoring high in neuroticism 

demonstrated negativity and irritability). 

 Several romantic relationship theories of interpersonal attraction have developed since 

Sullivan’s Interpersonal Theory of Personality (1953). One theory of interpersonal attraction 

utilizes interpersonal circumplex to determine personality traits that demonstrate 

complementarity in romantic relationships similar behavioral complementarity models. 

Interpersonal circumplex is a circular ordering of traits that are arranged in a circle along two 

primary dimensions (Freedman, Leary, Ossorio, & Coffey, 1951). Similar to personality models, 

recent studies have also demonstrated that behavioral interpersonal styles can also be arranged in 

an interpersonal circumplex arrangement (Markey & Markey, 2006).  
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 Two primary interpersonal circumplex complimentary models, Wiggins’s Model of 

complementarity (1979) and Carson’s Model of complementarity (1969) developed from 

Freedman et al.’s (1951) interpersonal circumplex model. Carson’s Model (1969) proposes two 

dimensions, dominance versus submission as well as warmth versus coldhearted. Carson 

proposed that complementarity in a relationship occurs when individuals are similar on the 

warmth dimension but opposite on the dominance dimension. Wiggin’s Model (1979) also 

follows a two dimension model but focuses on each behavior granting or denying status as well 

as love to themselves as well as to their partner. Wiggins’s model views complementary 

romantic relationships as each person in the dyad matching the behavioral give and take of their 

partner.  

 Complementarity is one theory of interpersonal attraction. Another theory is the attraction 

paradigm of similarity, an evolutionary psychology based theory (Byrne, 1997). Byrne proposed 

that, in general, people are more attracted to those who share attitudes and ideals similar to their 

own. Individuals who are similar are thought to reinforce the self-concept of themselves as well 

as their partner (Byrne, 1997). Past research has found that people tend to prefer partners who 

have homogenous demographic characteristics such as age, political orientation, socioeconomic 

status, Big Five personality traits, and physical qualities (Buss & Barnes, 1986; Botwin, Buss, & 

Shackelford, 1997). Also, higher similarity has been associated with romantic attraction, marital 

relationship satisfaction, as well as length of marital relationship. (Burleson & Denton, 1992; 

Acitelli, Kenny, & Weiner, 2001).   

 When examining complementarity models and similarity models of attraction, Markey 

and Markey (2010) found that only the model of similarity described romantic attributes that 

participants found desirable. A meta-analysis study on perceived and actual similarity found that 
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in no-interaction studies, participants demonstrate romantic interest in potential partners who 

have actual similar ideals to their own (Montoya, Horton, & Kirchner, 2008). For online dating 

websites, individuals initially do not physically interact and thus perceived similarity may 

influence romantic interest rather than actual similarity. However, Montoya et al. (2008) found 

that in actual interactions, the effects of actual and perceived similarity did not influence 

differences in potential romantic partner choice. Online dating websites that focus primarily on 

similarity as the criteria for matching up potential romantic partners may only be effective if 

confined to no physical interaction which may not be the primary objective of online dating 

website users. 

Explicit and Implicit Ideals of Attraction  

 Between 2007 and 2009, Rosenfeld and Thomas (2012) conducted a nationally 

representative survey of 4002 adults on how people met their current romantic partner. In 

Rosenfeld and Thomas’s (2012) survey, 22% of heterosexual couples met on the internet and 

was the second most common way to meet a partner. With an increase in online dating website 

use to find prospective partners, several studies have suggested that impression management 

influences online personas and that deception in dating profiles is prominent (Ellison, Henio, & 

Gibbs, 2006; Toma, Hancock, & Ellison, 2008).   

 Specifically in online dating website profiles, impression management can obscure 

accurate information about potential romantic partners. Guadagno, Odkie, and Kruse (2011) 

found that males but not females changed their reported personality and physical appearance 

characteristics when they expected to meet a potential date compared to if they were not meeting 

potential dates. The authors found that males reported increased agreeableness and decreased 
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neuroticism as well as increased self-reported attractiveness in conditions where they expected to 

meet a potential date. Other research by DePaulo et al. (1996) found support for deception 

differences between males and females. The researchers found that males were more likely to 

engage in self-serving lying and females were more likely to engage in lying that benefitted 

others (DePaulo, Kashy, Kirkendol, Wyer, & Epstein, 1996). Due to possible deception from 

potential partners, it is important to examine implicit and explicit ideals of attraction in the field 

of romantic relationship research. 

 Before past research on explicit and implicit ideals is examined, both terms will first be 

defined for clarity. To begin, explicit ideals are conscious beliefs or face-value reports that can 

change based on what the person want to present towards other people. For example, if an 

individual who is racist wants to come across as not racist with his friends, he may change in his 

mind the racist comment he wants to say to his friend before he says it. However, implicit ideals 

are automatic beliefs that influence the individual and are not conscious to the individual.  To 

clarify, an individual who is racist toward African Americans sees an African American 

individual walking in front of himself. He may immediately turn or walk in another direction 

without thinking about the action due to his beliefs. Romantic relationship research has examined 

both explicit and implicit ideals in determining relationship initiation.  

 In his extensive survey research across 37 cultures, Buss (1989) examined whether men 

and women differ in preferences of romantic partners.  Buss found that men valued physical 

attractiveness in a mate more than females. He also found that women valued earning prospects 

more than males.  Past research compressed romantic partner ideals into three dimensions: 

warmth/trustworthiness, attractiveness/vitality, as well as status/resources (Campbell, Simpson, 

Kashy, & Fletcher, 2001; Fletcher, Simpson, Thomas, & Giles, 1999). Among the three 
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dimensions, participants’ evaluations of their partner’s attractiveness and vitality perceptions 

influenced romantic interest greater than the dimensions of warmth/trustworthiness and 

status/resources (Fletcher, Kerr, Li, & Valentine, 2014).  

 Many studies report gender differences similar to Buss (1989) in explicit, or evaluative, 

ideals of physical attractiveness in an ideal mate (Eastwick, Eagly, Finkel, & Johnson, 2011). On 

reported ideal traits in a partner, men preferred physical attractiveness more than women. 

Explicit ideals about romantic relationship partners have been found to predict partner choice in 

written profiles as well as photographs (Eastwick, Finkel, & Eagly, 2011; Wood & Brumbaugh, 

2009). In interactions where physical interaction was not present, participants relied on their 

explicit reasoning to determine potential partners. Also, Fletcher, Simpson, and Thomas (2000) 

found that participants reported greater perceived relationship quality and were less likely to end 

their relationship if their partner was more similar to the participant’s explicit ideals. Though 

individuals can identify explicit ideals in potential romantic partners, individuals may be in 

romantic relationships with individuals who are only partially similar to their ideals (Botwin, 

Buss, & Shackelford, 1997).  

 Research interest in romantic research implicit attitudes and ideals has been re-energized 

following the creation of the implicit-association test (Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998). 

Previous research has found that people have attitudes that they may not be aware of on various 

dimensions, including race, stereotypes, goals, and beliefs. (Bargh & Chartrand, 1999; Devine, 

1989; Dovidio, Kawakami, Johnson, Johnson, & Howard 1997; Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). 

Implicit beliefs, or automatic thoughts, are differentiated from explicit, or conscious, beliefs. A 

meta-analysis of 122 research articles found that implicit beliefs predicted behavior less than 



9 

 

explicit beliefs unless the topic was socially sensitive (Greenwald, Poehlman, Uhlmann, & 

Banaji, 2009). 

 For budding romantic relationships, the impact of implicit and explicit ideals can 

determine the initiation or ending of romantic relationships. Eastwick, Eagly, and Finkel (2011) 

found differences between schema associations, or implicit ideals, to physical attractiveness, or 

explicit ideals. The researchers found that no difference emerged between men and women in 

regard to implicit ideals of physical attractiveness. In other words, both men and women had 

similar schema preferences to physical attractiveness in potential partners (Eastwick, Finkel, & 

Eagly, 2011; Eastwick, Eagly, Finkel, & Johnson, 2011). However, the researchers also 

discovered that these implicit ideals, not explicit ideals, predict partner preference in live 

interactions (Eastwick & Finkel, 2008; Eastwick, Finkel, & Eagly, 2011; Eastwick, Eagly, 

Finkel, & Johnson, 2011). Online dating relationships that examine both implicit and explicit 

ideals in prospective partners may more closely predict potential romantic partners by matching 

individuals on dimensions that are congruent with both their conscious and non-conscious 

interests.  

Cognitive Stress and Romantic Relationships 

 Online dating websites give users hundreds of potential partners to choose whom they 

view as potential partners. Due to the large amount of information that a person has to process 

with hundreds of people, cognitive capacity can play an important role in the determinant of 

potential romantic partners. Baumeister et al. (1998) propose a cognitive stress based model 

which is a widely supported model of cognitive capacity and self-control.  The model predicts 

that cognitive control is a limited resource that can become depleted over time through cognitive 
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stress. Individuals who demonstrate cognitive stress take longer to make decisions involving 

self-regulation or have difficulty with tasks compared to individuals who were not cognitively 

stressed (Baumeister & Vohs, 2007). Though cognitive resources can be depleted, the cognitive 

stress can be reduced through rest as well as consuming glucose (Tyler & Burns, 2008).  

 Baumeister’s (1981) cognitive stress model focuses on an individual’s ability to self-

regulate, which is an executive function. Vohs , Baumeister, Schmeichel, Twenge, Noelle, and 

Tice (2014) extended the cognitive stress model to an alternate type of executive functioning, 

decision making. The researchers found that making choices led to less self-regulatory behaviors. 

Additionally, making choices was more cognitively stressing than forming opinions about 

different options. Romantic relationship research has expanded on cognitive stress by examining 

the effects of cognitive stress on physical attraction.  

 Specifically, people in romantic relationships demonstrate a reduced physical attraction 

toward other potential partners through an effect called derogation of attraction. Derogation of 

attraction is a motivated strategy used by people in romantic relationships to protect a 

relationship by reducing the threat of attractive alternatives (Johnson & Rusbult, 1989). 

Additional research in the realm of derogation of attraction supports the impact of cognitive 

stress on attraction (Johnson & Rusbult, 1989; Overall & Sibley, 2007; Simpson et al., 1990). 

These studies have shown that under time constraint or suppression of emotional responses, 

participants had significant changes in attraction rating of opposite sex pictures for both 

romantically single and romantically involved individuals. For romantically involved 

participants, the more cognitively stressed participants viewed opposite sex pictures as more 

physically attractive. When there was no cognitive stress, romantically involved individuals rated 

pictures as less attractive.  
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 Previous research finds support that cognitive stress can also impact individuals who are 

single as well as in a romantic relationship when judging the attractiveness of opposite sex 

pictures (Ritter, Karremans, & Schie, 2010). Ritter et al. (2010) found that individuals in 

relationships who were cognitively stressed spent more time looking at pictures of opposite sex 

individuals than those involved individuals who were not cognitively stressed. To explain, the 

authors interpret the findings as individuals in relationships who were cognitive stressed were 

not able to self-regulate their attraction toward attractive alternatives. The authors also found that 

single individuals who were cognitively stressed viewed unattractive alternatives as potential 

partners compared to single individuals who were not cognitively stressed.  As a result, they 

focused their attention on attractive alternatives similar to individuals who were not in 

relationships. Individuals in a relationship who were not cognitively stressed viewed romantic 

alternatives as less attractive and were able to maintain a derogation of attraction.  

Similarity, Attractiveness, Gender, and Cognitive Stress 

 Currently, algorithm based online dating websites utilize different types of previous 

romantic relationship attraction research in matching people with prospective partners. One line 

of research, similarity and complementarity, is utilized by algorithm based websites. Between 

models of complementarity and similarity, Markey and Markey (2010) found the similarity 

model, not the complementarity model, associated with prospective partner choice. Relatedly, 

Eagly, Finkel, and Johnson (2011) also discovered that similarity may predict initial romantic 

interest when there are no interactions between romantic partners. In another line of research 

investigating explicit ideals on romantic interest, Fletcher, Kerr, Li, and Valentine (2014) found 

that explicit ideals of physical attractiveness and vitality predominantly influenced romantic 

interest. Research investigating explicit ideals of physical attractiveness on romantic interest has 
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found that when there is no interaction between partners, explicit ideals of physical attractiveness 

was associated with potential romantic interest (Eastwick, Finkel, & Eagly, 2011; Montoya, 

Horton, & Kirchner, 2008; Wood & Brumbaugh, 2009). 

 Lastly in a third line of research, Vohs et al. (2014) found that cognitive stress can impact 

active decision making. The researchers found that making decisions induced more cognitive 

stress than forming preferences about options and that making choices led to increased cognitive 

stress. Additionally, cognitive stress research has expanded to romantic relationship evaluations 

(Ritter, Karremans, & Schie, 2010). Individuals who were cognitively stressed through emotion 

suppression or time limitations demonstrate different evaluations of physical attractiveness 

compared to individuals who were not cognitively stressed. With a large body of research that 

examines different variables that influence romantic interest when there is no interaction, the 

current study investigates similarity, explicit ideals of physical attractiveness, and cognitive 

stress in potential online dating romantic partner choice.  

 In this study, individuals participated in an artificial online speed dating website. 

Participants answered demographic questions about themselves, ideals they have about 

prospective romantic partners, viewed four profile matches, rated each profile match, and made a 

decision from among the profiles they viewed and evaluated. Because prior research has found 

different variables influence romantic partner choice, the current study examines explicit ideals 

of physical attractiveness on dating profile choice while controlling for similarity of profiles.  

Previous research has also demonstrated that decision making can be cognitively stressing. To 

expand on this research, the study also examines the influence of time limiting cognitive stress 

on dating profile choice while controlling for similarity of profiles.  
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Hypotheses 

1. Participants who have higher explicit ideals of physical attractiveness will choose 

romantic profiles that are higher in physical attractiveness when controlling for similarity 

between profiles.  

 Previous research found that higher explicit ideals of physical attractiveness are 

associated with romantic interest in potential romantic partners who are physically 

attractive (Eastwick, Finkel, & Eagly, 2011; Montoya, Horton, & Kirchner, 2008; Wood 

& Brumbaugh, 2009). Individuals who have higher explicit or reported ideals of physical 

attractiveness should choose profiles that are higher in physical attractiveness.  

2. Participants who are cognitively stressed will choose romantic profiles that are higher in 

physical attractiveness when controlling for similarity between profiles.  

 Prior cognitive stress research discovered that individuals who are cognitively 

stressed rely on implicit or automatic beliefs (Vohs , Baumeister, Schmeichel, Twenge, 

Noelle, & Tice, 2014). In prospective potential partners, physical attractiveness is an 

implicit belief that both men and women highly value (Eastwick & Finkel, 2008; 

Eastwick, Finkel, & Eagly, 2011; Eastwick, Eagly, Finkel, & Johnson, 2011).  

Individuals who are more cognitively stressed should choose profiles that are higher in 

physical attractiveness because of the increasing use of implicit beliefs when making 

decisions about potential partners. 

3. Participants who are not cognitively stressed and have low explicit ideals of physical 

attractiveness will choose romantic profiles that are low in physical attractiveness. 

 Past research has found that individuals who are cognitively stressed and have 

high explicit ideals of physical attractiveness should choose romantic profiles that are 
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high in physical attractiveness (Eastwick, Finkel, & Eagly, 2011; Wood & Brumbaugh, 

2009). In addition to explicit ideals of physical attractiveness predicting physically 

attractive profiles, individuals who are cognitively stressed rely on implicit beliefs 

because they are cognitively depleted and have reduced executive functioning (Vohs , 

Baumeister, Schmeichel, Twenge, Noelle, & Tice, 2014).  Both cognitive stress and high 

explicit ideals of physical attractiveness should have an additive effect on individuals 

choosing romantic profiles that are high in physical attractiveness. However, individuals 

who have low explicit ideals of physical attractiveness and are not cognitively stressed 

should choose romantic profiles that are low in physical attractiveness because they do 

not value physical attractiveness and are not cognitively stressed to change their explicit 

beliefs about physical attractiveness.  

Exploratory Questions 

 The following questions were exploratory in nature and no specific hypotheses were 

developed for this study. 

1. Does reported explicit ideal of physical attractiveness and romantic profile choice differ 

by gender? 

 An extensive survey across 37 cultures by Buss (1989) found that men valued the 

trait of physical attractiveness more than females and females valued the trait of earning 

prospects more than males. The current study explores gender differences between 

explicit ideals of physical attractiveness as well as final profile choice.  
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2. Does the association between romantic interest in potential partners, explicit ideals of 

physical attractiveness, and reported cognitive stress in a limited time differ for 

individuals who are in a romantic relationship?  

 Cognitive stress literature has supported the derogation of attraction effect which 

has found that individuals who are in a romantic relationship that are cognitively stressed 

viewed attractive alternatives as potential partners (Johnson & Rusbult, 1989; Overall & 

Sibley, 2007; Simpson et al., 1990; Ritter, Karremans, & Schie, 2010). The present study 

explores the effects of derogation of attraction in an online dating medium.  

Method 

 

Study Overview 

 The present study is a cross-sectional experimental study that examined cognitive stress, 

explicit ideals of physical attractiveness, and similarity in online dating profile decision making. 

Other related variables such as demographic information and romantic interest in prospective 

profiles were examined.  

Participants 

 Participants in this study consisted of 105 University of Hawaii at Hilo students enrolled 

in undergraduate psychology classes. Of the 105 participants, seven participants (6.63%) were 

removed from analysis due to incompletion of the study and four participants (3.8%) were 

removed from the study because they withdrew their consent to utilize their data. From the 

remaining ninety-four participants, sixty-five percent (64.9%) were female (N=61) and thirty-

five percent (35.1%) were male (N=33).  Of the ninety-four participants, 36 participants 
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identified as Asian/Asian American (38.3%), 25 participants identified as Pacific Islander 

(26.6%), 20 participants identified as European/White (21.3%),  9 participants identified as 

Hispanic/Latino (9.6%), 2 participants identified as African American/Black (2.1%), and 2 

participants identified as Other (2.2%). Among participants who identified as Asian, sixteen 

participants identified only as Filipino (17.02%), four identified only as Japanese (4.25%), one 

participant identified only as Chinese (1.1%), thirteen identified as Mixed Asian (13.83%), and 

two participants did not specify (2.1%). Table 1 has a list of demographic information.  

 The age of the participants ranged from 18 to 51 years old (M=21.20; SD=5.58). 

Eighteen of the participants were psychology majors (19.15%). The rest of the participants 

(80.85%) consisted of introductory psychology students (N=76). Introductory psychology 

students were given one out of their three required credits for their introductory psychology 

course after signing the consent form. The introductory psychology class consists of students 

from majors mostly outside of the psychology department. Psychology majors were given partial 

extra credit after signing the consent form.  

Procedure 

 Participants were recruited through undergraduate psychology class announcements as 

well as the human subjects’ pool in the Psychology department at the University of Hawaii at 

Hilo. The participants completed the informed consent process prior to their participation in the 

study. Participants arrived at the location believing they would be testing a new speed dating 

website that is still under development. The study was explained to participants in a group 

format, based on sign-ups for time slots. Participants were verbally told that participation in this 

study is voluntary and that they can withdraw without loss of credit at any time. Once 



17 

 

participants signed the consent form, the experimenter led the participant into a different room 

with an online dating website set up. The participants answered demographic questions about 

themselves, their personal interests, and Eastwick’s (2011) Ideals in Intimate Relationships 

Scale. Next, participants were instructed that they would see several matches and viewed four 

profiles, one profile at a time. Depending on cognitive stress condition, participants viewed each 

profile for 15 or 30 seconds. After viewing each profile, participants rated the profile on 

Eastwick’s (2011) Romantic Interest Scale. After viewing and rating each profile, participants 

saw all four profile options and were given 1 minute or 3 minutes, depending on cognitive stress 

condition, and were asked to make a choice of potential romantic partner. Lastly, participants 

rated their final choice on Eastwick’s (2011) Romantic Interest Scale.  

 Introductory psychology participants in the study received 1 research credit toward 

fulfilling their three research requirements for their Introductory Psychology course. 

Participants’ names were recorded on an online spreadsheet and forwarded to the University of 

Hawaii at Hilo Human Subject Pool Administrative Assistant daily for recording of credits. 

Psychology major participants in the study received partial extra credit for completing Human 

Subject Pool studies. Participants’ names were recorded on an online spreadsheet and forwarded 

to the respective Professor daily. 

Ethical Precautions 

 Due to the deception involved in this study, participants were debriefed verbally and 

received a physical copy of the debriefing form. At the end of the debriefing form, participants 

were required to sign whether they allow their data to be used or would like their data to be 

destroyed. No participants verbalized discomfort or reports of negative feelings.  If any 
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discomfort or negative feelings arose, reflective listening would have been used by a master’s in 

counseling psychology student. Additionally, the experimenter would provide counseling 

referrals to the University of Hawaii at Hilo Counseling Center. Participants also have access to a 

phone number and email they can contact if at any point they would like to remove their data 

from the study.  

Materials 

 The study asked participants demographic questions, preferences about romantic 

partners, their own interests on a variety of topics, ideals in potential romantic partners, and 

romantic interest on profile matches. The two instruments, Ideals in Intimate Relationships Scale 

and Romantic Interest Questionnaire, are widely used scales in romantic relationship and 

attraction research.  

 Demographics. Participants answered demographic questions that covered a wide range 

of information. Demographic information included: gender, age, political party identification, 

political orientation, sexual orientation, current romantic status, and ethnicity.  

 Preferences in Romantic Partner. In addition to the Eastwick’s (2011) Ideals in Intimate 

Relationships Scale, participants answered questions about partner preferences. Partner 

preference questions included: importance of vegetarian or vegan, alcohol and cigarette use, 

dating someone who is a different race, and investigating a partner online. Romantic partner 

preference questions were compiled from the following online dating websites: Badoo.com, 

Chemistry.com, eHarmony.com, Match.com, okcupid.com (OkCupid), pof.com (PlentyofFish), 

and zoosk.com (Zoosk). Among the different websites, only questions that were found on all 

websites were used as profile creation questions.  
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 Participant’s Interests. Participant interest questions were collected from the same list of 

online dating websites listed above. Thirty-one questions were randomly compiled across the 

different online dating websites. Participant interest questions included preferences in: genre of 

book, genre of movie, genre of television, hobbies, music, travelling, exercising, cooking, 

humor, intellect, etc. Table 2 has a list of all preferences that were asked. 

 Cognitive Stress Condition. Prior to signing consent forms, participants were randomly 

assigned into one of two cognitive stress conditions, high or low cognitive stress. In the low-

cognitive stress condition, participants had 30 seconds to read each profile of 100 to 110 words. 

In the high cognitive stress condition, participants had 15 seconds to read each of the profiles of 

100 to 110 words. In low-cognitive stress conditions, participants had three minutes to view all 

four profiles together. Participants in the high-cognitive stress condition had one minute to view 

all profiles.  

 A prior pilot study of 65 participants found that participants could read and answer 

profile questions by 25 seconds. However, when participants had 15 seconds to read each profile, 

participants were not able to complete reading each profile. Additionally, when reviewing four 

profiles, participants were not able to completely review all four profiles within one minute.  

 Profile Pictures. All pictures were obtained from http://fei.edu.br/~cet/facedatabase.html, 

a database of faces available for psychological research studies. Twenty pictures were randomly 

selected and tested in a pilot study with 65 participants. For males, the top two attractive rated 

(M=4.77 SD=1.56; M=3.64 SD=1.04) and lowest two attractive rated pictures (M=1.84 

SD=1.04; M=2.04 SD=1.2) on a scale from 1(Not at all Attractive) to 7 (Extremely Attractive) 

were chosen. For females, the top two attractive rated (M=4.32 SD=1.48; M=4.08 SD=1.29) and 
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lowest two attractive rated pictures (M=2.65 SD=1.29; M=3.04 SD=1.15) on a scale from 1(Not 

at all Attractive) to 7 (Extremely Attractive) were chosen. Based on participant’s answer to a 

question asking which gender profiles they wanted to view, participants viewed two high 

attractive and two low attractive male profiles or two high attractive and two low attractive 

female profiles.  

 Profile information. Each profile contained two to four prewritten sentences about 

family. The prewritten sentences always contained a total of 25 words.  All four profiles were 

given four pieces of information that was congruent with their participant interest questionnaire 

and one piece of information that was neutral to their participant interest questionnaire. All five 

pieces of information could appear in one of five places within the profile information that they 

viewed. The location of the neutral information was randomized for each participant.  

 In a pilot study with 65 participants, twenty out of thirty-one participant interest questions 

were chosen and coded for similarity sentences and neutral sentences. Each similarity and neutral 

sentence consisted of at least 15 words and a maximum of 17 words.  

 Profile construction. Participants all viewed four profiles which consist of a profile 

picture and profile information. Of the four possible pictures, profiles were randomly assigned a 

high attractive or low attractive picture.  Additionally, participants viewed profile information 

where the minimum number of words that a participant could see in each profile was 100 words 

and the maximum was 110 words. Based on cognitive stress condition, participants viewed each 

profile for 15 seconds (high cognitive stress condition) or 30 seconds (low cognitive stress 

condition). When viewing all four profiles, participants viewed each profile for 1 minute (high 
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cognitive stress) or 3 minutes (low cognitive stress). When the timer would elapse, the program 

would automatically change to the profile evaluation page. 

 Ideals in Intimate Relationships Scale. Participants completed 26 items on a 1 (not 

desirable) to 9 (extremely desirable) scale. This scale is a modified scale used by Eastwick et al. 

(2011) and is derived from Fletcher et al. (1999) to measure ideal traits in a romantic partner. 

The Fletcher et al. (1999) Ideals in Intimate Relationships scale is a 49 trait questionnaire that 

has three main dimensions: warmth/trustworthiness, attractiveness/vitality, and status/resources. 

It is a standard measure that is widely used to examine ideal partner preference in psychological 

research. Eastwick et al. (2011) utilized a modified Ideals in Intimate Relationships Scale that 

incorporated Fletcher et al. (1999), interpersonal circumplex or complementarity models 

(Wiggins, Trapnell, & Philips, 1988), items from the Big Five (Gosling, Rentfrow, & Swann, 

2003), and political orientation romantic relationship research (Watson, Klohnen, Casillas, Nus 

Simms, Haig, & Berry, 2004) 

 Romantic Interest Questionnaire. This is a scale used by Eastwick (2011) to measure 

romantic interest in potential speed dating partners. Participants completed five questions about 

romantic interest in the profiles that they viewed as well as the profile that the participant chose 

at the end of the study. The questions were assessed on a 1 (not at all) to 9 (extremely) scale and 

include: “How much do you like this person?”, “How much would you like to get to know this 

person better?”, This person seems sexually attractive”, “I would be interested in going on a date 

with this person”, “This person is very much like my ideal romantic partner”. Participants 

completed five total ratings throughout the study, one for each profile they saw as well as once 

for their final choice. Participants were not time limited in the amount of time they had to 

evaluate the profiles.  
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Variables 

 Romantic Profile Choice. Romantic profile choice is the final choice that participant’s 

choose after viewing all four profiles.  

 Explicit Ideals of Physical Attractiveness. Explicit ideals of physical attractiveness is 

determined by taking the three items on the Ideals in Intimate Relationships Scale that 

correspond to physical attractiveness and averaging the score for each participant. Explicit ideals 

of physical attractiveness are participant face value reports on the importance of the trait physical 

attractiveness in ideal romantic partners.  

 Similarity. The variable similarity is determined by four pieces of information that are 

similar to the participant’s response to the Participant’s Interests questions and one piece of 

information that is neutral. For all participants, the five pieces of information was presented in a 

random order for each profile. The concept of similarity describes how much information is 

similar to the participant’s provided answers.  

 Cognitive Stress. Cognitive stress is defined as time limitation. Participants who had less 

cognitive stress had more time to view each profile and participants who had more cognitive 

stress had less time to view each profile.  

 Gender. Gender was divided into a dichotomy of male or female. No participants chose 

other as a gender option.  

 Romantic Interest. Romantic interest is calculated through the Romantic Interest 

Questionnaire that participants completed after viewing each profile as well as after making their 
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final profile decision. Romantic interest determines how interested an individual is in a 

prospective partner.  

Results 

 An a priori power analysis was conducted utilizing G*Power 3.1.9.2 , for a two-way 

ANCOVA with one covariate. The analysis suggested a sample size of ninety for 80% power 

with a medium effect size of .3. All data was analyzed with IBM SPSS 22.0 computer software. 

Explicit ideal of physical attractiveness was formulated by an average composite of the Ideals in 

Intimate Relationships Scale relating to the dimension of physical attractiveness (e.g., attractive, 

sexy, and good body). Romantic interest was determined by calculating the composite score 

from the Romantic Interest Questionnaire for the final dating choice.  

 Romantic profile choice was determined by calculating the physical attractiveness rating 

of each picture from a pilot study (N=65). Ratings were then arranged on a scale from -2 (lowest 

rated picture) to +2 (highest rated picture). For romantic status, one participant (1.1%) identified 

as engaged and one participant (1.1%) identified as married. Both of these participants were 

recoded as in a relationship. For Participant’s Interests questions, participants answered a four 

point scale for preferences that ranges from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree). The 

scores of 1 or 2, strongly disagree and disagree, are coded as neutral feedback and the scores of 3 

or 4, agree and strongly agree, are coded as similar feedback. 

 A two-way ANCOVA analysis was performed on romantic profile choice. Independent 

variables consisted of cognitive stress and explicit ideals of physical attractiveness. The covariate 

was similarity. Data screening for outliers led to reflect and logarithm transformation of the 

dependent variable, romantic profile choice, due to substantial negative skew. Explicit ideals of 
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physical attractiveness demonstrated normality issues that need not be reduced through 

transformations. Homogeneity of Variance was not statistically significant. Homogeneity of 

regression interaction between physical attractiveness, cognitive load, and similarity on romantic 

profile choice was not statistically significant. Table 3 shows the output for the homogeneity of 

variance and regression.  

 In an exploratory analysis, a one-way MANOVA was conducted on romantic profile 

choice and explicit ideals of physical attractiveness. The independent variable is gender. Both 

romantic profile choice and explicit ideals for physical attractiveness failed to achieve normality 

on the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test of normality, p=.000 and .013, respectively. Since MANOVA 

analyses are robust to non-normality, no transformations were performed on explicit ideals of 

physical attractiveness and romantic profile choice.  

 Additionally, another exploratory analysis examined a three-way ANOVA on romantic 

interest. The independent variables are romantic status,  explicit ideals of physical attractiveness, 

and cognitive stress.  Explicit ideals of physical attractiveness demonstrated normality issues that 

could not be resolved through transformations and thus was not modified. Homogeneity of 

Variance was not statistically significant. 

 Reliability of all scales was examined with a reliability analysis to examine internal 

consistency. All scales exceeded a Cronbach’s alpha of .7.  The Ideals in Intimate Relationships 

Scale physical attractive subscale consisted of 3 items (α =.815). The Cronbach’s alpha for the 

Romantic Interest Questionnaire, which consisted of 5 items, is .939. On Table 4, the item-total 

correlations for the Ideals in Intimate Relationships physical attractiveness subscale is presented. 

Table 5 presents inter-item correlations for the Ideals in Intimate Relationships physical 
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attractiveness subscale. Table 6 outlines the item-total correlations for the Romantic Interest 

Questionnaire. Table 7 provides the inter-item correlations for the Romantic Interest 

Questionnaire. 

Explicit Ideals of Physical Attractiveness and Cognitive Stress on Dating Choice 

 Results of the two-way ANCOVA are presented in Table 8 and means are presented on 

Table 9. For the first hypothesis, the explicit ideals of physical attractiveness on romantic profile 

choice while controlling for similarity was examined. The main effect of explicit ideals of 

physical attractiveness on romantic profile choice was not statistically significant. For the second 

hypothesis, cognitive stress on romantic profile choice while controlling for similarity was not 

statistically significant. For the third hypothesis, the interaction between cognitive stress and 

explicit ideals of physical attractiveness on romantic profile choice while controlling for 

similarity was not statistically significant.  

Explicit Ideals of Physical Attractiveness, Profile Choice, and Gender 

 The results for the one-way MANOVA are displayed in Table 10, 11, 12, and 13. The 

Box’s Test was significant (p=.044) so Pillai’s Trace test statistic was used in interpreting 

MANOVA results. The main effect of gender was significant, F (2, 91) = 3.713, p =.028, η
2 

= 

.075. Prior to examining the univariate ANOVA results, alpha level for significance was adjusted 

to α=.025 because two dependent variables were analyzed. Univariate ANOVA results indicate 

that physical attractive ideals significantly differs for gender (F (1, 92) =8.395, p =.019, η
2 

= 

.059). Male participants (M= 7.162, SE =.211) reported higher physical attractiveness ideal 

scores than female participants (M=6.536, SE =.155). Romantic profile choice did not 

significantly differ for gender.  
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Explicit Ideals of Physical Attractiveness, Cognitive Stress, and Relationship Status on Romantic 

Interest 

 The results for the three-way ANOVA are presented in Table 14 and the means are 

presented on Table 15. The three-way interaction between romantic status, cognitive stress 

condition, and explicit ideals of physical attractiveness on romantic interest was statistically 

significant, F (1, 84) = 4.007, p= .049, η
2 

= .046. With the three-way interaction significant, each 

of the two-way interactions was examined. First, the interaction between cognitive stress 

condition and explicit ideal of physical attractiveness was statistically significant, F (1, 84) = 

3.942, p=.023, η
2 

= .086. Second, the interaction between romantic status and physical attraction 

ideal on romantic interest was not statistically significant. Lastly, the effect of romantic status 

and cognitive stress on romantic interest final choice was not statistically significant.  

 With one significant two-way interaction, the main effects of romantic status, cognitive 

stress condition, and physical attraction ideal on romantic interest was examined. Romantic 

status on romantic interest was not statistically significant. Additionally, cognitive stress 

condition on romantic interest was found to be not statistically significant. Finally, ideals of 

physical attraction on romantic interest was statistically significant, F (1, 84) = 4.528, p=.014, η
2 

= .097.  

Discussion 

 The present study examined the effects of cognitive stress and explicit ideals of physical 

attractiveness on prospective dating choice while controlling for similarity between dating 

choices. Additionally, the study investigated gender differences on reported explicit ideals of 



27 

 

physical attractiveness as well as romantic partner choice. Lastly, the effects of romantic status, 

cognitive stress, and explicit ideals of physical attractiveness on romantic interest were explored. 

Hypothesis 1 

 Do participants who have higher explicit ideals of physical attractiveness choose 

romantic profiles that are higher in physical attractiveness when controlling for similarity 

between profiles? Previous research has found that explicit ideals predict romantic decision 

making in studies that do not have interactions or have minimal interaction with the prospective 

partner ( Wood & Brumbaugh, 2009; Eastwick, Finkel, & Eagly, 2011) .The present study did 

not find support for this in that that romantic profile choice did not differ significantly by explicit 

ideals of physical attractiveness when similarity was controlled between profiles.  Given the 

small sample size of the study (N=94), the current study was not able to have equal selection for 

all four profiles. Skewed profile choices, where 87 out of 94 (92.5%) participants chose a high 

attractive profile, may have disrupted statistical differentiation. Larger sample sizes may 

demonstrate effects of explicit ideals of physical attractiveness on romantic profile choice similar 

to previous research. Relatedly, research design may have influenced profile choices. 

Participants viewed all four options together, which may have triggered a halo effect. Nisbett and 

Wilson (1977) initially found that individuals can alter their attributions of an individual even if 

there is information to assess the individual. The authors coined the term as a halo effect. When 

comparing the four different pictures, individuals may have attributed positive characteristics to 

the attractive profiles and negative attributions to lower attractive profiles. Previous research has 

found that individuals who are physically attractive are attributed positive characteristics and 

individuals who are unattractive are attributed negative characteristics. (Eagly, Ashmore, 

Makhijani, & Longo, 1991). 
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Hypothesis 2 

 Do participants who are cognitively stressed choose romantic profiles that are higher in 

physical attractiveness when controlling for similarity between profiles? Cognitive depletion 

research (Vohs, Baumeister, Schmeichel, Twenge, Nelson, & Tice, 2014; Ritter, Karremans, & 

Schie, 2010) has found that cognitive stress reduces active decision making and can impact 

evaluations of physical attractiveness in pictures. However, the present study was not able to find 

support that matches previous research. Previous studies in cognitive stress incorporated a dual 

task paradigm (Baumeister & Vohs, 2007; Hagger, Wood, Stiff, Chatzisarantis, 2010; Vohs, 

Baumeister, Schmeichel, Twenge, Nelson, & Tice, 2008; Vohs & Faber, 2007).  In a dual task 

paradigm, individuals are involved in at least two cognitively stressing tasks. The first task is 

measured as an independent variable and the second task is an unrelated task that is measured as 

a dependent variable. The difference between the first and second task is measured to ensure 

cognitive stress. 

  One restriction of the present study was the online dating medium for the study. Future 

studies can examine alternative tasks that are done prior to the computer aspect of the study to 

ensure that the cognitive stress condition is salient. Additionally, prior research has found that 

liking a task can moderate the effects of cognitive stress (Vohs & Faber, 2007). Vohs and Faber 

(2007) found that when individuals were motivated or reminded of the benefits of their shopping 

task, they demonstrated resilience against cognitive stress. Though buying items is not the same 

as examining potential romantic partners, other researchers also acknowledge the effect of 

motivation partially negating the effects of cognitive stress. (Boksem, Meijman, & Lorist, 2006; 

Lorist, Beksem, Ridderinkhof, 2005). In terms of experimental design, partial cognitive stress 
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negation in online dating websites may be difficult to control if participants are motivated in 

seeking potential partners.  

Hypothesis 3 

 Do participants who are not cognitively stressed and have low explicit ideals of physical 

attractiveness choose romantic profiles that are low in physical attractiveness? The present study 

did not support this hypothesis. Cognitive stress and decision making literature has found that 

making decisions can be cognitively stressing (Vohs, Baumeister, Schmeichel, Twenge, Nelson, 

& Tice, 2008). Additionally, previous research has found that cognitive stressed individuals have 

a more difficult time making decisions compared to individuals who are not cognitively stressed 

(Baumeister & Vohs, 2007). Individuals who are cognitively stressed rely more on heuristic and 

implicit responses compared to individuals who are not cognitively stressed (Pohl, Erdfelder, 

Hilbig, Liebke, & Stahlberg, 2013). Thus, individuals in the present study may have chosen 

potential partners based on implicit beliefs of physical attractiveness not explicit beliefs of 

physical attractiveness.  

 Previous research also supports the idea that physical attractiveness is an implicit ideal in 

both men and women (Todd, Penke, Fasolo, & Lenton, 2007). In cognitively stressed 

individuals, participants should be relying on implicit thoughts such as physical attractiveness. 

Likewise, prior research has supported the idea that explicit ideals predict romantic interest 

(Wood & Brumbaugh, 2009; Eastwick, Finkel, & Eagly, 2011). Together, both effects could 

predict an increase in choice of physically attractive profiles which led to an additional 

exploratory analysis to test this interpretation.  
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Exploratory Question 1 

 Does reported explicit ideal of physical attractiveness and romantic profile choice differ 

by gender? Similar to findings from previous researchers that males report higher explicit 

physical attractiveness ideals than females (Buss, 1989; Eastwick, Eagly, Finkel, & Johnson, 

2011; Wood & Brumbaugh, 2009; Eastwick, Finkel, & Eagly, 2011), explicit ideals of physical 

attractiveness and romantic profile choice statistically differed between males and females, F (2, 

91) = 3.713, p =.028, η
2 

= .075. Males participants (M=7.162, SE =.211) reported higher physical 

attractiveness ideal scores than females participants (M=6.536, SE =.155). Though physical 

attractive ideals differed statistically by gender, F (1, 92) = 8.395, p=.019, η
2 

= .059, romantic 

profile choice did not differ significantly for gender. 

 Males and females did not differ statistically in profile choice, even though they had 

different explicit ideals of physical attractiveness. This exploratory finding supports previous 

research that has found that in prospective romantic interaction, implicit beliefs of physical 

attraction not explicit beliefs predict attraction (Eastwick, Finkel, & Eagly, 2011; Eastwick, 

Eagly, Finkel, & Johnson, 2011). Females may have chosen potential romantic partners that were 

high on physical attractiveness based on their own implicit beliefs about physical attractiveness 

in a partner despite their low explicit ideals about physical attractiveness. 

Exploratory Question 2 

 Does the association between romantic interest in potential partners, explicit ideals of 

physical attractiveness, and reported cognitive stress in a limited time differ for individuals who 

are in a romantic relationship? Results of the study found that current romantic status, cognitive 

stress, and explicit ideals of physical attractiveness interact on romantic interest was statistically 
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significant, F (1, 84) = 4.007, p= .049, η
2 

= .046. Previous research found that cognitive stress 

and physical attractiveness are associated with romantic interest, not necessarily romantic choice, 

which differentiates this exploratory question from hypothesis 3 (Wood & Brumbaugh, 2009; 

Eastwick, Finkel, & Eagly, 2011; Ritter, Karremans, & Schie, 2010). In the present study, 

participants who were single had no difference in romantic interest whether they were 

cognitively stressed or not cognitively stressedwhich supports Ritter, Karremans, and Schie’s 

(2010) findings.  

 Additionally, the present study found that the interaction between cognitive stress and 

explicit ideals of physical attractive was statistically significant, F (1, 84) = 3.942, p=.023, η
2 

= 

.086. Individuals who were in a relationship, had moderate to high explicit ideals of physical 

attractiveness, and were not stressed, rated romantic interest in a prospective partner as low. 

However, if individuals had high ideals of physical attractiveness or moderate to low ideals of 

physical attractiveness, participants demonstrated an inability of the derogation of attraction 

effect where they rated prospective partners as high in romantic interest. This finding supports 

previous research that has found that cognitively stressed individuals are not able to maintain a 

derogation of attraction or ability to view alternative potential romantic partners as less attractive 

(Ritter, Karremans, & Schie, 2010; Meyer, Berkman, Karremans, & Lieberman, 2011). Finally, 

explicit ideals of physical attraction was statistically significant with romantic interest as 

discussed previously, F (1, 84) = 4.528, p=.014, η
2 

= .097 (Wood & Brumbaugh, 2009; Eastwick, 

Finkel, & Eagly, 2011; Ritter, Karremans, & Schie, 2010). 
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Limitations 

 Several designs in the study may have limited the profile selection aspect of the study. 

First, participants were only given four profiles, two attractive and two unattractive, to choose 

from. Online dating websites provide a larger variety of profiles to select from with varying 

amounts of physical attractiveness and interest. The counterbalance of providing enough options 

while controlling for groups was a substantial limitation to the study. Future studies could 

incorporate a larger sample size to accommodate the increase in potential prospective choices. 

Second, all profiles were controlled for similarity on random variables that may not be 

representative of an individual. Individuals who are making choices in romantic partners have a 

larger range of similarities than the specific twenty attributes that were constructed in the present 

study. Additional studies can examine the effects of varying similarity by manipulating more 

neutral information. This can increase the research on decision making processes of physical 

attractiveness ideals while accounting for similarity.  

 Another limitation in the present study is that participants viewed all four profiles next to 

each other which may have triggered a halo effect. Previous research has found that personality 

traits and more successful outcomes were attributed to attractive than unattractive individuals 

(Eagly, Ashmore, Makhijani, & Longo, 1991; Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). When shown all four 

profiles, participants may have just chosen between the attractive alternatives instead of 

incorporating similarity information. Furthermore, the present study was not able to control for 

individuals who would not be willing to date someone who is of a different race from themselves 

as well as who was unsure of dating someone from a different race, N=2 and N=17, respectively. 

All males viewed the same four profile pictures in a random order and all females viewed the 

same four profile pictures in a random order. By incorporating a greater amount of profile 
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pictures with varying races, futures studies can accommodate for racial preferences that may 

have limited individual choice of prospective dating partners. 

 Additionally, several limitations in study design may have influenced the cognitive stress 

aspect of the study. One restriction of the present study was the salience of the cognitive stress 

condition. Previous research incorporates an unrelated task that is cognitively stressing 

(Baumeister & Vohs, 2007; Hagger, Wood, Stiff, Chatzisarantis, 2010; Vohs, Baumeister, 

Schmeichel, Twenge, Nelson, & Tice, 2008; Vohs & Faber, 2007). Future studies can examine 

alternative tasks that are not relevant to online dating but that can be done prior to the computer 

aspect of the study to solidify that the cognitive stress manipulation is salient. 

 Moreover, there was one limitation to the exploratory hypothesis 2. Due to the low 

sample size, there were no participants who were in a relationship and had low rating scores of 

explicit physical attractiveness ideals. This prevents the study from comparing if individuals who 

have less explicit ideals of physical attractiveness scored similar means to individuals who were 

not cognitively stressed to demonstrate a derogation of attraction effect. In future studies, a larger 

sample size can be used in an attempt to counteract any empty group cells. Lastly, there were no 

same-age comparisons for individuals. Previous research has found that explicit ideals of 

physical attractiveness are effective in determining romantic interest when individuals are in age 

matched groups (Montoya, Horton, & Kirchner, 2008). Future studies could include generic 

information in profiles that include the age that the participant reports to give the illusion that the 

profile is of similar age to them.  
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Conclusions 

 The present study provided important information about the effects of cognitive stress 

and explicit ideals of physical attractiveness on potential online dating romantic partners. 

Though the study did not find support for its main hypotheses, the study provided insight into the 

differentiation between romantic interest and romantic partner choice. In this study, romantic 

partner choice was not influenced by explicit ideals of physical attractiveness but romantic 

interest was influenced. Also, the results of the present study provide support for romantic 

relationship research that examines reported differences between males and females on explicit 

ideals of physical attractiveness but that reported differences may not impact final partner choice 

(Buss, 1989; Eastwick, Eagly, Finkel, & Johnson, 2011; Wood & Brumbaugh, 2009). Future 

studies can further explore the differentiation between romantic interest and the decision making 

processes of choosing a romantic partner.   

 Also, the present research is important because it can expand upon the impact of 

cognitive stress in romantic relationship decision making. Individuals in a relationship that 

participated in the present study demonstrated derogation of attraction effects that increased the 

attractiveness of potential partners the more cognitively stressed these participants were. Past 

research has also found that individuals may cognitively stress themselves through emotional 

suppression, time limitation, or even making decisions (Baumeister & Vohs, 2007; Vohs, 

Baumeister, Schmeichel, Twenge, Nelson, & Tice, 2008; Pohl, Erdfelder, Hilbig, Liebke, & 

Stahlberg, 2013). With a wide range of ways that an individual can be cognitively stressed, 

research in cognitive stress may be beneficial in developing mindfulness based programs where 

individuals can learn to recuperate when they are cognitively stressed so that they can make 

cogent decisions about romantic partners (Tyler & Burns, 2008).  
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 These topics are important because they could expand into online dating and increase the 

capability for online dating websites to create romantic relationship matches that are congruent 

with explicit as well as implicit ideals. Explicit ideals have been shown to predict satisfaction 

and longevity of relationship (Fletcher, Simpson, and Thomas (2000). Additionally, recognizing 

cognitive stress and the benefits of rest may act as a preventative measure to increase cognitive 

capacity to make choices that are congruent with one’s own explicit ideals instead of based on 

implicit beliefs (Pohl, Erdfelder, Hilbig, Liebke, & Stahlberg, 2013). Continuing to expand 

online dating romantic relationship research could lead to increased efficacy of online dating 

websites as well as increasing knowledge in a medium that is rapidly developing and becoming 

accessible to more people. By increasing knowledge about the technology people use, 

individuals can make more informed decisions that match their romantic ideals and increase their 

future romantic relationship satisfaction. 
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Table 1 

Demographic Information 

_____________________________________________ 

 

                                             N                          % 

                                                                                 

Gender: 

 Male:                       33                         35.1 

            Female:                   61                         64.9 

 

Ethnicity: 
 Asian:                     36                          38.3 

- Filipino            16                         17.02 

- Japanese             4                           4.25 

- Chinese               1                            1.1 

- Mixed Asian     13                         13.83 

- Not Specified     2                             2.1 

 

 Native Hawaiian:    21                           22.3 

 European/White:     20                           21.3 

            Hispanic/Latino:       9                             9.6 

            African/Black:          2                             2.1 

 Pacific Islander         4                             4.3 

 Other:                        2                             2.2 

 

Relationship Status: 

 Single:                      60                            63.8 

            In Relationship:        34                            36.2 

_____________________________________________ 
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Table 2 

Participant Interests 

 

 

The following questions were asked to participants: 

 

1. Which of the following genre of books do you prefer to read the most?* 

2. Which genre of movie would you prefer to watch?* 

3. Which of the following television genres would you most like to watch? 

4. In your spare time, which of the following activities do you enjoy the most?* 

5. Which of the following types of music would you most like to listen to?* 

6. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I tend to become very 

enthusiastic about new things.* 

7. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I would much rather eat 

out than at home.* 

8. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I would love to spend a 

holiday backpacking through another country.* 

9. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I like to take care of all 

the details when planning things.* 

10. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I feel more comfortable 

as a follower than a leader.* 

11. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I have high standards for 

myself.* 

12. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I enjoy exercising. * 

13. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I enjoy cooking. 

14. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I prefer working alone 

than in groups.* 

15. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I talk more than most 

people.* 

16. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I enjoy solving 

crossword puzzles and games.* 

17. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I'm very open to trying 

new foods and different cultures. 
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18. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I love to have excitement 

in my life.* 

19. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I often get angry about 

how I'm treated by others. 

20. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I pursue intellectual 

topics thoroughly.* 

21. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), It is important that my 

dates exercise as much as I do.* 

22. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), It is important to me that 

the person I date is well dressed/groomed. 

23. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), It is important to me that 

the person I date has a sense of humor. * 

24. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I express my feelings 

easily. * 

25. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I like scary movies. 

26. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), Money is an extremely 

important thing in my life. 

27. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I have a completely 

different persona when I'm online than when I'm with my family and friends. 

28. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I am drawn to others for 

their strengths, especially the ones I don't have. 

29. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I find that I can only 

really be myself when I'm online. 

30. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I am willing to take risks 

to do what I want to do. * 

31. On a scale from 1(Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree), I enjoy competitive 

conversations. 

 

Note. Items that are * indicate questions that were used for profiles that participants 

viewed. 
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Table 3 

 Homogeneity Outputs for Hypothesis 3 

 

 

Homogeneity of Variance 

 

Levene's Test of Equality of Error Variances
a
 

Dependent Variable:   Neutral Sentence Location   

F df1 df2 Sig. 

1.102 3 90 .353 

Tests the null hypothesis that the error variance of 

the dependent variable is equal across groups. 

a. Design: Intercept + CogStressCondition + 

PhysAttractIdeal + CogStressCondition * 

PhysAttractIdeal 

 

 

 

Homogeneity of Regression 

Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 

Dependent Variable:   Romantic Profile Choice   

Source 

Type III Sum of 

Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Corrected Model .609
a
 17 .036 .906 .569 

Intercept 1.484 1 1.484 37.551 .000 

Similarity .302 4 .076 1.912 .117 

CogStressCondition .010 1 .010 .241 .625 

PhysAttractIdeal .021 1 .021 .519 .474 

Similarity 

*CogStressCondition* 

PhysAttractIdeal 

.370 11 .034 .850 .591 

Error 3.003 76 .040   

Total 6.631 94    

Corrected Total 3.611 93    

a. R Squared = .169 (Adjusted R Squared = -.017) 
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Table 4 

Item-Total Correlations for Ideals in Intimate Relationships Scale Subscale – Physical 

Attractiveness  

 

Reliability Statistics 

Cronbach's 

Alpha 

Cronbach's 

Alpha Based on 

Standardized 

Items N of Items 

.815 .826 3 

  

 

Item-Total Correlations for Ideals in Intimate Relationships Subscale - Physical 

Attractiveness 

    Corrected Item 

  Total Correlation 

     Cronbach's Alpha 

if Item 

Deleted 

 

    Q1. On a scale from 1(Not Desirable) to 9 

(Extremely Desirable), how important would 

the trait, physical attractiveness, be in an ideal 

romantic partner? 

.647 .781 

    Q2. On a scale from 1(Not Desirable) to 9 

(Extremely Desirable), how important would 

the trait, sexy, be in an ideal romantic partner? 

.688 .752 

     Q3. On a scale from 1(Not Desirable) to 9 

(Extremely Desirable), how important would 

the trait, good body, be in an ideal romantic 

partner? 

.715 .699 
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Table 5 

Inter-Item Correlations for Ideals in Intimate Relationships Scale Subscale – Physical 

Attractiveness  

 

  

Items     1              2               3           

Q1    r  

         p  

 

 Q2   r .574**  

         p .000    

 

Q3    r .609**      .656*  

         p .000          .000      

 

Note. *p < .05. **p < .001. Two tailed t-tests. 
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Table 6 

Item-Total Correlations for Profile Choice Romantic Interest Questionnaire 

 

 

Reliability Statistics 

Cronbac

h's 

Alpha 

Cronbach's 

Alpha Based on 

Standardized 

Items N of Items 

.939 .944 5 

 

 

Item-Total Correlations for Profile Choice Romantic Interest Questionnaire 

  Corrected Item-Total 

Correlation 

    Cronbach's 

Alpha if 

Item 

Deleted 

  Q1. On a 1 (Not at All) to 9 (Extremely) scale, 

how much do you like this person? 
.805 .935 

  Q2. On a 1 (Not at All) to 9 (Extremely) scale, 

how much would you like to get to know 

this person better? 

.902 .915 

   Q3. On a 1 (Not at All) to 9 (Extremely) scale, 

this person seems sexually attractive.  
.850 .923 

   Q4.  On a 1 (Not at All) to 9 (Extremely) scale, I 

would be interested in going on a date with 

this person. 

.877 .920 

   Q5.  On a 1 (Not at All) to 9 (Extremely) scale, 

this person is very much like my ideal 

romantic partner.  

.802 .933 
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Table 7 

Inter-Item Correlations for Profile Choice Romantic Interest Questionnaire 

 

Items        1          2          3            4             5 

Q1    r  

         p  

Q2    r     .808**  

         p     .000      

Q3    r     .737*     .795**  

         p     .000       .000      

Q4    r     .708**   .849**   .854**  

         p     .000       .000       .000      

Q5    r     .714**   .794**   .697**    .749** 

         p     .000       .000       .000        .000      

 

Note. *p < .05. **p < .001. Two tailed t-tests. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



52 

 

Table 8 

ANCOVA Summary 

 

        Source                                                  SS             df       MS        F              p            η² 

 

          Between Groups                                        .269                7         .038      .989           .445         .075  

          Physical Attraction Ideal                           .002                1         .002      .048           .826         .001 

          Cognitive Stress                                        .004                 1         .004       .111          .740         .111 

          Similarity                                                   .235                4          .059     1.509          .207         .066 

          Physical Attractive x Cognitive Stress      .030                1          .030        .771         .382         .009 

          Error                                                         3.342               86         .039 

          Total                                                         6.631               94     

 

a. R=.075 (Adjusted R Squared = -.001) 
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Table 9  

ANCOVA Adjusted and Unadjusted Means for Romantic Profiles 

                                                                      Adjusted M                      Unadjusted M 

 

High Cognitive Stress                                       .191                                        .180   

Low Cognitive Stress                                        .226                                        .201 

Low Explicit Ideal                                             .238                                        .198 

High Explicit Ideal                                            .181                                         .183 
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Table 10  

MANOVA Summary 

 

Multivariate Tests
a
 

Effect Value F Hypothesis df Error df Sig. 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Intercept Pillai's Trace .971 1522.440
b
 2.000 91.000 .000 .971 

Wilks' Lambda .029 1522.440
b
 2.000 91.000 .000 .971 

Hotelling's Trace 33.460 1522.440
b
 2.000 91.000 .000 .971 

Roy's Largest Root 33.460 1522.440
b
 2.000 91.000 .000 .971 

Gender Pillai's Trace .075 3.713
b
 2.000 91.000 .028 .075 

Wilks' Lambda .925 3.713
b
 2.000 91.000 .028 .075 

Hotelling's Trace .082 3.713
b
 2.000 91.000 .028 .075 

Roy's Largest Root .082 3.713
b
 2.000 91.000 .028 .075 

a. Design: Intercept + Gender 

b. Exact statistic 
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Table 11 

Comparison of Gender to Romantic Profile Choice and Explicit Ideals of Physical Attractiveness 

Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 

Source Dependent Variable 

Type III 

Sum of 

Squares df 

Mean 

Square F Sig. 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Corrected 

Model 

Romantic Profile Choice .030
a
 1 .030 .778 .380 .008 

Ideal Physical Attractiveness  8.395
b
 1 8.395 5.722 .019 .059 

Intercept Romantic Profile Choice 2.926 1 2.926 75.174 .000 .450 

Ideal Physical Attractiveness  4017.681 1 4017.681 2738.426 .000 .967 

Gender Romantic Profile Choice .030 1 .030 .778 .380 .008 

Ideal Physical Attractiveness 8.395 1 8.395 5.722 .019 .059 

Error Romantic Profile Choice 3.581 92 .039    

Ideal Physical Attractiveness 134.978 92 1.467    

Total Romantic Profile Choice 6.631 94     

Ideal Physical Attractiveness 4433.000 94     

Corrected 

Total 

Romantic Profile Choice 3.611 93     

Ideal Physical Attractiveness 143.372 93     

a. R Squared = .008 (Adjusted R Squared = -.002) 

b. R Squared = .059 (Adjusted R Squared = .048) 
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Table 12 

Univariate ANOVA of Gender on Explicit Ideals of Physical Attractiveness 

 

        Source                                     SS             df             MS                F              p            η² 

 

          Between Groups                       8.395               1              8.395              5.722          .019         .059  

          Gender                                      8.395               1              8.395              5.722          .019         .059 

          Error                                      134.978             92             1.467 

          Total                                    4433.000             94     

 

a. R Squared= .059 (Adjusted R Squared = .048) 

b. Computed using alpha =.025 
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Table 13 

MANOVA Adjusted and Unadjusted Group Means for Romantic Profile Choice and Explicit 

Ideals in Physical Attractiveness 

 

                                 Romantic Profile Choice                     Ideals in Physical Attractiveness 

                            Adjusted M     Unadjusted M                      Adjusted M         Unadjusted M 

Gender 

     Male                        3.303                 3.303                                7.162*                    7.162*             

     Female                     3.426                 3.426                                6.536*                    6.536*            

  

 Note. *p < .05. **p < .001. Males adjusted and unadjusted Ideals in Physical Attractiveness means 

significantly differed from female adjusted and unadjusted Ideals in Physical Attractiveness 

means. 
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Table 14 

Three-Way ANOVA Summary 

 

        Source                                       SS             df             MS                F              p            η² 

 

          Between Groups                         54.762           9              6.085             2.267           .025         .195  

          Romantic Status                           3.881           1               3.881            1.446            .233         .017 

          Cognitive Stress                          1.367            1               1.367              .509            .477         .006 

          Physical Attractive Ideal           24.306            2             12.153            4.528            .014         .097 

          RomStatus x CogStress                 .221            1                 .221               .082           .775         .001 

          RomStatus x PhysAttractiv        6.220             1              6.220             2.317           .132          .027 

          CogStress xPhysAttractive      21.160             2            10.580             3.942           .023          .086 

          RomStatus x PhysAttractive x 

             CogStress                             10.753              1             10.753            4.007           .049          .046 

          Error                                      225.455             84              2.684 

          Total                                    3743.880             94     

 

a. R Squared = .195 (Adjusted R Squared = .109) 
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Table 15 

Three-Way ANOVA Group Means for Romantic Interest 

Note. *p < .05. **p < .001. 

 

 

Dependent Variable:   Romantic Interest In Final Choice   

What is 

your 

current 

romantic 

status? Cognitive Stress Condition Physical Attractive Ideal Mean Std. Deviation N 

Single No Stress 25-50% Quartile 6.2000 1.41421 2 

50-75% Quartile 5.6286 1.72913 14 

75-100% Quartile 6.4750 1.96486 16 

Total 6.0875 1.83299 32 

Stress 25-50% Quartile 6.2000 2.45764 3 

50-75% Quartile 6.2615 .93589 13 

75-100% Quartile 6.5167 1.29182 12 

Total 6.3643 1.23894 28 

In a 

Relation

ship 

No Stress 50-75% Quartile 3.7714* 2.22839 7 

75-100% Quartile 7.2286* .99618 7 

Total 5.5000 2.44289 14 

Stress 50-75% Quartile 6.1000* 1.46287 6 

75-100% Quartile 6.0000* 1.73826 14 

Total 6.0300 1.62257 20 

Total No Stress 25-50% Quartile 6.2000 1.41421 2 

50-75% Quartile 5.0095 2.05862 21 

75-100% Quartile 6.7043 1.74029 23 

Total 5.9087 2.02812 46 

Stress 25-50% Quartile 6.2000 2.45764 3 

50-75% Quartile 6.2105 1.08827 19 

75-100% Quartile 6.2385 1.54093 26 

Total 6.2250 1.40493 48 


