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In the Journal of Social and Personality Psychology a short but elegant study named, “What is beautiful is good” was published in 1972 The researchers were Karen Dion,  Ellen Berscheid and Elaine Walster .The study focused on an often neglected topic of social psychology, physical attractiveness and its effects. 


Initially, the authors of the study hypothesized that physical attractiveness indeed correlates with overall “goodness” as people who are physical attractive lack wrinkles which are caused by stress. In addition, attractive people perceive other people’s expectation of their character and act accordingly. Thus an attractive, Barbie-like woman with innate vulgar character, would be given more leniency than not-so-Barbie-like woman with innate vulgar character.And in response the attractive woman, would hide her ”devils” at least in public, so she can appear that kind of “princess” everyone needs to see.


The study was conducted using as its subjects 60 students from an introductory psychology class. Students were made to believe that the study analyzes student’s perception accuracy. Students then were handed 1 of 12 sets of pictures containing 3 male and 3 female pictures of 3 level of attractiveness (high, moderate and low). Then they were asked to rank them on 27 scales.


As predicted, t,, ,,    he attractive people were ranked higher on social desirability of personality than moderately attractive, and average attractive people were ranked higher than unattractive. Occupational status, likelihood of marriage and martial competence produced same results - attractive stimulus persons ranking highest, then average stimulus persons and the last unattractive stimulus persons. However ,surprisingly enough, attractive stimulus persons scored the least on parenting competence, while average attractive scored the most, and were followed by unattractive stimulus persons. This anomaly arises from the fact that beautiful people, especially women, possess childlike facial characteristics that make them so attractive. And in common perception a person with childlike facial characteristics possesses a childlike nature and demeanor. Therefore it follows that a childlike adult cannot be a very successful parent, as children tend to be less obedient and respectful if they are raised by a parent who looks and behaves like them. While less attractive people, especially women, posses more mature facial characteristics, and subsequently are expected to act more maturely and authoritatively with their kids.


In respect to overall and social-professional happiness there was no significant difference between attractive stimulus groups and average stimulus groups. However unattractive stimulus groups are expected to be less happy overall and in their social-professional life.


One of the most important confounds taken into account in this study was the feeling of jealousy aroused in the participants towards the attractive members of their sex. Even accounting for jealousy, results of the study are significant. Attractiveness is associated in people’s mind with competence in marriage and workplace, as well positive personal characteristics (like kindness, compassion etc…)

Well, I do think the study makes an important (but quite obvious) point that the “book is judged by its cover”. However I find unacceptable that the researchers involved in this study do not make sufficient distinction between what people think about attractive people, and how attractive people actually are. I do not have any issues on whether the study is politically correct, however I do find the study’s goal somewhat misleading. While in the introduction it is discussed why attractive people may be more competent and nice, the experimentation is solely about how other perceive attractive people’s niceness and competence. Thus had the experimenters actually measure objectively if the actual characteristics of the rated individuals match, or don’t match, with their rating, then the study’s introduction would be justified (and the study’s results would have been more interesting and less obvious). 

From my personal experience I highly doubt that people form accurate impressions about beautiful people. My aunt is considered by virtually anyone who encountered her, a very attractive woman. Even without makeup she can proudly stand among cover-girls of Cosmopolitan, Glamour and Shape magazines (and perhaps Playboy as well). Despite her external attractiveness and charm, she is nonetheless one of the most quarrelsome and aggressive persons I ever had to dealt with. And I wasn’t her only victim: my mother; grandmother; uncle and even her ex-husband and child had to suffer a great deal as well. Her high attractiveness cannot mask the underling pathology of her personality. She will do anything in her power to incite a conflict, like picking on a small, barely visible split on the floor, or a small bulge, of an otherwise perfectly straightened bed. Then she will start a set of complains, accusations and intrigues: she will raise the entire house in havoc over the matter of trivial importance. 


More than a year with sharing the apartment with her, I discovered not only her “anal-retentive personality”, but her incompetence as well. Besides putting on the makeup (considering how much time it takes her to put basic makeup, at least 4 hours, I doubt that she is competent there either), she does few things adequately. On most things she does, like helping her child with the homework (most of the time she cannot figure out the solution to the homework herself, but nonetheless she will insult her 12th year old for being dummy), preparing dinner (her food tastes awful), or even sending a short e-mail (it takes her hours to figure out how to do it), she is highly incompetent. She does everything awkward, slow and with so many negative emotions that no one wants to stay close to her as she reacts to her frustrations by swearing to the left and to the right. Then she wants everybody to help her, and many people are delighted to help such a beautiful “lady”, at first, but people begin to resist after her requests become more numerous and bolder. Well, her reaction is predictive, she will accuse everyone of not helping her, she wants everyone to accommodate to her requests and principles, but she would not accommodate to no one else.


As a result my aunt, after divorcing from her husband and meeting numerous boyfriends for several years, still remains a divorcée. Even if in social exchange theory she ranks high, very high, with respect to beauty, she ranks dismally low in all other aspects. And while it is great to look at her for an evening (“goddess descended from Olympus” as some of my coworker referred about my aunt after seeing her) she transforms quickly into an “ugly, old wretch” for anyone living with her on permanent basis.

