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Abstract
Objective Mates high in physical attractiveness are in short supply, which means that not
all people are able to find mates who are sufficiently attractive. Threshold models of mate
preferences suggest that when physical attractiveness minimums are not reached, other
traits possessed by a potential partner may play a lesser role in mate choice. However, few
studies have sought to understand mating decisions when those minimums are not met.
Methods In this experiment (N = 186), participants rated images of (pre-rated) unat-
tractive opposite-sex others for long-term and short-term relationships after learning
dealbreaker or dealmaker information.
Results While participants did not find targets highly desirable or physically attractive
(as a stimulus check), men were more willing than women to have casual sex, and that
men and women reported similar desirability ratings towards long-term partners.
Learning dealbreakers was associated with less desire for the targets than dealmakers,
but women’s lack of interest was insensitive to mating context, whereas men found the
target especially undesirable in the long-term context. Additionally, men were willing
to consider a long-term relationship with a physically unattractive partner who pos-
sessed dealmakers, but not one who possessed dealbreakers.
Conclusions Our discussion focuses on men and women’s mating decisions when
potential partners fail to meet minimum thresholds for physical attractiveness. Future
research is needed to explore the magnitude of the effect of meeting or failing to meet
one’s minimum thresholds for physical attractiveness.
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Sexual strategies theory

There is little doubt that people want to marry and have sex with people who they find
physically attractive (Li and Meltzer 2015; Zentner and Eagly 2015). But what happens
to people’s mate choices when they cannot find partners who are sufficiently attractive?
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Attractiveness is a scarce commodity, which means that not all people are able to
realize their mate preferences. People’s mating motives do not simply evaporate when
they cannot satisfy their romantic and sexual ideals. When people fail to find the love
and sex they want, they may develop and use compensatory mating tactics like
abstaining, searching further, or lowering their standards (Apostolou 2017; Jonason
et al. 2020a; Regan 1998a, b). In this study, we attempt to further understand how
people make mating decisions when failing to find what they want in terms of physical
attractiveness.

Most research on mate selection has examined what people want in their relationship
partners (e.g., Buss 1989). This way of getting at people’s mate preferences focuses on
people’s tendency to seek what they find desirable rather than avoid what they find
undesirable. Less exploration, however, has gone into how the characteristics that lead
to rejection may also unveil mate preferences (Jonason et al. 2015, 2020b; Stewart-
Williams et al. 2017). This research suggests that mate selection begins by filtering out
undesirable partners. One important aspect of this process concerns how people
respond when they learn favorable versus unfavorable information about potential
mates. After learning favorable information or dealmakers, people tend to gain interest.
After learning unfavorable information or dealbreakers, people tend to lose interest.
However, these effects have never been examined when people are presented with
prospective mates who do not meet their minimum thresholds of physical attractive-
ness. Therefore, this study seeks to examine how people respond to dealbreakers and
dealmakers when faced with prospective mates who are low in physical attractiveness.
We predict that even when physical attraction levels are low, learning dealbreakers will
make a prospective partner less appealing than learning dealmakers.

Dating is a dynamic process in which two people evaluate prospective partners’ charac-
teristics, such as physical attractiveness, personality, values, and habits (Kenrick et al. 1990;
Li et al. 2002). During the formation of a relationship, certain characteristics are treated as
“necessities” (i.e., essential) and others as “luxuries” (i.e., non-essential), with men treating
physical attractiveness a necessity and women considering social status a necessity (Jonason
et al. 2012a, b; Li et al. 2002), a finding mirrored in research on opposite-sex friendships
(Lewis et al. 2015). At aminimum, this suggests that menwill be less interested thanwomen
are in dating someonewho is below average in physical attractiveness (Buss 1989; Buss and
Schmitt 1993; Gangestad et al. 2006). Nevertheless, women still want partners who are
physically attractive, especially for casual sex (Buss 1989; Buss and Schmitt 1993; Li and
Kenrick 2006; Regan 1998a, b); they simply place less of a premium on attractiveness than
men do, on average. These sex differences in priorities are likely a result of the different
reproductive challenges faced by men and women over ancestral time. Because physical
attractiveness is indicative of fecundity which is a limiting factors in men’s reproductive
success, men show a stronger average preference thanwomen for high attractiveness in their
partners (Buss and Schmitt 1993; Confer et al. 2010; Jonason et al. 2012a, b).

However, there is an apparent conflict. Men care more about physical attractiveness
than women do but simultaneously are more willing to lower their standards, and are
often willing to have a casual sexual encounter (but not a relationship) with unattractive
partners (e.g., Jonason et al. 2020a, b). Error management theory (Haselton and Buss
2000; Perilloux 2014) suggests that the recurrent problem of missed mating opportuni-
ties for men may have shaped men’s sexual psychology to lower their standards to
pursue a mating opportunity (Webster et al. 2020), even with a physically unattractive
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partner. Further, existing research shows that men lower their standards when searching
for a short-termmate compared to a long-termmate (Gladue and Delaney 1990; Kenrick
et al. 1990; Regan 1998a, b) and may even downregulate disgust levels to facilitate
short-term mating (Al-Shawaf et al. 2015, 2018). Moreover, learning dealmakers often
increases a person’s interest in a potential romantic partner (Jonason et al. 2020a, b).
Therefore, men’s willingness to have casual sex with unattractive people may be
especially pronounced if prospective mates possess dealmakers (i.e., appealing charac-
teristics), giving men an “excuse” to have casual sex with a partner of relatively low
mate value. Women, however, experience greater costs than men do frommating with a
low quality, unattractive partner (Trivers 1972), regardless of mating context (Al-
Shawaf et al. 2017; Buss and Schmitt 1993), which may make them more risk-averse
than men in both long-term and short-term mating contexts. This suggests that, unlike
men, women will be uninterested in forming relationships with physically unattractive
prospective mates regardless of mating context or the information provided.

How do people make decisions about who to couple with when they are confronted
with unattractive mating prospects? In this study, we investigate how – when physical
attraction is absent – participant’s sex and dealbreaker/dealmaker information influence
the desirability ratings of long-term and short-term mates. We expect (H1) men (com-
pared to women) to find even unattractive targets more appealing in the short-term
context (especially when paired with some favorable information) and (H2) women to
maintain low levels of interest toward unattractive targets regardless of mating context
or information provided. We also expect that (H3), overall, women will be less
interested than men in prospective mates who are below average in physical attractive-
ness. Additionally, we expect that (H4) learning unfavorable information about unat-
tractive targets should make targets less desirable than learning favorable information
(Jonason et al. 2015, 2020a, b).

Method

Participants and Procedures

Participants were 186 undergraduate students (48 men) aged 18 to 59 (M = 22.57, SD =
7.26) from a public university in Australia who received course credit for completing
an online survey on “individual differences in relationship decisions”. We attempted to
collect a minimum sample size (None−tailed ≈ 150) to detect the effect size of change in
interest (our focal variable) in response to learning “dealbreakers” and “dealmakers”
(Cohen’s d ≈ 0.40; Jonason et al. 2020a, b).1 Most participants were heterosexual
(85%)2 and half (50%) were in a committed relationship.3 On behalf of all authors,
the corresponding author states that there is no conflict of interest.

1 The minimum sample size for two-tailed hypotheses (β = 0.20; α = 0.05) was 190. Therefore, we were
nearly sufficiently powered for that as well.
2 Given the small number of non-heterosexuals and the exploratory nature of this variable in our study, we did
not consider this distinction further.
3 Desirability ratings among participants in a committed relationship compared to participants not in a
committed relationship did not differ in the short-term (t = -1.79, p = .08) or long-term (t = -1.56, p = .12)
mating context and thus we did not consider this variable further.
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Participants were informed of the details of the study and provided tick-box consent.
They were randomly assigned to either a dealbreaker (n = 95; e.g., “This person gets
angry easily.”, “This person has a sexually transmitted infection.”) or dealmaker (n =
91; e.g., “This person is successful at work.”, “This person is kind to strangers.”)
condition where characteristics for both classes of information (for the full list see
Jonason et al. 2020b, Appendix A) were presented in randomized fashion in an ultra-
brief vignette fashion (i.e., a single sentence) and paired with eight pictures (random-
ized for order and pairing so that a different characteristic from the assigned condition
was randomly paired with one of each of the eight pictures presented) of men or women
(matched for sexual orientation) from the Chicago Face Database (Ma et al. 2015).
Participants were given instructions (i.e., “You will now be presented with pictures of
different people. Below each picture, you will see a statement describing the person in
the picture. Please note that the statement below each picture applies to the person in
the picture.”) and then shown one picture of a target paired with one characteristic at a
time. Participants were asked to rate the desirability (1 = not at all; 5 = extremely) of the
targets for a “long-term (romantic)” and “short-term (casual sex)” relationship, as well
as how physically attractive (1 = far below average; 7 = far above average) the target
was as a check on our stimuli and selection process.4 The pictures we used were of men
(Mage = 27.38, SDage = 5.89, Rangeage = 18.73 to 35.13) and women (Mage = 27.47,
SDage = 5.02, Rangeage = 22.39 to 36.10) who appeared to have Caucasian ethnicity (to
control for self- vs. other-race effects; Rhodes et al. 2005; van den Berghe and Frost
1986), who had a neutral facial expression (to control for effects of affect; Mehu
et al. 2008; Morrison et al. 2013; Penton-Voak and Chang 2008), and who were pre-
rated for attractiveness (1 = not at all; 7 = extremely) by independent judges from the
database to be between 3 and 4 (M = 3.32, SD = 0.20, Range = 3.03 to 3.69; any lower
was considered unrealistically unattractive). We found considerable agreement among
our participants across the eight photos (Cronbach’s α = 0.92) and confirmed that these
targets were rated on average (M = 2.65, SD = 1.05) below the scale’s midpoint (t = -
17.49, p < .01) suggesting they were perceived by our participants as unattractive –
consistent with the ratings from the database from where we obtained them. Partici-
pants were blind to the age of targets. We averaged across pictures to minimize the
effects of any one picture and calculated inter-rater agreement for short-term (α = 0.85)
and long-term (α = 0.84) mating desirability. Participants were debriefed and thanked
upon completion. The study was approved by the ethics committee at Western Sydney
University (H10499). Data for this study can be found on the Open Science Framework
(https://osf.io/a27jm/).

Results

We tested a 2 (participant’s sex) × 2 (information learned) × 2 (mating context) mixed
model ANOVA.5 Desirability was generally low (Ms < 1.86), and our findings were
consistent with our hypotheses (see Table 1). Overall and unsurprisingly, learning

4 Those interested in item analysis can find the data for this study on the OSF.
5 The average observed power was 0.83 suggesting that overall, we had sufficient power (Cohen 1988).
However, a posteriori power analyses are dubious in their interpretation and utility (O’Keefe 2007).
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dealmakers (M = 1.60, SD = 0.56) was associated with more (supporting H4: F[1,
182] = 46.98, p < .01, ηp2 = 0.21, Observed Power = 1.00) desirability than learning
dealbreakers (M = 1.18, SD = 0.23). However, this effect was much stronger in the
long-term than the short-term context, and was driven by low desirability ratings for
dealbreakers in the long-term mating context by both men and women. Overall, women
were less willing than men to date physically unattractive prospective mates
(supporting H3; F[1, 182] = 10.06, p < .01, ηp2 = 0.05, Observed Power = 0.88). In the
short-term context, men reported greater attraction than women in response to either
type of information learned (supporting H1) whereas in the long-term context, men
only reported more desire of the targets than women when they received dealmaker
information. We found an interaction between mating context and participant’s sex
(F[1, 182] = 5.10, p < .05, ηp2 = 0.03, Observed Power = 0.61), suggesting that when
presented with a physically unattractive mate, men were more willing to engage in a
short-term compared to a long-term relationship, whereas women’s desirability of the
targets did not differ between mating contexts (see Table 1). Further analysis of
pairwise comparisons found no difference in desirability ratings between the mating
contexts in women (t = -0.95, p = .35) or men (t = 1.91, p = .06); however, the
approaching-significant difference found in men’s ratings highlights the distinction
between men and women’s ratings when compared by mating context. In addition,
desirability ratings in the long-term compared to the short-term mating context were not
different after learning favorable information (t = 0.82, p = .42), a finding that held for
both men (t = 0.27, p = .79) and women (H2; t = -1.23, p = .22). After learning
dealbreakers, women’s ratings of unattractive partners did not differ between short-
term and long-term mating contexts (t = -0.11, p = .91). Among men who learned

Table 1 Between- and within-subjects effects of participant’s sex and the presentation of dealbreakers or
dealmakers on the desirability of short-term and long-term mates

Mean (SD) t-test Hedges’ g

Overall Men Women

Short-term desirability 1.39 (0.48) 1.57 (0.53) 1.33 (0.45) 2.88** 0.48

Types of information

Dealbreakers 1.20 (0.26) 1.34 (0.32) 1.15 (0.21) 2.83** 0.65

Dealmakers 1.59 (0.58) 1.85 (0.61) 1.50 (0.55) 2.53** 0.62

t-test -5.91** -3.60** -5.08**

Hedges’ g -0.87 -1.04 -0.87

Long-term desirability 1.38 (0.50) 1.49 (0.53) 1.34 (0.48) 1.75 0.29

Types of information

Dealbreakers 1.16 (0.24) 1.20 (0.28) 1.14 (0.23) 1.06 0.24

Dealmakers 1.62 (0.58) 1.83 (0.55) 1.55 (0.58) 2.02* 0.50

t-test -6.90** -4.84** -5.37**

Hedges’ g -1.01 -1.40 -0.91

Hedge’s g is for effect size to correct for unequal sample sizes in the sexes, the interpretation of which is the
same as Cohen’s d. * p < .05, ** p < .01
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dealbreakers, the desirability of physically unattractive partners was dependent on
mating context, such that men were more desirous of casual sex with an unattractive
mate with dealbreakers than of a serious relationship with the same prospective mate
(t = 3.38, p < .01, Hedges’ g = 0.94).

Discussion

Most research on mate selection has concentrated on what people view as appealing in
a potential mate (Buss 1989; Confer et al. 2010; Li et al. 2002; Li and Kenrick 2006)
rather than unappealing (Jonason et al. 2015, 2020a, b; Stewart-Williams et al. 2017).
Parental investment theory suggests that the costs of making mating mistakes is higher
for females, the sex with the greater minimum obligatory parental investment (Trivers
1972). Given this imbalance between the sexes, selection pressures may have fashioned
different mating psychologies for men and women (Buss and Schmitt 1993). Research
on attractiveness thresholds suggests that men consider physical attractiveness to be an
essential characteristic in a prospective mate. This suggests that men will be less open
to dating someone who is below average in physical attractiveness (Gangestad et al.
2006; Li et al. 2002). However, error management theory (Haselton and Buss 2000;
Perilloux 2014) suggests that, whenever mating options are sub-par, men may be
willing to overlook their preferences for physical attractiveness to not miss out on a
reproductive opportunity, especially if the mating context is short-term and the pro-
spective mate possesses dealmakers (Webster et al. 2020). In this study, we examined
men and women’s ratings of prospective mates in both long-term and short-term
contexts when these mates were physically unattractive and possessed either favorable
(i.e., dealmakers) or unfavorable (i.e., dealbreakers) characteristics.

Both men and women reported low levels of interest in both short-term and long-
term relationships with physically unattractive people. This supports past research
suggesting that both men and women value physical attractiveness in potential mates
(Buss 1989; Li and Kenrick 2006) and that men consider at least average physical
attractiveness to be a crucial characteristic of a partner (Buss and Schmitt 1993; Li et al.
2002; Li and Kenrick 2006; Regan 1998a, b). Consistent with sexual strategies theory,
men were more willing than women were to engage in a short-term sexual relationship
(Buss and Schmitt 1993), a finding that extended even to prospective mates of low
physical attractiveness (H1). This is also consistent with error management theory
(Haselton and Buss 2000; Perilloux 2014) in that, even though men tend to place
greater value on physical attractiveness (Buss and Schmitt 1993; Confer et al. 2010;
Jonason et al. 2012b; Li et al. 2002; Regan 1998a, b), in a low risk, short-term context,
men were willing to form a relationship with a physically unattractive mate to avoid
missing out on a mating opportunity (Jonason et al. 2020a, b; Regan 1998a, b; Webster
et al. 2020). In addition, both sexes reported lower levels of interest in prospective
mates after learning that the potential mate possessed dealbreakers rather than
dealmakers (H4). This was true in both the long-term and short-term mating contexts.
Further, in the short-term context, men reported greater attraction than women to
physically unattractive potential mates with either dealmakers or dealbreakers. How-
ever, men were only more willing than women to consider a long-term relationship
with a physically unattractive person if that person possessed dealmakers.
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If men are more willing to lower their standards to avoid lost mating opportunities
and women maintain higher standards in mating regardless of context, men may be
sensitive to contextual differences, but women should find unattractive partners unde-
sirable regardless of context. As predicted, women were less willing than men to date
physically unattractive prospective mates (H3). Women also showed low levels of
interest in a physically unattractive partner no matter the mating context or information
learned (H2). This may appear to contradict existing research showing that men place
more of a premium on physical attractiveness than women do (Li et al. 2002), but this is
likely attributable to the fact that we examined mating decisions when confronted with
a physically unattractive potential partner, rather than examining differences between
the sexes in the emphasis they place of various characteristics. Indeed, these findings
are consistent with existing theory and research highlighting how selective women are
in their mating decisions (Buss 2016). This aligns with sexual strategies theory, and
perhaps also with error management theory (Haselton and Buss 2000; Perilloux 2014)
in that mating mistakes for women are costly enough that the safer error for women
may be to avoid any kind of relationship with an undesirable partner. Women’s
selectivity across a broad range of traits and mating contexts may aid in carefully
screening prospective mates and avoiding entanglements with partners of low mate
value (Jonason et al. 2015).

Limitations and Conclusions

The present study is the first to evaluate dealbreakers in relationships with a standard-
ized method for assessing interest in short-term and long-term relationships in the
absence of physical attractiveness. Even so, several limitations apply. The first limita-
tions pertain to the W.E.I.R.D. (Henrich et al. 2010) nature of the sample and the
disparity between men and women in the sample. As is typical in this type of research,
more women than men were willing to participate. Although we found an interaction
between mating context and sex, further analysis revealed no difference between long-
term and short-term ratings in men or women. This may have resulted from the small
percentage of men in the sample. However, because our primary aim in this study was
to evaluate dealbreakers and dealmakers in relationships, our a priori power analysis
focused on dealbreaker/dealmaker effect sizes. Although our results are consistent with
our hypotheses, without replication in an independent, larger sample we cannot be
certain of the generalizability or robustness of our findings. However, the fact that our
results are consistent with established theories enhances the trustworthiness of our
results and undercuts concerns about sample size imbalance or the small—by modern
standards—sample size.

Second, physical attractiveness acts as a threshold trait (Kenrick et al. 1990; Li et al.
2002) meaning that the absence of physical attraction often operates as a dealbreaker in
both sexes (Jonason et al. 2015). By holding attractiveness low and constant, we (1)
isolated effects for nonphysical characteristics when physical attractiveness of the
potential mate is low and (2) standardized our materials (Jonason and Antoon 2019).
In fact, the generally low desirability ratings may reveal just how little nonphysical
qualities—no matter their valence—in a potential short-term or long-term mate influ-
ence mate choice when attractiveness falls below threshold. Future research might
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manipulate the attractiveness of the targets to estimate the magnitude of the
effect of meeting (or not) minimum thresholds for physical attractiveness
(Jonason et al. 2019).

Third, we assessed romantic interest in short-term and long-term mating contexts in
relation to 10 dealbreakers and 10 dealmakers when randomly paired with one of eight
photos of physically unattractive people. Each of the items may have its own, distinct
effects worthy of independent investigation. We used the composite approach rather
than item analyses to avoid Type 1 error inflation and so that we could say something
more general about decision-making in romantic relationships (Jonason et al. 2020a, b).
Therefore, further research is needed at the item-level to examine how each individual
dealmaker and dealbreaker affects interest in physically unattractive partners. More-
over, other lists of dealbreakers and dealmakers might be worth considering to evaluate
the generalizability of these effects.

Finally, although our picture selection process was reasonably systematic, some
limitations were present. We exclusively used pictures of people who appeared to be of
Caucasian ethnicity, which limits the generalizability of our findings to other ethnici-
ties. In addition, although the pictures used were pre-rated for attractiveness by
numerous independent raters from the source, the attractiveness ratings used were still
subjective, as opposed to more objective indices such as fluctuating asymmetry (Little
et al. 2011). However, the participants’ mean ratings of attractiveness suggest that, as
we had intended, our participants considered the people in the pictures to be of below
average physical attractiveness. Despite these limitations, we have provided a novel test
of sex differences in mate choice as a function of relationship context and the type of
information people learn as they get to know new, potential partners.

One of the most contentious areas in mate choice research is about the role and
origin of physical attractiveness preferences (Li and Metzler 2015; Zentner and Eagly
2015). Arguments rage over the function, origin, and consequences of being physically
attractive in and outside of mate choice contexts. Evolutionary psychologists point to
the adaptive utility of a preference for physical attractiveness, whereas sociocultural
models sometimes treat preferences for physical attraction as arbitrary. We decided to
strip away physical attraction and learn about the mate selection process in men and
women across contexts in the absence of physical attraction. In doing so, we replicated
prior findings demonstrating that men are more interested in short-term relationships
than women are, and the sexes reported similar desirability ratings towards long-term
partners (Buss and Schmitt 1993). We also found that even when prospective mates are
low in physical attractiveness, learning dealbreakers was associated with less desirabil-
ity than dealmakers. Furthermore, men were more interested in pursuing casual sex
with people of limited physical attractiveness, no matter what other qualities the
prospective partner possessed. Compared to women, men were also more willing to
form a serious relationship with prospective partners of low physical attractiveness, but
only if the prospective partner possessed other desirable qualities (e.g., “This person is
kind to strangers.”; “This person dresses well.”). Importantly, women’s lack of interest
in physically unattractive people appeared to be insensitive to mating context. This
supports past findings that women also value physical attractiveness in their mates (Li
and Kenrick 2006) but, unlike men, women’s selectivity led to a lack of interest in
forming a relationship with a person of low physical attractiveness, no matter what type
of relationship they were seeking.
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