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ABSTRACT

Mate Selection in Contemporary America:

An Exchange Theory Perspective
by

Margaret H. Young

Utah State University, 1989
Major Professor: Jay D. Schvaneveldt, Ph.D.
Department: Family and Human Development

The use of exchange theory as it applies to human

relations has escalated dramatically in the past 20 years.
The present study applies exchange theory as the basis of
mate selection in contemporary society. Whereas an actual
barter system was used in the past and families played a
major role in choosing prospective mates, participants in
the mate selection process are now virtually on their own
and must rely upon their own bargaining skills to present
their assets on the marriage market. A number of
characteristics are thought to enhance or detract from a
person's "worth" on the marriage market. Over 900 college
students from nine universities across the United States
were surveyed in order to ascertain what they considered
valuable in a potential mate, and important variables in
the mate selection process were determined. Comparisons

were made among gender, race, marital status, family size




xii
and configuration, socioeconomic status, religious
orientation, and geographical region of the United States.
The results indicate that important differences exist among
the various groups concerning what characteristics enhance
or detract from an individual's worth on the marriage
market in contemporary America. Finally, it was determined
that marital worth of individuals can theoretically be

measured. (131 pages)




CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Exchange Theory and Mate Selection

Theories of social exchange are based upon the
economic model of exchange and imply that rewards and
costs, although perhaps not monetary, are exchanged during
interpersonal interaction (Blau, 1964; Homans, 1974;
Thibaut & Kelley, 1969). Dyadic interactions during the
mate selection process fit well within the social exchange
framework, in that individuals possess certain assets that
cause members of the opposite sex to attend and notice them
(Berscheid & Graziano, 1979; Nye, 1978; 1979). An initial
assessment of the benefits and possible costs of the
relationship is undertaken, and the decision is made to
initiate an interaction. If the "rewards" outweigh the
"expenses" for both participants, the relationship may
develop to a stage wherein the couple is willing to invest
more in order to maintain the association. The possibility
then exists for the relationship to progress into courtship

and ultimately to marriage (Blau, 1964).
Statement of the Problem

Mate selection has been of interest to humans from
antiquity to the present. Anciently, mates were chosen by
the family, and this practice prevails in some cultures

today. However, as societies have become less agrarian and




have moved towards industrialization, mate selection has
become that of free choice. Given the option of free
choice in selecting a mate, researchers are interested in
those particular qualities that will serve to attract a
potential partner in contemporary societies. Social
scientists have studied mate selection in humans over a
long period of time, yet surprisingly little coherent
knowledge has resulted regarding the actual process of
selecting a particular person to marry. This may be due in
part to the fact that as researchers have developed
theories about mate selection, actual access to information
of what really occurs during the process has been neglected
(Huston, Surra, Fitzgerald, & Cate, 1981).

As societal values and attitudes have changed over
time, contemporary perspectives are essential in evaluating
what issues are currently salient in the mate selection
process. In addition to identifying individual
characteristics, knowledge of those circumstances or events
in the family and society that influence the selection
process will be valuable to those people who are seeking
companions as well as to scientists and researchers in the

field of family studies.

Purpose of the Study

The purposes of this study are: (1) to attempt to

identify those qualities and characteristics contributing
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to or detracting from an individual's worth on the marriage
market, (2) to dekermine to an extent the impact that
gender, family background, social status, and cultural
setting have on the mate selection process; and (3) to
evaluate the extent to which attitudes and personal
behavior influence mate selection.

A brief overview of mate selection is presented first.
Then a select group of theories addressing the mate
selection process, focusing particularly on the exchange
theory perspective, is provided. A substantive summary of
the mate selection process within the exchange theory
framework is then presented. Topics addressed are initial
encounters, attractiveness, and homogeneity. Sexual
attitudes and behaviors, marital status, and gender
differences are then considered. Finally, worth on the

marriage market is presented.




CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Mate Selection: An Overview

In 1976, K. T. Erickson wrote:

No act in life seems more private, more intimate,

than the decision by two people to get married,

particularly in this age when we celebrate the

distance we have come since the times of arranged

marriages. It is true, of course, that people

"select" their mates now, whatever that may mean.

But there are other ways to arrange marriages

than becoming a formal party to the contract;

spoken and unspoken encouragements that pass

among families and friends beforehand, as well as

a million other hints and suggestions that become

a part of the marriage scene afterward. (pp. 218)

Halliday (1983) defined mate selection or "mate
choice" as any behavior or pattern of behaviors by
individuals that enhances their likelihood of being
selected by a member of the opposite sex. Historically,
mate selection has varied between eras as well as between
different societies (Adams, 1979). As society moved from
an agrarian orientation towards modernization and an
urbanized life style, mate selection changed from that
"arranged" by the family to autonomous free choice by
individuals (Lee, 1979; Lee & Stone, 1980). More recent
trends towards higher education, geographical mobility, and
postponement of marriage have had a profound effect on the

mate selection process. Families now have less influence,

end individuals must rely mcre upcn th2ir own raescurces and




bargaining skills to acquire a suitable partner (Eckland,
1968). Furthermore, in societies encouraging free choice
of mates, romantic love and attraction are considered to be
the primary prerequisites for choosing a companion,
although there are those who consider the instrumental
advantages of the potential partner to be the most
important factors (Adams, 1979; Lee & Stone, 1980;
Rosenblatt & Cozby, 1972).

An open marriage market accessible to all people for
mate selection would be ideal but is unrealistic (Klimek,
1979). While Farber (1964) suggests the availability of
all members of one sex to all members of the opposite sex
for mating, mate selection cannot be considered completely
autonomous and to involve free choice. Given the ratio of
men to women and the opportunity or lack of opportunity to
be mobile at will, mate selection cannot be completely
random (Spuhler, 1972).

Potential mates fall into two categories: those who
are available and those who are desirable. These two
categories define the pool of eligibles for a given
individual (Davis-Brown, Salamon, & Surra, 1987). Family
and social constraints further specify who is acceptable
and act to limit complete freedom of choice in the mate
selection process (Adams, 1979; Eckland, 1968; Jedlicka,
1984; Klimek, 1979; Lee, 1979; Rosenblatt & Cozby, 1972;

Vera, Berardo, & Berardo, 1985). Such constraints include




but are not limited to:

1.

The pool of eligibles available to an individual
from which to select a partner is circumscribed by
propinquity. It may be noted that people are not
dispersed through space randomly; where people live
and work and play determines to a significant
degree with whom they will meet and associate.
Proximity in time and place is a necessary given.
The couple must be in the same place at the same
time in order to be attracted to one another.
Socioceconomic status (SES) affects mobility and
opportunity. Parental place of residence and SES
also define those people available for selection.
Parents exert a subtle influence throughout the
childhood of the individual. The young person's
choice to incorporate parental values, or perhaps
to reject them completely, unconsciously affects

decisions regarding mate selection.

. Age constraints act to prohibit some couples from

marrying. Women marrying older men are not as
likely to be ostracized to the degree that men
marrying much older women are. If the older man is
wealthy, the younger woman may even be envied.
However, marrying a much younger (robbing the
cradle) or a much older (father or mother complex)

person may be cause for social misgivings.




5. Ethnic, religious, educational, and cultural
background serve to limit socialization and serious
pairing. Those from the same social categories
tend to cluster together, further circumscribing
the pool of eligibles.

6. The favorable reactions of significant others as
well as society in general promote the likelihood
of the relationship flourishing.

7. Life cycle issues may impinge upon the mate
selection process. For example, advancing age or
specific life circumstances may lead a person to
feel that a particular relationship is the final
opportunity to marry. He or she may decide that a
proposal may be the last chance to marry and will
then forego opportunities to meet others.

In addition to the above constraints, Jedlicka (1980)
lists other barriers interfering with one's ability to find
a mate. Perhaps the most significant hinderance in finding
a suitable companion is the disparity in comparative
numbers of men to women. Women's tendency to marry older
men, in addition to their longevity compared to males, is
at least partially responsible for the unbalanced ratio of
men and women. Finally, although 90% of the population
desires to marry, some are simply not chosen as partners

(Bell, 1981; Murstein, 1972).




Although patterns of mate selection are not yet
clearly understood, they are thought to include elements of
biological, social, cultural and demographic elements
(Spuhler, 1972). These elements may be considered from a

theoretical standpoint.
Theories of Mate Selection

A number of scientists have attempted to explain the
process of mate selection by providing theoretical
explanations and frameworks. Although no one theory
completely addresses the complex means of choosing a
companion, together they provide insight into the process
of beginning and continuing a relationship with a member of
the opposite sex. The review of literature will focus
primarily on the exchange theory perspective. However,
knowledge of other theories, as they relate to the mate
selection process, provides a glimpse into the many
enchanting facets of mate choice. Therefore, brief
descriptions of a few select theories are presented,

followed by an extensive discussion of exchange theory.

Evolutionary Theory

Buss (1987), drawing upon Darwin's 1871 observations
of mate selection, explained the preference of males for
young and beautiful females from the evolutionary stance of
reproductivity. That is, young and physically attractive

females are thought to be more healthy and therefcre, mcre




likely to bear more and healthier offspring. Darwin's
theory ties mate selection to reproductive capacity. While
this may be the basis for mate selection in the animal
kingdom (and perhaps for humans in the past), recent trends
of delaying childbearing, moving towards smaller families,
and opting not to bear children raise serious questions
concerning the impact of this theory on contemporary mate

selection.

Psychoanalytic Theory

Psychoanalytic theory is based primarily on the work
of Sigmund Freud and posits that individuals will choose a
mate resembling the parent of the opposite sex. Parental
characteristics are thought to provide a subtle influence
in the mate selection process (Eckland, 1968; Klimek,
1979). With the number of single-parent families today,

researchers may have difficulty applying this theory.

Assortive Mating

Assortive mating takes place when couples with similar
phenotypes are coupled more frequently by chance than would
normally be expected. Observations by investigators have
revealed that persons tend to marry those with
characteristics and backgrounds similar to their own.
Proponents of this theory argue that homogamy is an
important variable in the mate selection process.

Researchers also note that as high-quality individuals are
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attracted to each other, those of lower desirability are
left to pair with each other. Their level of desirability
exempts them from partnerships with preferred mates (Buss &

Barnes, 1986; Eckland, 1968; Kalick & Hamilton, 1986).

Complementary Needs

The notion of complementary needs resulted from the
work of Robert Winch and his associates (Winch, Ktsanes, &
Ktsanes, 1954) and was based on the idea that "opposites
attract". They postulated that men and women seek
companions who complement their own needs. Research
refutes the notion that opposites attract; if anything,
people are attracted to those similar to themselves in most
respects (Klimek, 1979). Although research does not
support Winch's stance, it is still quoted and discussed in

lay as well as scientific circles.

Normative Theory

Normative theory refers to that behavior tending to
conform with society's definition of normative
expectations. Normative definitions imply what one "ought"
to do. Those relationships and behaviors sanctioned by
society serve to constrain groups and individuals to behave
within specified cultural and social boundaries. Marriage
is provided for in all societies and is considered by most
to be the acceptable way to live (Adams, 1979; Davis-Brown

et al., 1987; Klimek, 1979; Lee, 1979; Lee & Stone, 1980).
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Stimulus-Value-Role Theory

The stimulus-value-role theory promotes the notion
that people first select potential mates who are comparable
in physical attractiveness to themselves. 1In the stimulus
stage, similarity in physical attractiveness, especially
facial features, is the most potent variable. Other
variables (i.e., religion, social status, education, etc.)
are present but may be unknown at first and do not affect
the initial encounter (Murstein, 1972).

Kerckhoff and Davis (1962) and later Murstein and his
associates (Murstein, 1972; Murstein, Cerreto, & MacDonald,
1977) advanced the idea of filters operating in the mate
selection process. The first filter consists of factors or
stimuli drawing two individuals together, and initially
includes physical, emotional, and social components. If
the relationship progresses, values become important and
provide the second filter of the selection process. Should
values be congruent and harmonious, the couple advances to
the third filter, which is role examination. If all
stages are negotiated successfully, marriage is an

acceptable outcome.

Symbolic Interaction Theory

Symbolic interaction maintains that people are not
only reactors but actors and are socialized from infancy to
fulfill certain roles, first within the family context,

then later ir scciety. 2pplyirg interaction theory to mate
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selection implies that two persons coming from different
families and backgrounds have certain role expectations.
Over a period of time, as the couple interacts, role
clarity emerges; and the relationship either escalates or
deteriorates, depending upon the amount of attraction
generated by the interaction process. Symbolic interaction
theory is somewhat limited in explaining mate selection, in
that the theory primarily considers the interaction process

while ignoring other social variables (Adams, 1979).

The Ideal Mate Theory

The underlying premise of ideal mate theory suggests
that men and women construct a fantasy of what an ideal
mate should be. In early studies, idealized personality
and actual traits in the selected partner were thought to
be similar (Strauss, 1946). However, further research
disproved this concept, and ideal physical characteristics
were not found to be related to actual physical traits. It
was therefore hypothesized that the relationship with a
particular individual changes the ideal mate image to more
closely resemble that of the real person. In sum, ideal
mate theory appears to be immaterial to the mate selection
process (Udry, 1965).

A broad perspective of the mate selection process has
been presented to this point. The intention now is to
focus specifically on exchange theory and, in particular,

exchange theory as it pertains to the mate selection
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process. Equity theory is addressed to a lesser extent.

Exchange Theory

Economic exchange theory is strictly involved with
absolute profit (i.e., rewards minus costs) and the
exchange of resources. The exchange process assumes that
the parties attempt to minimize costs while maximizing
their rewards (Edwards, 1969). In barter societies, there
was a literal exchange of various commodities. The barter
system evolved into one where money is exchanged for
commodities. Services and information were also exchanged
for money, although economists hesitated to consider these
particular exchanges in the economic model (Clark & Mills,
1975). Whereas many of the assumptions of the economic
model can be applied to social relationships (Chadwick-
Jones, 1976), exchange theory as a conceptual framework
was, until recently, rarely applied to social research. 1In
the past 20 years, investigators have made concerted use of
exchange theory as it applies to social relationships.

The economic terms of cost, profit, and reward suggest
the exchange of only tangible assets. Social exchange is
not limited to material goods only and is predicated upon
the expectation of a reward or some type of reciprocity.
The pattern of costs and rewards over time and the benefits
of the relationship itself must be considered (Huston &
Burgess, 1979; Traupmann, 1976).

From the social exchange perspective. rewards include
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enjoyment, satisfaction, and the fulfillment of needs
(Thibaut & Kelley, 1969). In social exchanges, a resource
may be concrete or symbolic and is any object that is
considered worthwhile for exchange. Such items might
include love, beauty, status, money, goods, and services.
Costs involve embarrassment, conflict, and anxiety and are
perceived to be high if a great deal of physical or mental
energy must be expended. The outcome of a social
transaction consists of the rewards obtained minus the
costs incurred (Thibaut & Kelley, 1969).

Personal resources are assessed on the open market
through interactions with others. Skill in bargaining and
presenting one's resources are critical to receiveing the
maximum profit for them (Edwards, 1969). However, as
people endeavor to maximize rewards, they must also ensure
that the costs are not so prohibitive as to destroy the
relationship (Traupmann, 1976).

Social exchange transactions can be differentiated
from economic transactions because many of the transactions
involve non-monetary benefits (Clark & Mills, 1975).
Social scientists, drawing upon the economic model,
included all personal interactions in their exchange
frameworks. Application of the economic model to the
sphere of human relationships was due, in part, to the
simple elegance of the economic exchange framework along

with its predictive success (Foa & Foa, 1980).
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The economic model implies a perfect competition
concept. This philosophy is unrealistic when considering
mate selection, given the myriad and distinctive
perceptions of individuals. Many outside factors affect
the ultimate outcome of an interaction, and the end result
is often not the product of a perfect, equal exchange
(Blau, 1964). It may be too, that those people who are
highly religious, have strong ethnic ties, have established
careers, or who have been previously married perceive and
weigh assets differently from others (Davis-Brown et al.,
1987).

Social exchange is expected and noticed in the
marketplace. What the majority of people do not notice are
the social exchanges occurring in most human relationships
ranging from families, to acquaintances, to friendships,
and finally, to full intimate relationships (Blau, 1964).
As friendships develop or as relationships become more
intimate, the nature of social exchange differs from that
in more casual interactions, in that the amount, quality,
and variety of resources exchanged increase (Berg & Clark,
1986) .

Social scientists have focused on the attributes and
actions utilized by individuals in social exchanges (Blau,
1964; Murstein et al., 1977; Nye, 1978; 1979). Social
exchange does not start with reciprocity but with the

perceptions of what the conditions of the relationship
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might entail. The exact nature of future returns is not
specified. In the beginning, people engage in only minor
transactions with little actual cost. As the relationship
progresses and trust is established, more costly

transactions take place (Blau, 1964).

Equity Theory

Equity theory includes exchange theory, but whereas
exchange theory focuses primarily upon costs and rewards,
equity theory includes fairness and justice (Hatfield,
Utne, & Traupmann, 1979). People are generally more
interested in relationships where investments are
considered proportional to returns, and are most satisfied
when their rewards equal their costs (Cate, Lloyd, Henton,
& Larson, 1982; Cate, Lloyd & Long, 1988; Huston & Burgess,
1979).

Equity theory may be seen as an extension or outgrowth
of exchange theory, and is a more advanced theory in some
respects. Concepts and theoretical statements are more
precise, and perceptions of equity and inequity are more
specific. Equity may be defined as "just balance;" that
is, the relationship is not only equitable but is perceived
to be balanced. Finally, while exchange theory is useful
in defining beginning relationships, equity theory is more
applicable to ongoing relationships (Bell, 1981; Cate et
al., 1988; Lloyd, Cate, & Henton, 1982; Traupmann, 1976).

Walster, Walster, and Berscheid (1978) point out that
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exchange theory may fall short of providing a clear
understanding of human relationships (i.e., it does not
account for altruism or changes as the relationship
progresses). Yet, when considering initial interpersonal
encounters, particularly in the mate selection process,
exchange theory provides a plausible explanation of human

behavior.
Exchange Theory and Mate Selection

Background and Significance

Historically, courtship involved the exchange of
material goods. Bargaining continues today, though it is
not necessarily economic and often exists on a level that
is not readily observable. The negotiations begin during
courtship and become an ongoing process throughout the
couple's association (Scanzoni, 1979). In some cultures,
betrothal and marriage are marked by ritualized ceremonies
and exchanges. Although the exchange process occurs in
Western courtship and marriage, it is less formalized and
more ambiguous (Edwards, 1969). Huston and Burgess (1979)
argue that the beliefs underlying exchange theory do not
fit well with Western notions of love and intimacy
(although in 1964 Blau wrote that exchange theory is
especially suited to Western society).

Economics describe how people do behave, rather than

how they ought to behave (Homans, 1974). Exchange and
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equity are well accepted in business circles and casual
encounters, yet many object when the theories are applied
to intimate or familiar relationships. While people are
often uncomfortable with the notion that people are
"commodities", relationships are "transactions", and human
interactions are based primarily on self-interest; the fact
must be faced that attitudes toward others are defined by
the evaluations of the rewards the relationship is likely
to bring (Michaels, Edwards, & Acock, 1984; Walster et al.,
1978).

Those who are uncomfortable applying exchange
principles to courtship behavior contend that intimate
relationships ideally should rise above the simple idea of
cost and benefits--true love should be more than costs and
rewards. Unconditional love is still an idealistic and
longed for status, and people want to believe that no
matter what their physical appearance or personal habits,
whatever their social status or religious beliefs, they are
still lovable (Hatfield et al., 1979). Tying love with the
exchange of rewards somehow devalues the romantic ideals of
the caring and altruism usually associated with love,
especially considering the idea that as the relationship
becomes closer, the individual becomes less concerned about
gaining rewards and focuses more on giving to the other.

Researchers supporting the exchange theory framework

(e.g., Nye, 1978 & 1979; among others) argue that intimate
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relationships fit in well with exchange and equity
theories. Exchange theory is capable of incorporating
social variables including race, religion, and
socioeconomic status as well as attitudinal and value
factors. Proponents of unconditional love, asserting that
more than simple exchange of rewards and costs exist, must
acknowledge that all intimate relationships involve a
certain amount of give and take (Hatfield et al., 1979).

If both parties can create optimum rewards for the other at
minimum expense to themselves, each is in an excellent
exchange position (Thibaut & Kelley, 1969). In rare
instances, couples are so perfectly matched that self-
interest and altruistic interest become cne and the same.
Rather than an association of exchange, it becomes one of
communion (Huston & Burgess, 1979).

In contemplating the courtship process it becomes
evident that before a relationship can be established, an
encounter must take place. Further, if the relationship is
to ultimately flourish, a number of other pertinent issues

warrant consideration.

Initial Encounters

A dyadic relationship cannot begin until an initial
contact is made between two people (Thibaut & Kelley,
1969). First encounters often are restrictive in allowing
individuals to choose with whom and under what

circumstances the interaction will take place (i.e.,
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business meetings, classrooms, shopping). However, in less
restricted circumstances, such as dating, people have a
tendency to seek out those persons who appear to have
attributes such that the interaction is anticipated to be
rewarding (Huston & Burgess, 1979).

A relationship first begins when one individual
attends to another; when one is first "aware" of another.
The person initially observes the other's behavior,
mannerisms, and characteristics. Attending involves more
than just noticing another superficially. Rather, it is
more selective and direct (Berscheid & Graziano, 1979).

The further development of close relationships is a gradual
process, begirning with the unilateral awareness of the
other and moving towards mutuality. As the relationship
progresses, a continuous process ensues, involving the
assessment of present costs and benefits and evaluating
future commitments and rewards (Berg & McQuinn, 1986;
Folkes, 1982; Lloyd et al., 1982).

Formal exchange theory states that in order to receive
rewards, one must be able to provide rewards. Therefore,
before approaching another, an individual must evaluate
his/her own attributes. The decision to initiate a
relationship is based on two factors: (1) the degree to
which attributes of another are perceived to be rewarding,
and (2) the degree to which the person perceives the other

to find himself/herself attractive (Huston & Burgess,
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1979). Social exchange, then, is not a one-sided process
(Berg & Clark, 1986). Accepting the initial overtures of
another, and returning the favor, are the beginning points
of a promising, and perhaps lasting, exchange relationship
(Blau, 1964).

The incentives for initiating a relationship may well
be the perceived advantages to be gained from the
relationship. As long as the cost appears to be worth-
while, people will be motivated to initiate or continue a
relationship. If attributes of the other do not seem worth
the price, one is not likely to pursue interaction. In the
economic market, commodities are exchanged for a specific
price, whereas rewards or benefits in social exchanges
cannot be priced exactly. Their value depends upon the
perception of the recipient. What seems costly to one may
be worthwhile to another. Conversely, what appears to be
worthless to one may be attractive to another (Blau, 1964).

An initial encounter may or may not develop into a
friendship or intimate relationship. From the exchange
theory perspective, initiating a relationship with another
may involve cost in that the person may have to forego
other relationships (Berscheid & Graziano, 1979). 1In
addition, one must consider the possibility that the going
rate may not necessarily be a fair rate, and what appears
to be a good bargain initially, may turn out to be a costly

venture ultimately (Blau, 1964). Therefore, before
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progressing to a romantic state, couples may want to
evaluate important dimensions of their partner's character

through interaction in everyday situations (Glick, 1985).

Attractiveness

Attractiveness, in societies supporting the free
selection of mates is perhaps the most important variable
in eliciting the attention of a member of the opposite sex,
and often provides the basis for the first encounter.
Whereas internal qualities are not easily evaluated, and
are often not apparent in an initial encounter, physical
attributes of a person are readily observed (Glick, 1985).

Perceptions of attractiveness and unattractiveness
develop gradually. School-age children recognize
classmates as attractive or unattractive. During
adolescence, young people are able to recognize desirable
and undesirable individuals in many different social
settings. And though everyone wants to believe that
"beauty is only skin deep", people have an inner concept of
what is beautiful and what is not, and generally agree in
their evaluations (Adams, 1982; Berscheid & Walster, 1974;
Klimek, 1979).

While attractiveness may not be a salient issue in
societies espousing arranged marriages, it becomes
extremely important in those societies advocating freedom
of choice (Rosenblatt & Cozby, 1972; White, 1980). An

individual's physical characteristics are immediately
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apparent to others and provide instant information,
accurate or inaccurate, about that particular person.
Although contemporary society would like to believe that
physical attributes do not necessarily make a person,
stereotypical notions tend to persist (Berscheid & Walster,
1974).

Several theories suggest possible reasons underlying
the importance of physical attractiveness. From the
perspective of the social learning theory, our culture
supports the notion of attractiveness as being a
prerequisite of mate selection. Attractiveness in a
partner is desired by both men and women, especially men.
Furthermore, people are most likely to "attend" to an
attractive person, providing that person with more
opportunities to initiate relationships. The "rating and
dating" complex advanced by Waller (1937) asserts that
having an attractive person as a companion is associated
with prestige, and therefore more rewarding.

The stereotype theory implies that attractive people
possess many attributes not shared by those who are less
attractive (Berscheid & Walster, 1974). For example, men
and women who are physically attractive are perceived to be
warmer, more socially desirable, more intelligent, and to
lead more exciting lives than those less attractive than
they, making them more valuable in the social marketplace

(Adams, 1982; Berscheid & Walster, 1974; Green et al.,




24
1984; Nevid, 1984; White, 1980). Considering the
importance of attractiveness in choosing mates, exchange
theorists have tried to design research to ascertain in
advance the qualities that will enhance a person's
attractiveness (Huston & Burgess, 1979).

Researchers are unclear as to what characteristics are
appealing to what sorts of people once the relationship is
well underway. What is known is that physical
attractiveness is an important variable at the beginning of
the relationship (Klimek, 1979), while personality and
character assume more importance further along in the
association (Berscheid & Walster, 1974). Attractiveness is
a valuable commodity at first, and may be enough alone to
evoke desired rewards. However, if the relationship is to
continue, other assets must be utilized. In ongoing
relationships, different resources and rewards assume
different values, and different quantities of them must be
applied (Edwards, 1969).

Berscheid and Graziano (1979) assert that attention
and attraction are related and cite studies supporting
their views in which college males spent significantly more
time watching attractive girls as opposed to unattractive
ones. Physical attraction, for college males at least, is
an important factor in initiating attention.

Since there are a limited number of attractive people,

and considering the desire of the majority of people to
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marry, an exchange market phenomenon exists wherein other
assets and attributes are offered as enticements and
rewards to potential marital partners (Murstein, 1972). 1In
weighing the costs and rewards of a potential relationship,
people tend to choose another on the same level of
perceived desirability in order to avoid rejection from
someone higher or to avoid the costs of choosing someone
lower (Berscheid & Walster, 1974; Murstein, 1972; waller,
1937).

Recent research indicates that although physically
attractive men and women are preferred by nearly everyone
as dating partners, unfortunately, the pool of attractive
people is limited. Therefore, people have a tendency to
choose partners similar to themselves in attractiveness,
thus moderating the attractiveness influence (Berscheid &
Walster, 1974; Folkes, 1982; Murstein, 1972). Both men and
women desire a very attractive partner, but in reality,
they ultimately choose those similar in attraction to

themselves (Kalick & Hamilton, 1986; White, 1980).

Homogeneity

In applying exchange to homogamous mating, Edwards
(1969, pp. 525) lists four theoretical assertions.
Although somewhat simplified, the assertions provide an
explanation for homogamy in the exchange perspective.

1. Within any collectivity of potential mates, a

marriageable person will seek out that individual
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who is perceived as maximizing potential rewards.

2. Individuals with equivalent resources are most

likely to maximize each other's rewards.

3. Pairs with equivalent resources are most likely to

possess homogamous characteristics.

4. Mate selection, therefore, will be homogamous with

respect to a given set of characteristics.

Homogeneity is a characteristic of both friendships
and courtships. In addition to similar external variables,
people seek other people with similar internal
characteristics, and those who will enhance self-esteem and
contribute to the satisfaction of psychological needs
(Bell, 1981).

Research in the 1940s and early 1950s indicated that
people tended to select partners similar to themselves in
religion, social class, and attitudes. This phenomenon may
have been based on the opportunities people had to
associate and interact with others similar to themselves in
those respects (Eckland, 1968; Murstein et al., 1977).
Perhaps more significantly, racial and religious lines are
still far from being erased. Wwhile intermarriage takes
place, and is more acceptable now, race and religion still
produce barriers to possible marriages. Nationality does
not seem to be as significant a factor as either race or
religion when considering potential marital partners

(Eckland, 1968).
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Eckland (1968) lists five possible reasons why people
are more likely to marry those similar to themselves.
First, people from the same class often share the same
values, thus enhancing compatibility. Second, considering
the fact that the majority of young people live with their
parents, residential segregation of the parental home
reflects socioeconomic status and affects propinquity.
Third, class and ethnicity are intertwined. Fourth,
ascriptive norms of the family proscribe who is and who is
not a suitable partner, and finally, those with educational
advantages attend school together and associate with each
other, thereby providing opportunities for couples to
interact in the academic setting.

Although choosing a mate allows the individual some
control of a particular facet of life (whereas in most
situations, a person must settle for what he or she can
get), people often think they are entitled to "the very
best." Unfortunately, people may have to settle for a mate
similar to themselves--no better and no worse (Walster et
al., 1978). Market principles ensure that in essence, one
ends up with what one "deserves" (Blau, 1964). Perhaps
most importantly, people are generally more successful in
attracting a person possessing similar characteristics and

assets (Walster et al, 1978).

Sexual Attitudes and Behavior

Considering sexual attitudes and experience as they
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modify one's desirability on the marriage market, four
variables appear to be significant. Total sexual
experience extending throughout the person's lifetime; that
is, the degree of sexual intimacy experienced may determine
to an extent an individual's desirability as a future
partner. Next, the context, rather than the actual
content, of sexual experience is considered an important
factor when evaluating someone as a prospective mate. A
loving relationship as opposed to a casual encounter may be
viewed more favorably, as love tends to legitimize sexual
relationships outside of marriage. Third, the number of
sexual encounters with more than one person is likely to be
perceived less favorably than a long term relationship with
only one person. And finally, an individual's beliefs and
values regarding sexuality, in addition to sexual behavior,
are important determinates of the person's likelihood of
being chosen as a mate (Jacoby & Williams, 1985; Williams &
Jacoby, 1989).

Attitudes concerning sexuality are much more
permissive today than they were in the past. Furthermore
men and women are now similar in their attitudes regarding
premarital sex, a significant change from the past (Jacoby
& Williams, 1985). Though attitudes have become more
liberal, a rise in concern over health issues related to
sexual behavior developed in the 1980s. Venereal

diseases, problematic at best, pale in comparison to the
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disease, AIDS (Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome). Until
recently AIDS was virtually unknown to the population in
general. It first appeared in the United States in 1978;
public awareness of the disease followed in 1982. The
disease is sexually transmitted, is relentless, and is
fatal (Bowen, 1988; Curran, Jaffe, Hardy, Morgan, Selik, &
Dondero, 1988). Given the gravity of the disease, people
have been compelled to at least consider changing sexual
attitudes and behavior. Sexual history of those on the
marriage market is predicted to be a most salient issue now

and in the future.

Marital Status

In the past twenty years, the divorce rate in the
United States has risen, resulting in an unprecedented
number of remarriages (NCHS Monthly Vital Statistics
Reports, Dec. 1988). A number of factors influence the
divorced or widowed person's chances of remarriage. Length
of the prior marriage, age at first marriage, age at the
time of divorce or widowhood, number of children, and level
of education are important variables to consider (Spanier &
Glick, 1980). 1In an age of serial monogamy, the number of
times a person has been divorced is a worthwhile issue to
consider in assessing a person's chances of being chosen as
a marital partner.

Gender Differences

Michaels and associates (1984) found that men and
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women differ very little in determining what is a fair
exchange, albeit exchange rules may vary as part of gender
role orientation. Norms vary across as well as within sex
lines. Perceptions of autonomy, assertiveness, prestige,
and power differ between men and women and influence their
expectations of what is fair exchange. 1In addition, both
men and women have inherent as well as perceived needs and
may seek one whom they anticipate will fulfill those needs
and supply the valued rewards (Scanzoni, 1979).

Although physical attractiveness is an important
consideration for both men and women when choosing dating
partners, research indicates that it is more important to
voung men (Berscheid & Walster, 1974; Nevid, 1984), whereas
empathy and predictability are more important to young
women (Klimek, 1979). In addition, economic and social
attributes are more significant to women than is physical
attractiveness (Green, Buchanan, & Heuer, 1984).

Feminists point out that exchanges in the past have
generally been exploitive of women. Previously, women have
only had sexual resources to bargain with, compared to men
who had both sexual resources as well as economic
resources. As women have become more assertive and have
acquired additional resources, their bargaining power has
increased, and exchange rules have been altered (Scanzoni,

1979).
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In a general context, it is believed to be more costly
for women to refrain from marriage as compared to men. For
example, women experience a shorter age range in which they
are attractive to men. In addition, their relatively
longer life span, compared to that of men, contributes to a
greater supply of women, and thus to a lesser demand, on

the marriage market (Murstein, 1972).

Worth on the Marriage Market

People have a variety of characteristics and
attributes that contribute to their relative worth on the
marriage market. Everyone has a certain number of assets
(those qualities valuable to others and useful in eliciting
reciprocation of rewards) and liabilities (those
characteristics that are costly to others, and by default,
costly to oneself). Included are social skills,
intelligence, access to material resources, prestige, and
attractiveness. 1In addition, individuals have a perceived
level of their own desirability and in seeking romantic
relationships, will evaluate the other's desirability in
comparison to their own (Murstein, 1972; Berscheid &
Walster, 1974). People may compensate for missing assets
or use one asset to "buy up" in another area. For
example, beauty can "buy" a higher socioeconomic status (if
the wealthy other values attractiveness), and superior
intelligence may compensate for the lack of education

(Walster et al., 1978).
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Physical attractiveness is surely a most significant
factor in assessing an individual's possibilities for being
chosen as a mate. The fact that the majority of people
will choose beauty over brains adds credence to this
concept (Adams, 1982). Physical attractiveness is highly
valued in the marriage marketplace for a number of reasons.
For example, height and weight are characteristics that are
socially regulated and mandated, and both affect the
perceived worth of an individual. Height in men is
associated with prestige, power and intelligence (Berscheid
& Walster, 1974). Societal expectations assume that the
man should be taller than the woman, placing tall women and
short men at a disadvantage on the marriage market (Adams,
1982; Berscheid & Walster, 1974; Klimek, 1979).

Both men and women prefer partners with a slender
build (Nevid, 1984). Furthermore, obesity elicits social
derision in all age groups--children through adults, as
people with endomorphic body types are viewed as being lazy
and passive (Klimek, 1979). Thus, the overweight are at an
extreme disadvantage on the marriage market.

Health considerations are also important to consider
when selecting a mate, and men and women differ not only in
physical respects, but in their perceptions of illness as
well. Women are sick more often, but men suffer from more
life threatening conditions. 1In sum, women are sicker for

"the short run"; men for the "long run". Women also use




33
more over-the-counter and prescription medications than men
do (Verbrugge, 1985).

With the emphasis on physical fitness over the past
decade, unhealthy practices serve to detract from one's
desirability. Perhaps the most significant change of
attitude has come towards smoking. Surgeon General Koop
has been tireless in presenting to the public information
regarding the health implications of smoking. Since 1964
(when the first health warnings were sounded), the number
of smoking adults in the United States dropped from 40
percent in 1965 to 29 percent in 1987 (Glazer, 1989). At
least 38 states have passed clean air acts barring smoking
in public places. Smoking is now seen by American society
as a deviant behavior (as opposed to the glamorous image a
decade ago). Since second-hand smoke has been implicated
in health problems for others as well as the smoker,
smoking is thought to detract from a person's marital
chances (Glazer, 1989; Thompson, 1984).

The Reagan administration's "get tough" law and order
stance against those dealing in drugs, as well as Nancy
Reagan's "Just say no" program focused public attention on
drug abuse. 1In addition to increased public awareness of
drug abuse, alcoholism, a social problem for decades, has
become an issue of public concern. However, social
drinking still seems to be acceptable among most segments

of society. Increases have been noted in alcohol
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consumption among the college educated, professionals,
Catholics, those living in the Western states, and those
with a moderate or above moderate income ("Drinking of
Alcoholic Beverages," 1986). Nevertheless, according to a
Gallup Poll, the number of drinkers has declined overall
from 71 percent in 1971 to 67 percent in 1985. Because of
social and health implications, drug abuse and alcoholism
also serve as detractants to a person's marital worth,
especially that of women. Because of the traditional view
of women's nurturant roles, and in order to guard
themselves against sexual exploitation, taboos against
drunkenness in women are present in most societies
(Robbins, 1989).

Social desirability comprises a number of factors
including attractiveness, personality, social status, and
other resources. Age may contribute or detract from one's
perceived desirability, men generally preferring younger,
attractive women; women preferring older, attractive,
successful men. In sum, men prefer younger attractive
women, while women prefer older, attractive, successful
men. Thus, older women are at a disadvantage on the
marriage market (Green et al., 1984).

Socioeconomic status is important to both men and
women, affecting life chances and well-being for both. The
ability to provide for a spouse is more sought after by

females for the obvious desire to be well disposed
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(DiMaggio & Mohr, 1985). A higher socioeconomic level also
provides more opportunities for both men and women to be
mobile, widening the field of eligible partners.

Education may enhance or impinge upon one's worth on
the marriage market. Educated spouses are more likely to
have greater earning power, higher prestige, and wider
social networks. For women, however, higher education may
limit their pool of potential companions, given the
tendency for women to "marry up" (DiMaggio & Mohr, 1985).
On the positive side, a woman's diploma may bring social
prestige to the relationship, perhaps benefiting the future
careers of her spouse and children (Eckland, 1968).

As early as the 15th century, Thomas Hobbs wrote that
although people may differ somewhat in body or mind, when
all was reckoned together, the differences were not so
considerable as to place one in a significantly higher
position than another. That being so, he reflected that
there was hope for all in attaining their ends (Walster et
al, 1978). Although Hobbs may have been correct in
pointing out the relatively equality of human beings,
others liken human attributes to a lottery system wherein
assets and liabilities are handed out in a haphazard way

(Walster et al., 1978).
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Summary

Exchange theory can be utilized to explain three areas
of the mate selection process: (1) selection of eligibles,
(2) courtship, and (3) marriage (Edwards, 1969). Since no
one prefers all members of the opposite sex to the same
degree, researchers are faced with the intriguing task of
identifying those characteristics that prospective partners
perceive to be important (Buss & Barns, 1986). As early as
1937, Popenoe suggested that scientists approach the mate
selection problem in a practical manner by determining how
to enhance a person's chances for marriage to a suitable
companion. By identifying important issues, and thereby
determining those characteristics that are most likely to
attract an acceptable partner, researchers, family life
educators, and family therapists will be better able to
assist those in search of a spouse. Likewise, identifying
those variables detracting from marital worth is of
interest to professionals as well as to those presenting
themselves on the marriage market.

Considering mate selection from the exchange theory
perspective, initial hypotheses are formulated and include:
1. Cultural, religious, and family backgrounds of
individuals contribute important values and are

hypothesized to exert a subtle yet powerful
influence on the mate selection process.

2. Socioeconomic status influences perceptions and
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values, and therefore is an important variable in
the mate selection process. SES also affects
opportunities to meet others. Therefore it defines
one's eligibility on the marriage market.

Gender differences delineate the factors thought to
be important to both men and women in the mate
selection process. Further, it is hypothesized
that males will consider physical attractiveness to
be of primary significance, whereas inner qualities
will be more important to females.

In addition to differences existing between men and
women, it is hypothesized that important
differences will exist within the respective
groups.

It is hypothesized that a person who has been
divorced a number of times or who has several
children from a previous marriage will be less
likely to be sought as a marital partner.

. With recent concern regarding substance abuse, it
is hypothesized that the use of alcohol, tobacco,
or drugs will lower an individual's worth on the
marriage market.

Health issues, especially chronic illnesses and
those related to sexually transmitted diseases,
will have a negative affect on an individual's

worth on the marriage market. A catastrophic
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illness, such as AIDS, is hypothesized to virtually
exclude that person from the marriage market.

An extensive sexual history is hypothesized to have
a devaluing influence on an individual's worth as a
marriage partner. Promiscuity, homosexuality or
bisexuality, and having raped someone are variables
hypothesized to exert a strong negative influence
on a person's perceived worth; whereas a simple
premarital sexual encounte<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>