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Abstract

The present study explores the relative importance of men’s physical attractiveness and purported intelligence to the hypo-

thetical mate preferences and choices of 201 daughters and 187 corresponding parents. We measured self-reported mate 

preferences and then varied men’s physical attractiveness (more vs. less attractive) and intelligence (higher vs. lower peer 

intelligence rating) in a 2 × 2 independent groups design replicated across daughters and parents. Although intelligence was 

rated by both women and their parents as significantly more important than physical attractiveness for a long-term mate for 

daughters, both daughters (72.64%) and their parents (59.56%) chose the more attractive man as the best long-term partner 

for daughters, regardless of his purported intelligence level. Furthermore, although daughters rated a partner’s attractive-

ness as more important than their parents did when considering a mate for daughters, daughters’ and parents’ choices cor-

responded 73.8% of the time, suggesting less conflict over mate choices than may be predicted based on self-reported ideal 

mate preferences. However, when higher attractiveness and higher intelligence were not paired, women were more likely 

to choose the more attractive man while parents were more likely to choose the more intelligent man, suggesting different 

trade-off preferences for women and their parents. Men’s physical attractiveness may be more important to both daughters 

and parents than consciously realized, and daughters’ and parents’ mate choices may correspond more closely than their 

responses to rating scales might suggest.
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In most contemporary cultures, parents are involved in the 

mate choices of their offspring, especially their daughters’ 

choices. Parents may choose partners for their daughters or 

may more subtly attempt to influence their offspring’s mate 

decisions (Agey et al., 2021; Apostolou, 2009, 2017, 2020; 

Bovet et al., 2018; Regan et al., 2012). Parental influence 

over women’s mate choices may influence human evolu-

tion, especially when parents’ priorities differ from their 

offspring’s priorities (Apostolou, 2020). Although intel-

ligence is consistently ranked as one of the most impor-

tant traits in a mate, physical attractiveness is rated as less 

important, especially by both daughters and parents (Fugère 

et al., 2017b; Li et al., 2002; Lippa, 2007; Locke et al., 2020; 

Perilloux et al., 2011). Furthermore, while women and their 

parents tend to agree about the importance of intelligence 

for a long-term partner for daughters (Apostolou, 2015; 

Fugère et al., 2017b), they disagree considerably about the 

importance of physical attractiveness (Apostolou, 2015; 

Fugère et al., 2017b, 2023; Perilloux et al., 2011). Although 

physical attractiveness is rated as less important versus 

other characteristics by women and their parents, we pro-

pose that a potential partner’s attractiveness more strongly 

drives women’s and parents’ mate preferences and choices 

than consciously recognized. Furthermore, conflict among 

daughters and parents may be overestimated when consid-

ering ideal mate preferences rather than more constrained 

mate choices. Therefore, the purpose of the present study 

is to examine the relative importance of physical attractive-

ness and intelligence to the mate preferences and choices 

of women and their parents, when considering hypothetical 

mates for daughters.
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The Importance of Intelligence 
versus Physical Attractiveness

As evolutionary theory predicts, if daughters choose a 

mate with good genes, both daughters and their parents 

will benefit from the resulting genetic quality for their 

children or grandchildren (Apostolou, 2015; Dubbs et al., 

2013; Lefevre & Saxton, 2017). Although most research-

ers consider physical attractiveness to signal good genes, 

intelligence is both highly heritable and can also signal 

genetic quality (see Zhang et  al., 2024). Moreover, a 

partner’s intelligence can indicate the ability to acquire 

resources or the potential to invest in offspring (Chang 

et al., 2011). Therefore, both daughters and their parents 

should strongly value intelligence when considering a 

potential long-term partner for daughters. Additionally, 

if a daughter’s partner is able to provide resources, this 

reduces the investment burden for grandparents in their 

grandchildren (see Chang et al., 2011).

Research assessing the self-reported mate prefer-

ences of women (Buss et al., 2001; Lippa, 2007) as well 

as both women and their parents (Fugère et al., 2017a, 

2023; Locke et al., 2020; Perilloux et al., 2011) shows that 

both women and their parents agree that intelligence is a 

more desirable trait for a partner (for themselves or for 

their daughters) versus physical attractiveness. However, 

research suggesting that intelligence is more important 

than physical attractiveness often involves self-reported 

ideal mate preferences rather than experimental scenar-

ios (Buss et al., 2001; Fugère et al., 2017b; Lippa, 2007; 

Locke et al., 2020; Perilloux et al., 2011).

Daughters and Parents Disagree 
about the Importance of Physical Attractiveness

Consistent with evolutionary theory, women self-report 

that they value physical attractiveness when evaluating 

partners for themselves more strongly than their parents 

value attractiveness when evaluating partners for their 

offspring (see Apostolou, 2008, 2011, 2015; Buunk & 

Solano, 2010; Dubbs & Buunk, 2010; Dubbs et al., 2013; 

Fugère et al., 2023, 2017b; Guo et al., 2017; Perilloux 

et  al., 2011). Although both parents and grandparents 

benefit from offspring genetic quality, because offspring 

share more genes in common with their parents than with 

their grandparents, individuals should value characteris-

tics which signal partner genetic quality more than their 

parents should value the same characteristics in potential 

in-laws (see Apostolou, 2011, 2015;  2017; Perilloux et al., 

2011). In addition to daughters valuing physical attrac-

tiveness more, parents may oppose physically attractive 

sons-in-law because attractive men are perceived as more 

likely to be unfaithful to their partners or to leave their 

long-term relationships, potentially resulting in increased 

investment burdens for parents (Bovet et al., 2018; Ma-

Kellams et al., 2017; Waynforth, 2001).

Experimental research on parent-offspring conflict over 

mate preferences is rare, however,  these experiments sug-

gest that attractiveness is more important to daughters than 

to their parents. For example, Apostolou (2011) asked par-

ents and adult children to allocate points to different traits 

under three different budget conditions. When mate budgets 

were low, and priorities were forced to be revealed, daugh-

ters allocated more of their budgets to obtain a good-look-

ing partner while mothers allocated more points to obtain 

a son-in-law who was ambitious and industrious. Lefevre 

and Saxton (2017) found that while both women and their 

parents preferred more attractive partners for daughters, this 

preference was stronger for women than for their fathers. 

Similarly, Fugère et al. (2019) found that physical attractive-

ness was more strongly related to women’s mate preferences 

while personality favorability was more strongly related to 

fathers’ preferences for mates for their daughters. Because 

physical attractiveness inspires more disagreement among 

offspring and parents relative to other traits (Apostolou, 

2015; Fugère et al., 2017b; Perilloux et al., 2011), research 

in this area is critical to understanding parent-offspring con-

flict over mate choices.

Physical Attractiveness is More Important 
than Consciously Realized

Research suggests that a partner’s attractiveness is more 

important than we may consciously realize (Eastwick et al., 

2024; Kurzban & Weeden, 2005; Luo & Zhang, 2009; 

Prokosch et al., 2009; Todd et al., 2007). For example, 

Prokosch et al. (2009) showed women videos of men per-

forming tasks such as reading news headlines and answer-

ing questions from researchers. These men also completed 

a verbal intelligence measure. Although women accurately 

assessed men’s intelligence when evaluating the video clips, 

women’s attraction to the men was more strongly influenced 

by men’s physical attractiveness than their intelligence lev-

els. Similarly, in a study matching mate preferences to the 

perceived characteristics of one’s actual mate, Eastwick et al. 

(2024) found that both men and women underestimated the 

importance of attractiveness to their mate choices, and that 

this tendency to underestimate the importance of attractive-

ness was stronger for women than for men.

We may underestimate the importance of attractiveness to 

our mate choices in part because of unconscious neurologi-

cal processes which guide our reactions to stimuli. Research 

using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) by 

Kim et al. (2007) shows that physically attractive faces 
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automatically increase activity in the nucleus accumbens (an 

area of the brain associated with reward), even when the par-

ticipants are asked to judge facial characteristics unrelated 

to attractiveness. The authors maintain that this immediate 

neurological activation sends preference information to the 

orbitofrontal cortex which then guides our future choices. 

This instantaneous reaction to physical attractiveness may 

cause a primacy effect, such that attractiveness information, 

which is immediately encoded, influences the way we inter-

pret the subsequent information we encounter (Asch, 1946).

Research involving speed dating, a paradigm involving 

rapid mate choices, also suggests that attractiveness takes 

precedence over other characteristics (Kurzban & Weeden, 

2005; Luo & Zhang, 2009; Todd et al., 2007). For example, 

although speed-daters rated education as more important 

than physical attractiveness, Kurzban and Weeden (2005) 

found that those same speed-daters were more likely to 

request future dates with individuals who were physically 

attractive rather than educated. Some individuals may rec-

ognize the importance of physical attractiveness. Men are 

more likely than women to say that physical attractiveness 

is important to them in a partner (Buss, 1989; Buss et al., 

2001; Lippa, 2007), and Li and colleagues (2013) found that 

undergraduates from Singapore who rated physical attrac-

tiveness as more important for a long-term partner were also 

more likely to rate attractive individuals as more romanti-

cally desirable and were more likely to request dates with 

attractive partners.

Although we may continue to underestimate the impor-

tance of physical attractiveness, the stated importance of 

attractiveness to women is increasing over time. Buss et al. 

(2001) found that both physical attractiveness and intelli-

gence were ranked as more important to American women 

in the mid-1990s versus data collected in the late 1930s. 

Similarly, Chang et al. (2011) found that physical attractive-

ness was rated as more important to Chinese women in data 

collected in 2008 versus 1983. Interestingly, in Chang et al.’s 

study, intelligence was rated as less important to women 

in the more recent data. The rising importance of physical 

attractiveness is consistent with Waynforth’s (2001) spec-

ulation that as women have increased access to their own 

resources, a partner’s physical attractiveness may become 

more prominent.

Furthermore, although attractiveness may be rated as less 

important to parents than to offspring, attractiveness is not 

unimportant to parents. When women and their parents rate 

physical attractiveness as less important than intelligence, 

they may be conveying that it is less important that a part-

ner be exceptionally attractive rather than attractive at all. 

Unattractiveness may be associated with susceptibility to 

pathogens (Gangestad & Buss, 1993; Perilloux et al., 2010) 

and above average attractiveness may not convey fertility 

benefits beyond moderate attractiveness (Li et al., 2002). 

Across cultures, individuals of either moderate or above-

average attractiveness are perceived to possess other posi-

tive traits such as better personalities and life experiences as 

well as improved health and fertility, relative to unattractive 

individuals (Dion et al., 1972; Shaffer et al., 2000; Soler 

et al., 2003; Weeden & Sabini, 2005; Zebrowitz et al., 2012). 

Therefore, avoiding unattractive partners may be a necessity, 

while finding an exceptionally attractive partner may be a 

luxury (Li et al., 2002).

A moderate level of physical attractiveness may be essen-

tial to both women and their parents when considering a 

mate for themselves or for their daughters. For example, 

Jonason et al. (2019) found that intelligence was important 

to men’s and women’s mate choices only when physical 

attractiveness was “sufficient” (p. 55). If targets weren’t 

at least moderately attractive, their intelligence levels did 

not impact participants’ mate preferences. Similarly, Li 

et al. (2002), and Griffin and Langlois (2006) found that 

moderately attractive and very attractive targets were rated 

similarly while less attractive targets were rated less favora-

bly. Further, two studies by Fugère and colleagues (Fugère 

et al., 2017a, 2019) showed that both women and their par-

ents chose moderately attractive or attractive men as the best 

long-term partners for daughters, but avoided less attractive 

men, even when those men possessed the most favorable 

personality characteristics. It is difficult to isolate the con-

tributions of attractiveness and intelligence to mate choice. 

Individuals may assume that attractive targets are more intel-

ligent (Dion et al., 1972) and attractive men may actually 

be more intelligent than their less attractive counterparts 

(Perrilloux et al., 2010).

Measuring Ideal Preferences May Exaggerate 
Conflict among Daughters and Parents

Whether attractiveness or intelligence more strongly impacts 

mate preferences may depend on whether participants con-

sider an ideal partner or an available partner. When pre-

sented with a list of traits and asked to rate their importance, 

individuals may picture an ideal partner with many positive 

characteristics. However, when presented with a few con-

strained mate choices, we may need to make compromises 

to obtain the best mate from the available choices. Conroy-

Beam and Buss (2016) suggest that our mate preferences 

guide our choices; however, available partners who possess 

all our preferred characteristics may not exist, therefore, we 

often make trade-offs where “fulfilling one preference often 

requires relaxing another” (p. 63).

Experimental research involving mate choices from a 

few constrained options shows the importance of physical 

attractiveness to both offspring and their parents (Bovet 

et al., 2018; Fugère et al., 2017a, 2019, 2023; Lefevre & 

Saxton, 2017). For example, Fugère and colleagues (Fugère 
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et al., 2017a, 2019) found that both women and their par-

ents chose moderately attractive or attractive men as the 

best long-term partners for daughters, while avoiding less 

attractive men, even when the unattractive men supposedly 

possessed characteristics which were rated more favorably 

than attractiveness. Similarly, Fugère et al. (2023) found 

that although both daughters and parents rated the traits of 

ambition and intelligence as more important than physical 

attractiveness, both women and their parents chose the more 

attractive man as the best mate for daughters rather than 

the less attractive man who was described as ambitious and 

intelligent. Bovet et al. (2018) contend that conflict between 

parents and offspring may be overestimated when relying on 

trait ratings rather than “a single choice between different 

candidates with a clear trade-off” (p. 12).

When making constrained mate choices, daughters 

and their parents may have different trade-off preferences. 

According to the trade-offs hypothesis, when forced to 

choose, daughters may prefer partners who are attractive 

(signaling good genetic quality for offspring) rather than 

partners who have access to resources, thus potentially 

requiring more resource investment from grandparents for 

their grandchildren (Apostolou, 2011, 2017). The finding 

that women in choice marriages have more children than 

women in arranged marriages (Hasnain & Snopkowski, 

2024) may reflect women’s stronger preference for attrac-

tive men relative to their parents. Daughters may be more 

willing to trade intelligence for attractiveness in part because 

of increased access to their own resources (Waynforth, 

2001). Many studies exploring mate preference trade-offs 

use a budget methodology as an alternative to gathering 

self-reported mate preferences (Apostolou, 2011; Li et al., 

2011; Thomas et al., 2020; Waynforth, 2001). However, 

because this procedure requires participants to allocate their 

budgets to different traits, it is possible to assign the same 

priority to multiple traits. In the current project, we aimed 

to assess the relative importance of physical attractiveness 

and intelligence using both hypothetical mate preference 

measures, when it is possible to value traits equivalently, 

and constrained mate choices, when participants are forced 

to make trade-offs.

Although our ideal preferences guide our mate choices 

(Conroy-Beam & Buss, 2016), once we make mate choices, 

those choices can cause us to revise our priorities. For exam-

ple, if we find a partner who is kind but not funny, mov-

ing forward we may emphasize the importance of kindness 

and de-emphasize the importance of a partner’s sense of 

humor (Fletcher et al., 2000). These shifting priorities may 

indicate cognitive dissonance between our mate preferences 

and mate choices which may cause us to revise our pref-

erences (Brehm, 1956), and, as a result, we may devalue 

those non-chosen characteristics or partners (Johnson & 

Rusbult, 1989). Devaluing the non-chosen alternative may 

be especially likely when making difficult decisions which 

involve trade-offs of valuable characteristics. For this reason, 

if women and their parents choose a more attractive man as 

the best partner for daughters, they may subsequently indi-

cate that attractiveness is more important than intelligence or 

devalue the intelligence information. The reverse may occur 

after choosing a more intelligent partner.

The Current Experiment

In the current project, we collect both women’s and parents’ 

self-reported preferences for a long-term mate for daugh-

ters, as well as daughters’ and parents’ hypothetical mate 

choices in response to an experimental manipulation vary-

ing men’s physical attractiveness and ascribed intelligence 

level. Although recent research has explored the relative 

importance of physical attractiveness and personality char-

acteristics among women and their parents (Fugère et al., 

2017a, 2019), in prior research men’s attractiveness levels 

varied from attractive to unattractive while their personality 

characteristics were always favorable. One reason, then, that 

prior research may have found the increased importance of 

physical attractiveness versus personality characteristics is 

that the attractiveness manipulations were simply stronger 

than the personality manipulations. In the present study we 

aimed to explore the relative importance of men’s physical 

attractiveness and intelligence to the mate preferences of 

daughters and their parents using experimental manipula-

tions of similar strength. We also aimed to assess agreement 

and disagreement among women and their parents when 

evaluating potential partners for daughters across both ideal 

mate preferences and constrained mate choices.

Hypothesis 1: Self-Reported Mate Preferences

Consistent with prior research (Apostolou, 2011, 2015; 

Fugère et al., 2017b; Perilloux et al., 2011), we hypothesize 

that when women and their parents self-report their mate 

preferences, intelligence will be rated as more important 

than physical attractiveness by both women and their parents 

(H1a). Furthermore, as in prior research (Apostolou, 2008, 

2011, 2015; Buunk & Solano, 2010; Dubbs & Buunk, 2010; 

Dubbs et al., 2013; Fugère et al., 2017b, 2023; Guo et al., 

2017; Perilloux et al., 2011), we also expect that physical 

attractiveness will be rated as more important to women than 

to their parents (H1b).

Hypothesis 2: Effect of Attractiveness on Dating Desirability 

and Intelligence Ratings

Although women report that physical attractiveness is more 

important to them in a mate for themselves than their parents 

do in a mate for their daughters, if obtaining a partner with 
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an acceptable level of attractiveness/avoiding unattractive-

ness is a necessity (Fugère et al., 2017a; Li et al., 2002), 

finding a mate for daughters who meets this minimum level 

of physical attractiveness should be essential to both women 

and their parents. Therefore, we predict that both women 

and their parents will rate the attractive man as the more 

desirable dating partner for daughters versus the less attrac-

tive man (H2a). Consistent with the halo effect (Dion et al., 

1972), men who are attractive are also perceived as more 

intelligent, and attractive men may be more intelligent than 

their less attractive counterparts (Perrilloux et al., 2010). 

Therefore, we also predict that both women and their par-

ents will rate the attractive man’s intelligence levels more 

favorably than the less attractive man’s intelligence levels, 

regardless of the intelligence information provided (H2b).

Hypotheses 3–4: Relative Importance of Attractiveness 

versus Intelligence

Although prior research shows that both women and their 

parents state that they value traits such as intelligence more 

than physical attractiveness (Apostolou, 2011, 2015; Fugère 

et al., 2017b; Perilloux et al., 2011), when respondents rate 

hypothetical mate characteristics, they may assume that men 

with favorable characteristics, such as intelligence, will also 

possess an acceptable level of physical attractiveness. If an 

acceptable level of physical attractiveness is a necessity in 

a potential mate (Fugère et al., 2017a; Jonason et al., 2019; 

Li et al., 2002), we should find that women and their par-

ents value other traits more than physical attractiveness only 

when the target man meets a minimally acceptable level of 

physical attractiveness. Therefore, we predict that the more 

intelligent man should be rated as a more desirable long-

term partner than the other target man only when he is pre-

sented as more attractive, but not less attractive. Accord-

ingly, we expect that the less intelligent but more attractive 

man should be rated as a more desirable partner for daugh-

ters than the more intelligent but less attractive man (H3). 

Further, if an acceptable level of physical attractiveness is a 

necessity in a potential mate (Fugère et al., 2017a; Li et al., 

2002), both women’s and their parents’ ratings of men’s 

physical attractiveness should be more strongly related to 

men’s dating desirability ratings versus ratings of men’s 

intelligence favorability. Therefore, we predict that both 

women’s and parents’ ratings of men’s physical attractive-

ness will explain more unique variance in dating desirability 

ratings than their intelligence favorability ratings (H4).

Hypotheses 5: Mate Choice

Consistent with prior research suggesting that physical 

attractiveness is important to the mate choices of both 

women and their parents (Fugère et al., 2017a, 2019, 2023; 

Lefevre & Saxton, 2017), perhaps even more important than 

consciously realized, we hypothesize that both daughters 

and their parents will choose the more attractive man as the 

best mate for daughters, rather than the man described as 

intelligent (H5). Therefore, we predict that both daughters 

and parents will choose the more attractive man as the best 

mate for daughters versus the less attractive man, even when 

the less attractive man has the more favorable intelligence 

rating.

Hypothesis 6: Agreement versus Conflict in Mate Choice

We predict that women and their parents will generally agree 

about the choice of the best mate for daughters, in that both 

groups will be more likely to choose the more attractive man 

as the best mate for daughters versus the less attractive man. 

However, when women and their parents disagree, we expect 

daughters to choose the more attractive man and parents 

to choose the more intelligent man (H6). This should be 

especially evident in the trade-off conditions where higher 

intelligence and higher attractiveness are not paired.

Hypothesis 7: Reasons for Mate Choice

Consistent with self-reported preferences, we hypothesize 

that when intelligence and attractiveness are paired (i.e. 

when attractiveness and intelligence conditions are congru-

ent, e.g. high attractiveness, high intelligence), both women 

and their parents will report that they chose the more attrac-

tive man based on his intelligence rather than based on his 

attractiveness (H7a). However, in the trade-off conditions, 

where higher intelligence and higher attractiveness are not 

paired, we predict that women will be more likely to say 

that they based their mate choice on attractiveness while 

parents will be more likely to say that they based their choice 

on intelligence (H7b). After making mate choices, we may 

revise our mate preferences to more closely match those 

choices (Fletcher et al., 2000; Johnson & Rusbult, 1989). 

Therefore, we expect that after women and their parents 

choose the more attractive man (versus the more intelligent 

man), they will devalue the intelligence information or the 

characteristic of intelligence, with the reverse expected after 

choosing the more intelligent man (H7c).

Method

Participants

Women (N = 201, aged 18–33, M = 19.97, SD = 2.13) and 

187 parents (aged 33–65, M = 49.78, SD = 6.43) participated 

in this online experiment. Daughters were recruited via a 

social media announcement on a local forum and from a 
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small liberal arts university in the Northeastern U.S. Four-

teen daughters did not recruit a parent, but these daughters 

were retained for all analyses not requiring both daughters 

and parents. In our recruitment materials, we encouraged 

daughters to ask their mothers to participate if possible (Wu 

et al., 2024 emphasize the influence of parents of the same 

gender as offspring on mate preferences). Of those who 

recruited a parent, most daughters recruited mothers (180 

mothers, 7 fathers). Although few fathers were included in 

our data, previous research shows that mothers and fathers 

have similar mate preferences for their daughters (see Fugère 

et al., 2017a, 2019; Wu et al., 2024) so we retained both 

daughter-mother and daughter-father pairs for all analyses. 

Because we used photographs to vary the physical attractive-

ness of the targets, and because the trait of “intelligence” 

may be differentially desirable when applied to women ver-

sus men (Lippa, 2007) we limited data collection to women 

and their parents for the present study.

The participants were primarily White (daughters 

N = 135, 67.2%, parents N = 136, 72.7%), 28 daughters 

(13.9%) and 21 parents (11.2%) identified as Latinx, 25 

daughters (12.4%) and 21 parents (10.4%) identified as 

Black or African American, four daughters (2%), and three 

parents (1.6%) identified as Asian or Pacific Islander and 

eight daughters (3.98%) and one parent (0.5%) identified as 

biracial. One daughter and parent (0.5%) identified as Arab 

and one parent (0.5%) declined to report an ethnic back-

ground. Three parents (2.67%) chose the “other” category 

as their ethnic background without providing further details. 

Restricting the analyses to White daughters improved the 

ratings of men’s physical attractiveness, however, to retain 

the ethnic diversity of our sample, we conducted our analy-

ses on the full sample.

Most daughters reported being single (N = 120, 59.7%) 

or being in a casual relationship (N = 73, 36.3%). Seven 

daughters (3.5%) reported being married, and one daughter 

reported being divorced (0.5%). Most daughters reported 

being heterosexual (N = 125, 62.2%), followed by bisexual 

(N = 51, 25.4%), and pansexual (N = 3, 1.5%). Five daugh-

ters reported being asexual (2.5%), one daughter did not 

answer this item (0.5%), and two daughters reported being 

undecided (1%). Thirteen daughters identified as lesbian 

or queer (6.5%). One daughter identified as demisexual 

(0.5%). Restricting the analyses to heterosexual, bisexual, 

and pansexual daughters did not significantly impact rat-

ings of the target men’s attractiveness or dating desirability, 

therefore, to retain the diversity of our sample with respect 

to sexuality, we used the full sample for hypothesis testing. 

Women’s sexuality may be more flexible than men’s (Dia-

mond et al., 2020) and research by Williamson et al. (2021) 

shows that ethnic and sexual minorities are often excluded 

from intimate relationships research, therefore, we believed 

it was important to retain the diverse participants we were 

able to recruit for this study.

Procedure and Design

This experiment was approved by the Committee on Using 

Human Subjects in Research and was advertised via the uni-

versity’s website as a study involving similarities and differ-

ences in mate preferences among women and their parents. 

Volunteers contacted a research assistant who randomly 

assigned women and their parent to the same experimental 

condition in a 2 (men’s physical attractiveness: more vs. less 

attractive) X 2 (men’s intelligence: higher vs. lower peer 

intelligence rating) independent groups design.

Participants received an email containing links to the 

daughters’ and parents’ surveys for their assigned condition 

and a participation code matching daughter-parent dyads. 

Women and their parents completed an online informed 

consent form and then provided their gender, age, ethnic 

background, sexual orientation, and relationship status. 

Then participants were shown a series of 10 traits rated as 

important to mate selection for both parents and offspring 

in prior research (Apostolou, 2011; Buunk & Solano, 2010; 

Dubbs & Buunk, 2010; Fugère et al., 2017b; Lippa, 2007; 

Perrilloux et al., 2011) such as “intelligent,” “physical attrac-

tiveness,” “honest,” and “sense of humor.” The participants 

rated the importance of these traits when considering a long-

term romantic partner for themselves or for their daughters 

on a 1 (not at all important) to 7 (extremely important) scale.

Participants then saw a color photograph of a target man 

along with peer intelligence rating information. The photo-

graphs were obtained from free-use internet sources such as 

Unsplash. We pretested the photographs among college-aged 

women and chose the photograph with the highest attractive-

ness rating (5.33/7) as well as the photograph with the lowest 

attractiveness rating (2.63/7) for inclusion in the experiment. 

The two photographs were of White men with brown hair 

and facial hair displaying neutral facial expressions. In our 

pretests, both men were perceived as White in ethnic back-

ground and between the ages of 23–27. Both photographs 

depicted the shoulders and front profile of the men. The men 

were wearing white t-shirts and were set in front of a dark 

gray background (which was adjusted using Photoshop).

In the higher peer intelligence rating condition, the 

women and parents then read “we asked this man’s peers to 

rate his intelligence. This man was rated by his peers as a 

5.33/7 on intelligence” while in the lower rating condition, 

the women and parents read “this man was rated by his peers 

as a 2.63/7 on intelligence.” To balance the strength of the 

intelligence and attractiveness manipulations, the pretest rat-

ings of the attractiveness of the photographs were used to 

construct the intelligence manipulation.
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After seeing the first photograph and intelligence infor-

mation, women and their parents were asked to rate the tar-

get man using three questions derived from prior research 

(Campbell, 1999). The pairs were asked “how attractive do 

you find this person when considering him as a long-term 

romantic partner for yourself,” or “for your daughter,” “how 

favorably would you rate the intelligence information pro-

vided by his peers,” and “how desirable would you find this 

person as a long-term romantic partner for yourself” or “for 

your daughter?” Ratings ranged from 1 (not at all attrac-

tive, favorable, desirable) to 7 (very attractive, favorable, 

desirable).

Then participants were shown the photograph of the orig-

inal man again along with his intelligence information (e.g. 

more attractive man with higher peer intelligence rating), 

followed by the photograph of the other target man and the 

opposing intelligence information (e.g. less attractive man 

with the lower peer intelligence rating). Daughters were then 

asked to select the man they thought would make the best 

long-term mate for themselves and parents were asked to 

select the man they thought would make the best long-term 

mate for their daughters from these two choices. The par-

ticipants responded by selecting the number of the preferred 

man (the more attractive man was presented as #53 and the 

less attractive man was presented as #26) and were asked to 

briefly explain the reason for their mate choice in an open-

ended response.

Debriefing information was presented online immediately 

after completion of the study. The researchers also emailed 

debriefing forms to the students who chose to be compen-

sated with research credits. Women and parents who chose 

to receive payment for their participation received a $10 

credit to their university account or a $10 gift card which 

was delivered to community participants in person or via 

the U.S. mail.

Results

Manipulation Checks

Attractiveness In our pretests among women, the attrac-

tive man was rated toward the higher end of the 1–7 scale 

(M = 5.33, SD = 1.49) and the less attractive man was rated 

toward the lower end of the scale (M = 2.63, SD = 1.35). 

The difference between these attractiveness conditions was 

significant and the effect size was large (F (1, 49) = 90.98, 

p < .001, ηp2 = 0.65). To confirm the attractiveness manipu-

lation in the current study among daughters and parents, we 

analyzed responses to the item “how attractive do you find 

this person as a long-term romantic partner for yourself?” 

or “for your daughter?” using a 2 (attractiveness level) by 

2 (generation: daughters vs. parents) repeated measures 

ANOVA. The results showed that there was a significant 

main effect for attractiveness level; women and their par-

ents rated the attractive man as more attractive (M = 4.16, 

SD = 1.62), than the less attractive man (M = 2.64, SD = 1.31, 

F (1, 186) = 87.55, p < .001, ηp2 = 0.32). There was a signifi-

cant main effect for generation; across attractiveness levels, 

daughters rated the target men as less attractive (M = 3.26, 

SD = 1.74) than their parents did (M = 3.62, SD = 1.65; F (1, 

186) = 7.29, p = .008, ηp2 = 0.04). This main effect was quali-

fied by a significant interaction (F (1, 186) = 14.55, p < .001, 

ηp2 = 0.07), daughters rated the attractive man (M = 4.24, 

SD = 1.62) as slightly more attractive than their parents did 

(M = 4.08, SD = 1.63) while parents rated the less attractive 

man (M = 3.11, SD = 1.53) more favorably than their daugh-

ters did (M = 2.17, SD = 1.10).

Intelligence The intelligence ratings assigned to the target 

men were constructed to correspond to the average attrac-

tiveness ratings from the pretest. The intelligent man was 

presented as “rated by his peers as a 5.33/7” while the less 

intelligent man was presented as “rated by his peers as a 

2.63/7” with respect to intelligence. In our manipulation 

check item, 92% of women and parents correctly verified 

these intelligence levels. To confirm the intelligence manip-

ulation in the current study among daughters and parents, we 

analyzed responses to the item “how favorably would you 

rate the intelligence information provided by his peers?” for 

daughters and parents. We performed a 2 (intelligence level) 

by 2 (generation: daughters vs. parents) repeated measures 

ANOVA. Confirming the effectiveness of the intelligence 

manipulation, there was a significant main effect for intel-

ligence condition (F (1, 186) = 111.44, p < .001, ηp2 = 0.38). 

Importantly, the effect size for this manipulation was only 

very slightly stronger than that of the attractiveness manip-

ulation (ηp2 = 0.32), suggesting manipulations of almost 

equivalent size, with the intelligence manipulation being 

slightly stronger than the attractiveness manipulation. 

Women and their parents rated the intelligent man more 

positively (M = 4.04, SD = 1.45) than the less intelligent man 

(M = 2.48, SD = 1.30). There was no significant main effect 

for generation (F (1, 186) = 1.62, p = .205) and the interac-

tion between intelligence level and generation was also not 

significant (F (1, 186) = 0.026, p = .873).

Quantitative Results

Hypothesis 1: Self-Reported Mate Preferences To assess 

Hypothesis 1a, that women and their parents would both 

rate intelligence as more important than physical attractive-

ness, we performed a 2 (generation: daughters vs. parents) 

by 2 (trait importance ratings: intelligence vs. physical 

attractiveness) repeated measures ANOVA. In support of 
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Hypothesis 1a, we found a strong main effect for trait impor-

tance, women and their parents rated intelligence (M = 5.27, 

SD = 1.53) as more important than attractiveness (M = 4.49, 

SD = 1.63, F (1, 185) = 92.04, p < .001, ηp2 = 0.33). There 

was also a significant main effect for generation, on aver-

age, daughters rated both traits (M = 5.03, SD = 1.45) as 

more important than their parents did (M = 4.73, SD = 1.71). 

There was also a significant interaction of generation and 

trait importance (F (1, 185) = 12.33, p < .001, ηp2 = 0.06). In 

support of Hypothesis 1b, physical attractiveness was more 

important to daughters (M = 4.75, SD = 1.51) than parents 

(M = 4.23, SD = 1.75) while intelligence was nearly equally 

important to daughters (M = 5.31, SD = 1.39) and parents 

(M = 5.22, SD = 1.67).

Hypothesis 2: Effect of Attractiveness on Dating Desirabil-

ity and Intelligence Ratings To assess Hypothesis 2a, that 

women and their parents would rate the attractive man as a 

more desirable dating partner for daughters, we examined 

responses to the item “how desirable would you find this 

person as a long-term romantic partner for yourself/for your 

daughter” using a 2 (attractiveness level) by 2 (generation: 

daughters vs. parents) mixed ANOVA. Hypothesis 2a was 

supported, both daughters and parents rated the attractive 

man as a more desirable long-term partner for daughters 

(M = 3.43, SD = 1.62) than the less attractive man (M = 2.35, 

SD = 1.21, F (1, 186) = 46.84, p < .001, ηp2 = 0.20). There 

was also a main effect for generation, parents rated both 

men as more desirable long-term partners for daughters 

(M = 3.13, SD = 1.58) than daughters rated the men as part-

ners for themselves (M = 2.71, SD = 1.55, F (1, 186) = 10.27, 

p = .002, ηp2 = 0.05). There was also a significant interac-

tion of generation and attractiveness, while daughters 

(M = 3.45, SD = 1.63) and parents (M = 3.41, SD = 1.61) 

rated the attractive man very similarly, daughters (M = 1.88, 

SD = 0.92) rated the less attractive man less favorably than 

their parents (M = 2.82, SD = 1.50, F (1, 186) = 12.19, 

p < .001, ηp2 = 0.06).

We also examined whether the intelligence levels of the 

attractive man would be rated more favorably than those 

attributed to the less attractive man. For this analysis we 

examined the responses to the item “how favorably would 

you rate the intelligence information provided by his peers?” 

for daughters and parents. We performed a 2 (intelligence 

level) by 2 (attractiveness level) by 2 (generation: daugh-

ters vs. parents) mixed ANOVA. Supporting Hypothesis 2b, 

this analysis revealed a significant effect for attractiveness 

level. Across conditions, the more attractive man’s intelli-

gence levels were rated more favorably (M = 3.30, SD = 1.51) 

than the less attractive man’s intelligence levels (M = 3.11, 

SD = 1.64, F (1, 183) = 6.49, p = .012, ηp2 = 0.03) regardless 

of the intelligence information which was provided.

Hypotheses 3–4: Relative Importance of Attractiveness ver-

sus Intelligence To test Hypothesis 3, that the less intel-

ligent but more attractive man should be rated as a more 

desirable partner for daughters than the more intelligent but 

less attractive man, we performed a 2 (attractiveness level, 

between subjects) by 2 (intelligence level, between subjects) 

by 2 (generation: daughters vs. parents, within-subjects) 

mixed ANOVA using dating desirability for self/daughter 

as the dependent measure. This analysis yielded a nonsignifi-

cant interaction of attractiveness level, intelligence level, and 

generation (F (1, 183) = 0.04, p = .843, ηp2 < 0.01). However, 

the results for daughters were consistent with our Hypoth-

esis 3, the more attractive but less intelligent man was rated 

more positively by daughters (M = 3.09, SD = 1.41) than the 

less attractive but more intelligent man (M = 2.07, SD = 0.93, 

F (1, 109) = 21.72, p < .001, ηp2 = 0.17). The reverse pat-

tern was true for parents, although not significant, the less 

attractive but more intelligent man was rated more positively 

(M = 3.20, SD = 1.57) than the more attractive but less intel-

ligent man (M = 2.91, SD = 1.48, F (1, 101) = 0.88, p = .350, 

ηp2 < 0.01). As noted above, the more attractive man was 

rated similarly by both daughters and parents, regardless 

of his ascribed intelligence level. The largest differences 

Fig. 1  Dating desirability 
ratings by condition for both 
daughters and parents
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in desirability ratings emerged when daughters and parents 

considered the less attractive man, regardless of his intel-

ligence level, see Fig. 1.

To test Hypothesis 4, that both women’s and parents’ 

perceptions of physical attractiveness (versus intelligence 

favorability) would explain more unique variance in dat-

ing desirability ratings, we performed regression analyses 

using dating desirability as the dependent variable and 

attractiveness and intelligence favorability ratings as pre-

dictors. Hypothesis 4 was supported. For women, although 

both physical attractiveness (B = 0.693, β = 0.772, t = 21.22, 

p < .001, sr2 = 0.714) and intelligence favorability rating 

were significant predictors of dating desirability (B = 0.226, 

β = 0.223, t = 6.13, p < .001, sr2 = 0.206) the squared semi-

partial correlation (sr2) for attractiveness ratings explained 

3.46 times more variance than the intelligence favorability 

ratings. For parents, both physical attractiveness (B = 0.539, 

β = 0.563, t = 12.59, p < .001, sr2 = 0.451) and personality 

favorability were significant predictors of dating desirability 

(B = 0.399, β = 0.412, t = 9.23, p < .001, sr2 = 0.331) and, the 

squared semi-partial correlation for attractiveness explained 

1.36 times more variance than the intelligence favorability 

ratings.

Hypotheses 5: Mate Choice We predicted that both daugh-

ters and their parents would choose the more attractive man 

as the best mate for daughters, rather than the more intel-

ligent man. Consistent with Hypothesis 5, women chose the 

attractive man as the best mate for themselves 146 times 

(72.64%) and the less attractive man 55 times (27.36%). 

Parents chose the attractive man 109 times (59.56%) and 

the less attractive man 74 times (40.44%, 14 women did not 

recruit a parent, and 4 parents did not respond to this item, 

see Table 1). Although both daughters and their parents 

chose the attractive man as the best mate more often, choice 

was contingent upon generation (χ2 (1) = 36.28, p < .001). 

While both women and their parents preferred the more 

attractive man, this preference was stronger for women than 

for parents.

Hypothesis 6: Agreement versus Conflict in Mate Prefer-

ences Because we expected both women and parents to 

choose the more attractive man as the best mate for daugh-

ters, we also predicted that women and their parents would 

make similar mate choices, with both groups being more 

likely to choose the more attractive man as the best mate 

for daughters. To test Hypothesis 6, we analyzed women’s 

and parents’ responses to the item asking women to choose 

the best mate for themselves and parents to choose the best 

mate for their daughters. In support of this hypothesis, 

daughters and their parents agreed about the best mate 135 

times (73.8%) and disagreed about the best mate 48 times 

(26.2%), suggesting that agreement is much more likely 

than disagreement among this sample of daughters and par-

ents (see Table 2). As stated above, both groups were more 

likely to choose the more attractive man as the best mate 

for daughters. However, as predicted, when daughters and 

parents disagreed, women chose the more attractive man 

(n = 36, 75%) as the best mate more often than their parents 

did (n = 12, 25%) and parents chose the more intelligent man 

(n = 32, 66.67%) more often than their daughters did (n = 16, 

33.33%). Unsurprisingly, daughters and parents were more 

likely to agree when higher attractiveness and higher intel-

ligence (and lower attractiveness and lower intelligence) 

corresponded (n = 77, 57.0%) than in the trade-off condi-

tions when higher attractiveness and lower intelligence (and 

lower attractiveness and higher intelligence) corresponded 

(n = 58, 43%, χ2 (1) = 28.34, p < .001). When intelligence 

and attractiveness did not correspond, women were more 

Table 1  Frequency and 
percentages of daughters’ and 
parents’ choices for the best 
mate for daughters by condition

Attractive man Less attractive man

More intelligent Less intelligent More intelligent Less intelligent

Daughters (N = 201) 89 (44.3%) 57 (28.4%) 54 (26.9%) 1 (0.5%)

Parents (N = 183) 78 (42.6%) 31 (16.9%) 69 (37.7%) 5 (2.7%)

Table 2  Frequency and 
percentages of agreement and 
disagreement among daughters 
and parents about the best mate 
for daughters by condition

Attractive man Less attractive man

More intelligent Less intelligent More intelligent Less intelligent

Daughters and parents disagree (N = 48)

  Daughters 5 (10.4%) 31 (64.6%) 11 (22.9%) 1 (2.1%)

  Parents 1 (2.1%) 11 (22.9%) 31 (64.6%) 5 (10.4%)

Daughters and parents agree (N= 135)

  Daughters and parents 77 (57.0%) 22 (16.3%) 36 (26.7%) 0 (0.0%)
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likely to choose the more attractive but less intelligent man 

(n = 57, 28.4%) while parents were more likely to choose 

the more intelligent but less attractive man (n = 69, 37.7%%, 

see Table 1) suggesting different trade-off preferences for 

women and their parents.

Qualitative Results

Hypothesis 7: Reasons for Mate Choice Consistent with 

self-reported preferences, we hypothesized that when 

higher intelligence and higher attractiveness were paired, 

both women and their parents would say that they chose the 

more attractive man based on his intelligence rather than 

based on his attractiveness (H7a). To assess this hypothesis, 

we analyzed the open-ended responses from both daugh-

ters and mothers to the prompt: “Please briefly explain why 

you chose #53 or #26 as the best long-term mate for you/

for your daughter.” Two coders who were blind to the con-

ditions coded responses into categories of attractiveness, 

intelligence, kindness, and other (IRR = 85% for daughters’ 

responses and 82% for parents’ responses).

Nearly all women chose the attractive man when he was also 

presented as intelligent (99%, n = 91/92 daughters). Support-

ing hypothesis 7a, of the 75 women who responded to this 

item, women most frequently referenced the man’s intel-

ligence as the reason for choosing him as the best mate (as 

mentioned in 62 responses), followed by attractiveness (46 

responses). Many daughters’ responses also demonstrated 

the halo effect, with 17 responses denoting that the attractive 

man might possess positive traits other than attractiveness 

and intelligence. For example, in five responses, daughters 

assumed that the attractive man was also kind. Mothers who 

viewed the intelligent and attractive man chose him as the 

best mate for their daughters 94% of the time (n = 80/85 

mothers), most often referencing his intelligence as the 

reason for their selection (mentioned in 51 responses), fol-

lowed by other reasons (26 responses), attractiveness (12 

responses) and assumed kindness (9 responses). Mothers’ 

responses (n = 20) also demonstrated the halo effect; mothers 

assumed that the attractive man had positive traits other than 

attractiveness and intelligence.

Examples of responses in the “attractiveness” category 

were, “I chose 53 solely based off looks and attractiveness” 

from a daughter, and “I picked the better looking one” from 

a mother. Example responses from a daughter and mother, 

respectively, in the “intelligence” category are, “I chose #53 

because his intelligence rate was higher” and “Intelligence is 

higher.” In many responses, women mentioned both attrac-

tiveness and intelligence as reasons for their choices. In these 

cases, the responses were categorized in both the attractive-

ness and intelligence categories, for example, “#53 is better 

looking and smarter.” The next most frequent category was 

“other” which included idiosyncratic responses that did not 

fit into one of the pre-existing categories or reach the criteria 

for a separate category. Examples of responses in the other 

category included “he seems confident in himself and looks 

like he would be a fun person to be around” from a daughter, 

and “he looks like he is not a criminal” from a parent. The 

last  category was “kindness,” which included the examples, 

“man #53 is smiling more in his photo and seems kinder;” 

from a daughter and, “looks kinder” from a mother.

To assess Hypothesis 7b, that in the trade-off conditions, 

women would be more likely to report choosing a mate 

based on attractiveness and parents would report choosing 

a mate for their daughters based on intelligence, we analyzed 

the open-ended responses from both parents and mothers 

in the conditions where higher attractiveness and higher 

intelligence did not correspond. The most frequently given 

responses were grouped into the categories of attractive-

ness, intelligence, justification with other unspecified traits, 

and kindness. We found support for hypothesis 7b. In the 

trade-off conditions, women were more likely to report 

choosing a mate based on attractiveness and parents were 

more likely to report choosing a mate for their daughters 

based on intelligence. When higher attractiveness and higher 

intelligence did not correspond, 51% of women (n = 57/111 

daughters) chose the more attractive man as the best mate 

for themselves with attractiveness as the most common 

response (mentioned in 34 responses). Women’s responses 

in the trade-off conditions also demonstrated the halo effect, 

where 11 women assumed that the attractive man possessed 

other positive traits that compensated for his lack of intel-

ligence. In these responses, women most often assumed that 

the attractive man was kind (mentioned in five responses) 

or that he had other positive personality characteristics (six 

responses). The 49% of daughters who chose the less attrac-

tive man with higher intelligence (n = 54/111 daughters) 

most frequently said they had chosen him for his intelli-

gence (34 responses) with few women providing additional 

assumed qualities for the man as reason for their decision 

(only one daughter assumed that the more intelligent man 

had additional positive qualities).

Further supporting this hypothesis, when higher attrac-

tiveness and higher intelligence were not paired, mothers 

(n = 103 mothers) chose the less attractive man higher in 

intelligence as the best mate for daughters 68% of the time 

(n = 67/98, five mothers did not respond to this item) often 

citing his intelligence as the most important reason for their 

decision (as mentioned in 44 responses; four of these moth-

ers clarified that they thought the intelligence would ensure 

the man was successful and could provide for daughters), 

in addition to mentioning other reasons (9 responses), and 

attractiveness (6 responses). The 32% of parents who chose 

the more attractive but less intelligent man reported mak-

ing their decisions based on other assumed positive traits 
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indicating the halo effect (as mentioned in 11 responses, 

four of which specifically mentioned they thought he was 

kind), and the attractiveness of the man (mentioned in 11 

responses).

To assess Hypothesis 7c, that after women and their par-

ents chose the more attractive man (versus the more intel-

ligent man), they would devalue the intelligence informa-

tion or the characteristic of intelligence, with the reverse 

expected after choosing the more intelligent man, we exam-

ined responses for evidence of devaluing either the intel-

ligence information/the characteristic of intelligence or the 

attractiveness information/the characteristic of attractive-

ness. An example of a response devaluing intelligence after 

choosing the more attractive man includes “Although intel-

ligence is definitely extremely important, there are many 

things that each partner can bring to the table in a long-term 

relationship.” An example of a response coded as devaluing 

attractiveness when participants chose the more intelligent 

man included, “I do think man #53 was more attractive but 

intelligence is more important to me than looks.” We found 

partial support for hypothesis 7c. When higher intelligence 

and higher attractiveness were not paired and women chose 

more attractive man (n = 57), 16% of women (mentioned 

in 9 responses) devalued the importance of intelligence 

after making their choice. When women chose the more 

intelligent, less attractive man (n = 54), 15% of women (9 

responses) devalued the importance of attractiveness in their 

choice. When parents chose the more attractive, less intel-

ligent man, (n = 31), only two responses (6%) devalued the 

importance of intelligence in their choice. For example, one 

parent stated “The only information I have is how attractive 

he is. I think 53 is the better looking young man, I have noth-

ing else to go on and would not take the IQ opinion of her 

peers.” When parents chose the more intelligent man over 

the man who was more attractive, (n = 69), 13% devalued 

the importance of attractiveness in their response. For exam-

ple, one parent stated that they chose the less attractive man 

because “physical attractiveness should not be the reasoning 

as to why you choose a long-term mate.”

Discussion

Although both women and their parents rated the charac-

teristic of intelligence as significantly more important than 

physical attractiveness for a long-term mate for daughters, 

both women and their parents most often chose the more 

attractive man as the best long-term partner for daughters, 

regardless of his purported intelligence level. Furthermore, 

both women’s and parents’ perceptions of physical attractive-

ness (versus intelligence favorability) explained more unique 

variance in dating desirability ratings, suggesting that attrac-

tiveness is more important to women’s and parents’ mate 

preferences and choices than consciously realized. Finally, 

although women self-reported that they valued men’s attrac-

tiveness in a partner for themselves more than their parents 

valued the same trait in a partner for daughters, daughters 

and parents agreed about their mate choices almost 74% of 

the time, suggesting that assessing constrained mate choices 

leads to less disagreement among daughters and parents than 

examining differences in ideal mate preference trait ratings.

The finding that women and their parents rated the char-

acteristic of intelligence as more important than physi-

cal attractiveness replicates previous findings using self-

reported ratings to assess mate preferences (Buss et al., 2001; 

Fugère et al., 2017b, 2023; Lippa, 2007; Locke et al., 2020; 

Perilloux et al., 2011). However, despite some evidence 

showing that mate preferences are correlated with actual 

mate choices (Conroy-Beam & Buss, 2016; Eastwick et al., 

2024; Li et al., 2013) the difference between self-reported 

trait preference ratings and hypothetical (Fugère et al., 2023; 

Waynforth, 2001) or actual mate choices (Eastwick & Fin-

kel, 2008; Kurzban & Weeden, 2005; Luo & Zhang, 2009) 

in the current research project as well as in previous research 

suggests that using differences in self-reported trait prefer-

ence ratings to evaluate parent-offspring conflict over mate 

choices is untenable. Assessing mate choices from a few 

possible hypothetical options more closely replicates the 

mating decisions women and their parents actually make. 

Future research should employ more mate choice dependent 

measures in order to more accurately evaluate individuals’ 

and parents’ mate preferences as well as the degree of agree-

ment/disagreement among offspring and parents.

Our first hypothesis (H1a) was supported, intelligence 

was rated as a more important feature for a long-term part-

ner than physical attractiveness by both women and their 

parents. This finding is consistent with prior research (Apos-

tolou, 2011, 2015; Fugère et al., 2017b, 2023; Perilloux 

et al., 2011). Further, when evaluating similarity among 

parents and offspring rather than differences, past research 

shows nearly equivalent importance ratings for the trait of 

intelligence among daughters and their mothers (Fugère 

et al., 2017b). In the present study, intelligence was nearly 

equally important to women and their parents. Intelligence 

may signal a mate’s genetic quality (see Zhang et al., 2024) 

as well as the ability to secure resources or the potential 

to invest in future offspring (Chang et al., 2011). Further, 

intelligence may be more important to both women and 

parents who prioritize higher education, and much of our 

sample was recruited from a university setting. Although 

intelligence was rated as more important than attractive-

ness in the mate preferences measures, attractiveness was 

the stronger driver of dating desirability following the exper-

imental manipulation, and both women and their parents 

were more likely to choose the more attractive man as the 

best mate for daughters. This difference may be driven by the 
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unconscious or subconscious preference for attractiveness 

(Eastwick et al., 2011; Kim et al., 2007) or by the different 

processes which participants may use to evaluate ideal mate 

preferences versus more narrowly defined mate choices. 

Hypothesis 1b was also supported. Attractiveness was rated 

as more important to women than their parents (Apostolou, 

2008, 2011, 2015; Buunk & Solano, 2010; Dubbs & Buunk, 

2010; Dubbs et al., 2013; Fugère et al., 2017b, 2023; Guo 

et al., 2017; Perilloux et al., 2011). Attractiveness can signal 

genetic quality and thus should be more important to women 

because of daughters’ stronger genetic relationship to their 

own offspring versus their parents’ (Apostolou, 2011, 2015, 

2017; Perilloux et al., 2011).

Hypothesis 2a was also supported. Both women and their 

parents rated the more attractive man as the more desirable 

partner for daughters versus the less attractive man, regard-

less of the men’s ascribed intelligence levels. Although 

daughters and their parents rated the attractive man simi-

larly, parents rated the less attractive man more favorably 

than their daughters did. As reviewed above, this finding is 

also consistent with evolutionary theory, due to the stronger 

genetic overlap of parents and children versus grandparents 

and grandchildren. Consistent with the halo effect (Dion 

et al., 1972), Hypothesis 2b was also supported. Across 

conditions, the more attractive man’s intelligence was rated 

more favorably than the less attractive man’s intelligence, 

regardless of the peer intelligence ratings which were pro-

vided. This finding may reflect the expectation that attrac-

tive individuals will also possess other positive traits, or it 

may support research which shows that attractive men are 

more intelligent than their less attractive peers (Perrilloux 

et al., 2010). Interestingly, there was no corresponding halo 

effect for intelligence; intelligent men were not rated as more 

attractive than their less intelligent peers, nor did partici-

pants expect the intelligent men to possess other positive 

traits in their open-ended responses. Because we obtained 

men’s photographs from free-use internet sources, we were 

not able to gather information about the actual intelligence 

levels of the men shown in the photographs. It is possible 

that the more attractive man actually was more intelligent 

than the less attractive man. Some research indicates that 

participants can estimate men’s intelligence from facial pho-

tographs (Kleisner et al., 2014).

Although the proposed interaction did not reach statistical 

significance, our results were consistent with Hypothesis 3. 

The more attractive but less intelligent man was rated more 

positively by daughters while the less attractive but more 

intelligent man was rated more positively by parents. This 

effect may be driven by parents valuing intelligence as a 

signal of resources (thus reducing investment responsibili-

ties for grandparents, see Chang et al., 2011) or by parents 

being opposed to more attractive sons-in-law who may be 

more likely to leave their relationships (Bovet et al., 2018; 

Ma-Kellams et al., 2017; Waynforth, 2001). Interestingly, 

the more attractive man was rated similarly by both daugh-

ters and parents, regardless of his ascribed intelligence level. 

The largest differences in mate desirability ratings emerged 

when daughters and parents considered the less attractive 

man, regardless of his intelligence level. When intelligence 

and attractiveness were not paired, women and their par-

ents may have different trade-off preferences with daughters 

favoring attractiveness and compromising on traits relating 

to their mate’s potential to acquire resources (perhaps, in 

part, because women have increased access to their own 

resources, see Waynforth, 2001), and parents preferring a 

less attractive mate with better resources for their daughters 

(Apostolou, 2011, 2017).

Hypothesis 4 was supported, both women’s and parents’ 

perceptions of physical attractiveness (versus intelligence 

favorability) explained more unique variance in dating desir-

ability ratings. For women, this effect was stronger than for 

parents. Consistent with prior research (Fugère et al., 2017a; 

Li et al., 2002), this finding suggests that a minimal level of 

attractiveness is a necessity for both women and their par-

ents (although women and their parents may have different 

notions of what constitutes a minimally acceptable level of 

attractiveness). These findings also suggest that attractive-

ness is a stronger driver of mate choices than intelligence, 

regardless of self-reported hypothetical preferences.

Consistent with prior research suggesting that physi-

cal attractiveness is important to the mate choices of both 

women and their parents (Fugère et al., 2017a, 2019, 2023), 

Hypothesis 5 was supported. Both women and their parents 

chose the more attractive man as the best mate for daugh-

ters more often than the less attractive man, regardless of 

the men’s intelligence levels. This result is consistent with 

evolutionary theory which suggests that choosing an attrac-

tive mate benefits both daughters and parents by ensur-

ing higher genetic quality for offspring and grandchildren 

(Apostolou, 2015; Dubbs et al., 2013; Lefevre & Saxton, 

2017). Although both daughters and their parents chose the 

attractive man as the best mate most often, this preference 

was stronger for women than for their parents. When making 

mate choices among constrained options, both women and 

their parents may be influenced by contrast effects (Kenrick 

& Gutierres, 1980), causing the more attractive man to seem 

even better-looking when compared with the less attractive 

man. These contrast effects may drive some of the different 

results when comparing mate preferences to mate choices. 

Differences between mate preferences and mate choices may 

also arise because of the inability to rate targets equivalently 

in the mate choice measures.

Hypothesis 6 was also supported, daughters and parents 

agreed about their mate choices almost 74% of the time. 

Most research assessing mate preferences emphasizes dif-

ferences among parents and offspring and often does not 
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include similarity analyses. One study by Fugère et  al. 

(2017b) analyzed similarities among parent-offspring pairs 

and found that daughters and mothers valued many traits 

similarly such as intelligence, ambition, good health, educa-

tion, mutual love, and liking children. Future research should 

consider the possibility of agreement among individuals of 

different generations rather than focusing strictly on differ-

ences between generations. Our findings with regard to mate 

choice agreement are inconsistent with previous research by 

Agey et al. (2021) who found that across different cultures, 

when parents chose mates for their offspring, they made dif-

ferent choices than offspring would make for themselves. 

Our findings may diverge from prior research because in 

our sample parents may not expect to choose mates for their 

daughters and therefore may have been more likely to mirror 

the choices they expected their daughters to make. Further-

more, as Apostolou (2009) describes, both offspring and par-

ents prefer partners for offspring who are acceptable to one 

another, and parents’ approval of one’s partner is associated 

with better relationship outcomes (Sinclair et al., 2014). In 

our open-ended responses, some parents indicated that they 

wanted to support the choices they believed their daughters 

would make.

In the current study, although daughters and mothers val-

ued intelligence similarly, daughters valued attractiveness 

with an average of 4.75 while parents valued attractiveness 

with an average rating of 4.23 on a seven-point scale. It is 

possible that even this relatively large difference (in com-

parison to ratings of other traits) may not be large enough to 

cause parents and offspring to make different mate choices, 

especially when the number of possible mate choices is 

constrained. Alternatively, parents and offspring may make 

more similar mate choices when offspring mate quality is 

high (Apostolou, 2011, 2020; Bovet et al., 2018). If the 

women in our sample had higher mate values themselves, 

that might also lessen conflict with their parents over hypo-

thetical mate selection.

As predicted, when daughters and parents disagreed, 

women chose the more attractive man as the best mate for 

themselves more often than their parents chose him for 

their daughters. Similarly, parents chose the more intelli-

gent man as the best mate for their daughters more often 

than their daughters chose him for themselves. Unsurpris-

ingly, daughters and parents were more likely to agree when 

higher attractiveness and higher intelligence were paired 

than when they were assigned to one of the trade-off condi-

tions. In these trade-off conditions, women were more likely 

to choose the more attractive but less intelligent man while 

parents were more likely to choose the more intelligent but 

less attractive man, evidencing different trade-off prefer-

ences for women and their parents. This finding is consist-

ent with evolutionary theory and the desire of daughters to 

secure better genes for their offspring while emphasizing the 

importance of intelligence to parents which may indicate a 

partner’s ability to invest in their daughter and her offspring 

(Apostolou, 2011, 2017).

Hypothesis 7a was also supported. Consistent with self-

reported mate preferences, when higher intelligence and 

higher attractiveness were paired, both women and their 

parents most often stated that they had made their mate 

choices based on intelligence rather than attractiveness. 

The open-ended responses also evidenced the halo effect, 

both daughters’ and parents’ reasons for choosing the more 

attractive man included that they expected the more attrac-

tive man to possess other positive traits such as kindness. In 

contrast, when daughters and parents chose the less attrac-

tive man, their open-ended responses were less likely to 

include the likelihood that the man possessed other positive 

traits. In support of Hypothesis 7b, in the trade-off condi-

tions, women were more likely to say that they had based 

their mate choices on attractiveness while parents were 

more likely to say that they had based their mate choices for 

daughters on intelligence, supporting the trade-offs hypoth-

esis (Apostolou, 2011, 2017). In support of Hypothesis 7c, 

and consistent with the predictions of cognitive dissonance 

theory (Brehm, 1956; Festinger & Carlsmith, 1959), we also 

found evidence suggesting that both women and their par-

ents devalued the intelligence information after choosing 

the more attractive man as the best mate and devalued the 

characteristic of attractiveness after choosing the more intel-

ligent man as the best mate for daughters. Future research 

should examine whether self-reported ideal mate preferences 

change when they are made before or after mate choices.

Limitations and Future Directions

Although in our pretests among women, the more attrac-

tive man was rated more positively, in the current project, 

daughters rated the attractive man with an average rating 

of 4.24 on a 1 to 7 scale suggesting that women found the 

more attractive man moderately attractive but not extremely 

attractive. Women and their parents may be less likely to 

agree about their mate choices when daughters choose 

an extremely attractive partner due to the potential for 

extremely attractive men to find alternate mates, leave their 

long-term relationships, and abandon care for their offspring 

(Bovet et al., 2018; Gangestad & Simpson, 2000; Ma-Kel-

lams et al., 2017; Waynforth, 2001). Future research should 

examine daughter-parent conflict when daughters choose 

extremely attractive partners.

Generalizing the findings of the current project beyond 

the men shown in the photographs may be difficult because 

(due to our desire to match the strength of the attractiveness 

and intelligence manipulations) we used one photograph to 

represent the “more attractive” and the “less attractive” cat-

egories. It is possible that the effects we found were not due 



 Evolutionary Psychological Science

to men’s attractiveness per se, but to other features of the 

photographs. For example, the more attractive man may have 

also appeared to be more intelligent. However, across mul-

tiple studies we have used different photographs of different 

men to represent the more and less attractive categories (see 

Fugère et al., 2019, 2023), which supports our interpretation 

that men’s physical attractiveness drives the results in the 

current study as well.

Although assessing constrained mate choices may match 

the mate selection process more strongly than assessing ideal 

mate preferences, our participants generally took only a few 

minutes to evaluate the options and to choose “the best long-

term mate.” Realistically, the process of choosing a long-

term mate unfolds over a period of months or even years. 

The longer we know one another, the more accurately we 

may perceive a partner’s intelligence (Letzring et al., 2006) 

and the less importance we may place on physical attractive-

ness (Hunt et al., 2015). Furthermore, because the attractive-

ness information was conveyed via photographs (and thus 

verifiable to participants) while the intelligence information 

was conveyed via text summarizing peer evaluations (and 

thus not verifiable to participants), the attractiveness infor-

mation may have been weighted more heavily. However, the 

procedure daughters in our study experienced may be similar 

to viewing men’s profiles on a dating app, where profiles 

typically feature photographs along with a short (and poten-

tially unreliable) bio. The procedure our parents experienced 

may be similar to receiving a photo from their daughter of 

her current partner along with a brief verbal description of 

his qualities.

Some of our dependent measures may have been inter-

preted in different ways by participants. The item assessing 

“how attractive do you find this person when considering 

him as a long-term romantic partner?” may have been inter-

preted as assessing dating desirability rather than attractive-

ness. Similarly, the item assessing “how favorably would 

you rate the intelligence information provided by his peers?” 

might have been interpreted as “do you think this person 

is intelligent?” or “do you think his peers rated his intel-

ligence favorably?” Future research may incorporate more 

objective measures of intelligence, such as standardized IQ 

scores rather than peer ratings of intelligence. Alternately, 

both physical attractiveness and intelligence could be con-

veyed via videos (e.g., Prokosch et al., 2009) so that partici-

pants could be exposed to both pieces of information in the 

same format.

Both the traits of intelligence and attractiveness may 

signal the presence of other traits. For example, partici-

pants may have assumed that the attractive man also pos-

sessed a better personality or was more successful, healthy, 

or fertile (see Dion et al., 1972; Perrilloux et al.,2010; 

Shaffer et al., 2000; Soler et al., 2003; Weeden & Sabini, 

2005; Zebrowitz et al., 2012) which outweighed his lower 

intelligence rating when attractiveness and intelligence 

were not paired. Support for this idea was provided by par-

ticipants in their open-ended responses. Some participants 

mentioned that while the attractive man may not be intel-

ligent, he might still be successful, and many participants 

mentioned that they viewed the attractive man as healthier 

than the less attractive man. Further, prior research sug-

gests that daughters may associate attractiveness with 

intelligence (Perrilloux et al., 2010), which could have 

counteracted the assigned intelligence ratings of the men, 

especially when making quick dating decisions (see Kurz-

ban & Weeden, 2005). Future research should examine the 

additional traits participants assume individuals possess 

based on their photographs to identify which traits most 

strongly affect mate choice trade-offs.

Our sample was not particularly diverse with regard to 

gender, age, ethnic, cultural, or sexual minority diversity, 

which limits the generalizability of our findings. Primar-

ily comprised of college-aged female students from a small 

university in the Northeastern U.S. and their mothers, this 

lack of diversity may restrict the applicability of our findings 

across cultural contexts. For example, Buunk and Solano 

(2010) found that older offspring experienced more conflict 

with their parents over their mate choices than younger off-

spring. Because women’s fertility is strongly linked to their 

age (Buss, 1989), daughters may experience more conflict 

with their parents over potential partners as they age. Fur-

ther, Apostolou (2017) suggests that men and their parents 

might disagree more about the attractiveness of their part-

ners than women and their parents, and intelligence might 

be differentially important to women seeking a male mate 

versus men seeking a female mate (Lippa, 2007). Future 

research should examine the importance of intelligence and 

attractiveness to the mate choices of men and their parents. 

Over 25% of our sample of daughters identified as bisexual, 

however, we only provided men as mate choices. Further-

more, when participants rated the importance of traits for a 

long-term mate, they were not instructed to consider only 

male partners. Future research may evaluate mate-choice 

conflict in families in which daughters prefer female mates 

or partners with other gender orientations.

Prior research suggests more similarity among parents’ 

and offspring’s mate preferences in more collectivistic cul-

tures (Guo et al., 2017) and the importance of intelligence 

may vary across cultures. For example, Lippa (2007) found 

that the importance of intelligence varies with the gender 

equality of a culture; societies endorsing more egalitar-

ian gender roles also tend to prioritize intelligence. Other 

research shows that the importance of physical attractive-

ness varies across cultures as well (Gangestad & Buss, 1993; 

Gebauer et al., 2012). Future research should explore the 

relative importance of intelligence and attractiveness in 

diverse cultures.



Evolutionary Psychological Science 

Finally, our results with regard to women’s mate choices 

and preferences may have been influenced by variation in 

women’s menstrual cycles. Gildersleeve et al. (2014) found 

that women showed a stronger preference for symmetry and 

masculinity when in the most fertile portion of their men-

strual cycle. Both symmetry and masculinity may be related 

to women’s perceptions of men’s attractiveness. However, in 

prior research, these preferences were stronger when women 

considered short-term rather than long-term partners.

Conclusion

Using experimental methods with nearly equivalently-sized 

manipulations of men’s physical attractiveness and intelli-

gence levels, we have shown that even though both daughters 

and parents rated intelligence as more important than physi-

cal attractiveness when considering a partner for daughters, 

when asked to choose the best long-term mate for daughters, 

both daughters and parents chose the more attractive man. 

Moreover, both women’s and parents’ ratings of physical 

attractiveness (versus intelligence favorability) explained 

more unique variance in perceptions of men’s dating desir-

ability. These findings suggest that physical attractiveness is 

more important to the mate preferences and choices of both 

daughters and parents than consciously realized, as might 

be the case when making hypothetical survey ratings of trait 

importance. Further, although daughters rated men’s physi-

cal attractiveness as more important than their parents did, 

in this sample, most daughters and parents agreed about the 

best mate for daughters. This research highlights the impor-

tance of using experimental methods and constrained mate 

choices to assess daughter-parent agreement/disagreement 

over mate choices.
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