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MATCHING HYPOTHESIS

Introduction and Definition of the Matching Hypothesis

The Matching Hypothesis stands as a cornerstone theory within the field of social psychology,
specifically addressing the dynamics of interpersonal attraction and relationship formation.
Originally articulated by social psychologist Ellen Berscheid in 1979, the core tenet of this idea
posits that individuals are not randomly paired; rather, they tend to select and sustain romantic
partnerships with others who possess a comparable level of physical attractiveness. This
principle operates under the assumption that similarity in physical appearance serves as a
stabilizing factor, significantly increasing the likelihood of mutual satisfaction and long-term
relational success. The hypothesis moves beyond simplistic notions of seeking the most attractive
partner possible, suggesting instead a pragmatic, often unconscious, calibration based on one's
own perceived 'value' within the social dating market (Berscheid, 1979).

Before Berscheid formally synthesized the concept, foundational work by researchers like Elaine
Walster (later Hatfield) and her colleagues laid the groundwork for understanding how physical
appearance influences initial relationship choices. However, Berscheid's formalized hypothesis
provided a robust theoretical framework for interpreting these observations. It suggests that
individuals evaluate potential partners not just on absolute attractiveness, but on attractiveness
relative to their own perceived standing. This assessment is often driven by a fundamental desire
to maximize relational outcomes while simultaneously minimizing the risk of rejection, a critical
element that distinguishes the Matching Hypothesis from more general theories of attraction that
simply focus on aesthetic preference. The hypothesis implicitly acknowledges the societal value
placed on physical attractiveness and how this value dictates partnership negotiation.

The significance of the Matching Hypothesis lies in its predictive power regarding long-term
romantic pairings. It proposes that relationships where the partners are closely matched in
attractiveness tend to experience greater stability because the perceived imbalance of 'assets' is
minimal. If one partner is significantly more attractive than the other, the relationship may be
susceptible to pressures, such as the more attractive individual being constantly sought after by
others, or the less attractive partner feeling insecure or indebted. Therefore, the drive toward
homogamy--the tendency for people to marry others who are similar to them--is strongly
manifested through the dimension of physical appeal, making the Matching Hypothesis a key tool
for analyzing relationship initiation processes.

Theoretical Foundations: Equity, Similarity, and Social Exchange

To fully grasp the mechanism underlying the Matching Hypothesis, it is essential to consider its
roots in broader social psychological theories, particularly Equity Theory and Social Exchange
Theory. Equity Theory, pioneered by Walster, Berscheid, and others, suggests that individuals
strive for fairness in relationships. In the context of dating, physical attractiveness is viewed as a
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valuable social commodity or asset. If two partners are equally attractive, the exchange of assets is
balanced, creating a sense of equity and stability. A gross imbalance, where one partner brings
significantly more physical attractiveness to the relationship than the other, often requires the less
attractive partner to compensate with other valuable assets, such as wealth, social status, or
exceptional personality traits, to restore the feeling of fairness and ensure the relationship remains
viable.

Social Exchange Theory reinforces this view by conceptualizing relationships as market
transactions where individuals seek to maximize benefits and minimize costs. When searching for
a partner, an individual seeks the highest possible ‘reward' (i.e., the most attractive partner) but
must weigh this against the 'cost' of potential rejection. If a highly attractive person approaches
someone significantly less attractive, the chances of acceptance are high, minimizing the cost of
rejection. Conversely, if a person targets someone far more attractive than themselves, the
likelihood of rejection increases, making the potential cost too high. The Matching Hypothesis,
therefore, acts as a practical mechanism for navigating this social exchange: by targeting partners
of similar attractiveness, individuals effectively optimize their outcome by achieving a desirable
partner while maintaining a high probability of acceptance.

Furthermore, the element of psychological similarity is central. The hypothesis aligns with the
general principle that people are drawn to those who are similar to them across various
dimensions, including demographics, attitudes, and personality (the Attraction-Similarity
Hypothesis). Physical attractiveness is simply one, albeit highly visible and immediate, dimension
of similarity. When partners are visually similar in terms of attractiveness level, it can foster a sense
of shared experience, mutual understanding, and validation of one's own social standing. This
perceived similarity contributes significantly to initial rapport and the successful transition from
initial attraction to sustained courtship. The shared level of attractiveness becomes a symbol of
shared social identity and equivalent relationship value, which is crucial for long-term relational
security.

The Role of Physical Attractiveness in Initial Selection

Physical attractiveness holds immense weight in the initial stages of dating and courtship, often
serving as the primary filter through which potential partners are evaluated. Research consistently
demonstrates that physical appeal is the strongest predictor of initial liking and desire to date,
particularly in laboratory and short-term dating scenarios. However, the Matching Hypothesis
introduces the crucial caveat that this preference for high attractiveness is moderated by self-
perception. While everyone might prefer the most attractive person, practical selection behavior
reveals a swift adjustment based on self-evaluation. This rapid, often subconscious, calculation of
one's own attractiveness level dictates the realistic 'pool' of potential partners an individual targets,
ensuring that energy is spent on attainable goals.
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This self-assessment process is crucial for understanding the preventative nature of the
hypothesis. Individuals generally avoid pursuing partners who are significantly higher in
attractiveness than themselves because of the anticipated psychological cost of failure. The fear of
being rejected by a highly desirable individual is a powerful deterrent, pushing people towards
safer, more realistic options. This behavioral pattern ensures that over time, the dating pool self-
sorts into pairings of comparable attractiveness levels. It is a highly efficient, though often
unspoken, mechanism of social stratification within the mating market, optimizing the success rate
of relationship formation attempts by aligning desire with probability.

The 1972 study by Dion, Berscheid, and Walster, while sometimes cited in the context of general
attractiveness research, provides an interesting layer of complexity regarding initial selection
versus sustained relationship formation. The results indicated that participants who rated their
partner as being more attractive than themselves were more likely to form a successful relationship
than those who rated their partner as being less attractive than themselves. This finding, which
appears to slightly violate the strict matching principle, is often interpreted as demonstrating the
initial powerful draw of high attractiveness, which can motivate commitment even when immediate
equity is lacking. However, the subsequent longevity of such relationships typically depends on the
establishment of equity through other means, confirming that for stability, either the initial physical
match is strong, or compensation via other desirable traits must be high.

Early Empirical Evidence: The Walster/Hatfield Studies

Some of the most compelling early support for the Matching Hypothesis stems from the pioneering
work of Walster (Hatfield) and her colleagues, who conducted large-scale dating studies in the
1960s and 1970s. The 1966 study by Walster, Aronson, Abrahams, and Rottman, often referred
to as the "Computer Dance Study,"” was pivotal. In this experiment, participants were randomly
paired for a dance after having their physical attractiveness rated by independent judges. Although
initial findings showed that the objective physical attractiveness of the partner was the strongest
predictor of liking the partner and wanting to date them again (supporting the general preference
for attractive people), the subsequent follow-up analyses showed a more nuanced reality regarding
sustained relationships.

Crucially, Walster and her team recognized that while everyone desired the most attractive partner,
the actual formation of sustained relationships generally followed the matching principle. When
participants were given the freedom to pursue others outside of the initial random assignment, they
overwhelmingly gravitated toward partners who were similar to themselves in attractiveness. The
results of this study indicated that those who rated their potential partner as being more attractive
than themselves were more likely to form a successful relationship than those who rated their
potential partner as being less attractive than themselves. This finding highlights the drive for high
reward in the initial stages, but subsequent research emphasized that sustained success relied on
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the eventual equalization of assets, often achieved through matching.

A later, highly influential study by Hatfield and Walster (1978) provided robust real-world
validation by examining established couples. They compared the levels of physical attractiveness
among married couples and found a statistically significant correlation: married partners were far
more likely to be rated similarly in attractiveness compared to randomly paired individuals or even
dating couples who had not committed to marriage. This finding lends further support to the
Matching Hypothesis, suggesting that the matching mechanism is not merely a transient effect of
initial dating anxiety, but a powerful, enduring force that dictates the composition of stable, long-
term romantic relationships. The evidence from married cohorts suggests that over time, any initial
mismatch tends to resolve, either through the dissolution of the unequal partnership or through the
less attractive partner compensating sufficiently to achieve equilibrium.

Mechanisms of Matching: Fear of Rejection and Realistic Goal Setting

The operation of the Matching Hypothesis is heavily reliant on cognitive mechanisms centered
around risk assessment and realistic goal setting. The primary psychological engine driving the
matching behavior is the fear of rejection. Individuals possess an intuitive understanding of the
dating market's hierarchy of attractiveness. Pursuing someone significantly more attractive than
oneself carries a high probability of being turned down, which incurs emotional distress and social
embarrassment--high psychological costs. To avoid these negative outcomes, people strategically
lower their sights to target partners within their perceived 'attractiveness tier,' thus maximizing the
likelihood of acceptance.

This mechanism is intrinsically linked to self-perception and self-esteem. An individual's
assessment of their own physical attractiveness dictates the boundaries of their search. If a person
views themselves as moderately attractive, they are unlikely to seriously pursue someone
universally regarded as extremely attractive. This is not necessarily due to a lack of desire, but
rather a pragmatic calculation of success probability. This strategic adaptation ensures that dating
efforts are channeled toward mutually attainable relationships, where the likelihood of reciprocal
interest is high, thereby maximizing resource allocation (time, effort) towards successful outcomes.
This self-limiting behavior is a hallmark of rational decision-making within the social context.

Furthermore, the concept of social desirability plays a significant role in reinforcing matching
behavior. When an individual successfully pairs with someone of similar attractiveness, the couple
is often perceived by peers and society as "a good match,” reinforcing the couple's stability and
social acceptance. Conversely, a noticeable mismatch can lead to gossip or speculation regarding
what compensatory asset the less attractive partner must possess (e.g., immense wealth or high
status), or conversely, what defect the more attractive partner might hide. By matching, couples
minimize external scrutiny and maximize social affirmation, thereby contributing to the internal
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security of the relationship. Thus, the mechanism of matching serves not only individual
psychological protection but also social validation of the pairing.

Broader Implications and Critiques

The implications of the Matching Hypothesis extend far beyond simple partner selection; they
touch upon broader issues of self-perception, social stratification, and the definition of relationship
success. If physical attractiveness truly dictates partnership formation, it suggests a profound
influence of physical traits on social mobility and life outcomes. For instance, the hypothesis helps
explain why people of similar socio-economic backgrounds often pair up, as wealth and status can
function as compensatory assets, allowing for matching across different dimensions when physical
attractiveness is unequal, or reinforcing matching when both partners are similarly endowed.
Understanding this mechanism is vital for the study of interpersonal attraction.

Despite its strong empirical support, the Matching Hypothesis is not without its critiques. One major
limitation is its heavy initial focus on only physical attractiveness. Critics argue that while physical
traits are crucial for initial attraction, long-term relationships are sustained by a multitude of factors-
-personality compatibility, shared values, and communicative competence--which the hypothesis
often overlooks or minimizes. While subsequent research has broadened the hypothesis to include
matching on dimensions like intelligence, personality, and social status, the original formulation
remains centered on the physical, prompting the need for integration with multi-dimensional
attraction theories.

Another area of contention involves the methodology used in early studies. While the Hatfield and
Walster study comparing married couples is robust, studies involving short-term dating or
experimental setups, such as the Computer Dance Study, can sometimes produce results that
seem counter-intuitive, showing initial preference for the most attractive person regardless of one's
own level. Furthermore, the concept of "attractiveness" itself is subjective and culturally relative.
What constitutes a matched pair in one culture or subculture may differ in another, challenging the
universality of objective ratings used by researchers. Despite these limitations, the hypothesis
remains foundational, providing a powerful explanation for the observed patterns of romantic
homogamy in many societies.

Conclusion and Summary

The Matching Hypothesis provides a compelling and empirically supported explanation for how
individuals navigate the complex landscape of romantic partner selection. Driven by a blend of
desire maximization and rejection avoidance, the theory posits that individuals pragmatically seek
partners who share a similar level of physical attractiveness. This tendency toward similarity
promotes equity within the relationship, minimizes social friction, and enhances the probability of
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long-term stability and success. The extensive research, particularly the comparative studies of
established couples, strongly affirms that matching on this critical dimension is a dominant feature
of enduring romantic pairings, suggesting that attraction is moderated by realism.

The research evidence collectively supports the premise that while individuals may universally
desire the most attractive partners available, their active pursuit and successful formation of
relationships are constrained by their own perceived social value, leading to the formation of
attractive-matched pairs. This finding has profound implications for understanding not only
relationship initiation and maintenance but also the broader dynamics of interpersonal attraction
and social psychology. The Matching Hypothesis thus stands as a vital tool for understanding the
mechanisms by which individuals achieve successful romantic outcomes in a competitive social
environment, balancing aspiration with attainability.

Overall, the research evidence strongly supports the Matching Hypothesis, which suggests that
people are more likely to form and maintain romantic relationships with those who are similar to
them in terms of physical attractiveness. This finding has implications for the formation and
maintenance of successful relationships as well as for the study of interpersonal attraction. The
principle of matching reflects a highly adaptive strategy: minimizing the risk of failure while securing
a desirable outcome. It is a powerful demonstration of how social pressures and self-awareness
guide individual choices towards relational stability.
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