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ABSTRACT . S
' Providing a .framework for™a symposium exploring the ..
influence of physical attractiveness on the socialization pfacess
this paper (1) offers a working definition of physical
attractiveness, (2) reviews sté:éatypes associated with
attractiveness, and (3) discusses a social network pEIEPECtiVE on the
influence of attraﬂtlvenéss. Physical attractiveness is
conceptualized as being a personal physionomic attribute achieving
status as high, moderate, or ,low as a function of cultural criteria.
Attractive individuals are stefeatyp1cally perceived as friendly,
popular, happy., ﬁanaggfessive, well-adjusted, trustworthy, and so -on.
Unattractive 1nd1v;dgals are routinely viewed as unhappy, lonely,
maladjusted, aggressive, and unfriendly. Research shows that )
stereotypes based on attractiveness are fairly extensive, are biased
in.favor of attractive individuals, and are heavily.endorsed by the
American public. The social netwark view holds that socialization can
be understood 'only when all salient socialsizers and the child are
considered "as reciprocally influential and only when the cultural
context is taken inteo account. With respect to aitractlveness,y;he'
social network view encourages the study of both the trapsmission of
attractlveness stereotypes and differential reactions ta‘ﬁﬁ1ldfen
with vary1ng degrees of attractiveness. (RH)
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Researeh on the influence of physical attractiveness in
human funetrsning has been extensive since the early 1970's.7
Indeed, over ‘500 publlshed articles now document the role of
attractiveness in the attrihgtion, social eognitiqn,
_1nterpereonal communication and socialization processes.

A close 1nspeetisn sf this extensive research reveals that

the influence of attractiveness has been studied carefully in

relation ts*eome variables, but has received little attention

in relatiOL ts others. For example, the impact of attraetrveness

in Jury trials is now painfully clear with attractive plaintiffs

and defendants receiving far more favorable Juridijc décisions
.exceptions.
The impact of attractiveness on the seeiali'atisn process
has had esmparatmvely little attentlsn. Today's sym£351um
focused on the poteﬁtiallygmajor impact that attractiveness
may have'on socialization. In srder to provide a framework for
the symposium, I‘d 1ike to offer a working iefinit?sr of
physical attractiveness, Frrefly review sterestype% assocliated
with attraetiveness, and/present a social network perspective

on the influence of attraetlveness. _ : ' X )
/

Defining Attractiveness . 4

Previous researchers of physical attractiveness seem to

have had a difficult time of defining attraet;venessi Indeed.
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r5;mp1y note that: attractiveness is éifficult ta définé.

N DQW, 2 :
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reseafchers have tended:. %a eithar ignore such définitléns or

» Recently I asked a large groug of students tg define

physical attract;veness- Their respénsea ran the fﬁil iéngth

of possibilities from definitions based on SPEQif;G body parts,
such as bright éygg, straight téetﬁ, mesomorphic bcdles, etc., .
t? definitions taséﬂ on the body gestalt and How attraetivéqégég

is a coherent wﬁale%a Very iittie GQQSéﬁSﬂS existed, however,

in these definitions.’ When students were asked to list very

attractive and very uﬁéttraetité §eople, théir~liats were

iairly 1angthy_— and cansistent! ‘Thus, pééplé ten& .to agree -

that Cheryl Tiegs and Tcm Sellick are cbjectively very attractive
and that the Wicked w1tch of the West and the Hunchback of .

" Notre Dame are objectively very.unattractite_ In faet,

rateré in numerous studies from Walster's classic computer
dan§a~study in 1966 on seem to agree fairly well on the

objective attractiveness of rated persons. Eut what makes

these zatad individuals attractive or unattractive?

Eagiaur purposes, we would like to offer agagfialg
consensus definition which seems tQAEEPfEEéﬂtAﬁhE best "fit"
with the existing attractiveness litétatﬁte; )égécifieally,p K
physical attractiveﬁess is a persgnai; Ehygignﬂmigaliyeﬁésea
attﬂbuﬁe; The degree to which thisattfib%té. is judged lﬁgh,‘f
muderate or law is a functian of. cultural criteria and the ‘

&

acceptance of tﬁese criteria by the Bocial group. Ehua, sy e

‘the definitian cf attractiveness iﬂ the Uﬂiteﬂ States waulé,_ﬁr

most likély vary f:am that adopted ingthe People's Republicacr :;

H
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VEﬂezuela; The Ameriéaﬁ defirition ééems to contain emphageél“
on both specific body parts, partiﬁularly the face, and on the a
Dverall rélatlcnship of these parts to the" whqle. Thus, . g
bright eyes,'clear ccmplexian, straight teeth, an athletlc

but the highest level of attractiveness appears achieved by
those having a good, consistent apd integraﬁed fit among

the parts. In sim, our working §§f1nltian of physical
attractiveness is a personal, physionor ttribute which
achieves status as high, moderate:orﬂlew asﬁakfunctiag*%f
cultural criteria . In our culture, high ?ttractiw‘r’eneés is
can331vea,éf in terms of having particu;ar physlcal character-
istics and an ;ntegrated balance among. thése chafagter;stica. »

& s - .

The Stereotypes ; '

Sterectyges based on varying 1evels of attractiveness are- L}
fairly welluknawn and dccumegted.‘xAttractive 1ﬁdiv;duals are - d
%yp;gaiij perceived as friendly, popular, happy, ngn—aggreasive,
well-adjusted, trustwgrthyand so on. Unattractive indivi&ﬁals
are routinely viewed as unhappy, lonely, maladjusted,iaggressivéf,
and unfriendly. : Certainly ‘it shoulad be ncted %hat exceptions

exist., For instance, the "dumb jock" or the "dumb blan-d"i1 -

%

both of whom are typically gudged high in atﬁractiveneas are

also viewed as less intelligent. 'In general, though,
attractive people are viewed in more pasitLvem%ags thénQ \
unattractive peaglegﬁ«Far instance, in a gtudy we publ¥%héd B
last year (Downs, Reagan, Garrett & Kolodzy, 1982), Several e
hunﬂred adoleseents and adults campleted a quéstionnaire deaigneé
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B fe,tep egpeementf : : with cultural etefeetypeeief
’eppreeiiveneee. x 2 emeeement, the feet mejority H\
of our eemplezi Ted = 5 he attractiveness etereE@ypee; -

' ;Intereepingly, e © at with these etereotypee was

- found egengfye S - end whitee compared with femelee,

"aaﬁltefeéd bl 'gee; elthepgh-genegel:agreemegt
with the steé i ,;tea among a1l ieu’égeaﬁﬁe'- :Dvere.ll,
then, e%ereoty: . on etp%eetiveneee ere feirly extenelve,

Y;Eieeed iﬁ fav: 5ureetive individ&ele, end are heevily

'endereed by the American public,

fA Social Network View of the Influeﬂee of. Attreetiveneee

;' E;ven the pervaelve nature' of attreetiveneee stereotyping
in this culture ané fhe generel egreement with these etereetypee,t .
it seems extremely 1mpertent to examine phe influenee of
ettfeet;veneee on eeeielieatﬁen preeeeeeé.x We!have elected
to eppreaeh our- etudy frem a social network perspective.

This perepeet;ve is derived frem the werk of several develop-
mentel peyehélegi\te ueing a gimilar fremeworg in ether ereee?
of reeeareh.Q Thesge peycheleg;ete include Arnmold Sameroff, '

Q. Eeki Gereld Adame, Judy Langlois, Miehael Lewie, Urie
Bfonfenbrenner, Reee Parke and Willard Hartup.

Eeeent;elly, a social network perepeetive eeneldere

eeeielieetien as a preeeee of feeipreeal intereetien w;th




L , [
’ Downs-5

PR

Thus, the’ sgcializatlan of-a g;ven QEild can be understaad
only when - ‘each salignt~gacializer iE:examined and the influence
of various socializers on_the child gn&ﬁthe éhil&'s infiuences

. on her s@cialigers are considered. @f éourse, all of these

!influences are heav;ly mediated by the cultural Qllléuf

—

In terms of the influence of a%tractiveneas on fccializaticn,
each \of the soc;aligers as weli\aﬁzjhe chlld ‘herself are.
considered lmpartant. Further, whi;e each of the SSC1alizer5‘
hypaﬁhetlaally exerts an influence, the chle ;s Been as
having a crucial role ;n the sacialrzatian prncess as well.

The sacial netwcrk perapective wauld seem ta have utility i
in understandlng sﬂe;allsatlan and attractivenass in two ways:
1. the manner inﬁwhieh children are exposed to, 1earn and adopt

attractiveness sﬁere@types and

2, the ways in which attractive and unattitactive children-are

socialized. -

Thus, each of the socializers shown is a. Potential repository

’aﬁcfiattractivenéss stereotypes and each may pass the stereotypes

on to children, And, each of the Ecéializers may .react ‘

differentiyxxﬁithe child, depending on that child's level

of attractiveness.\ _ ,
To summad ze, tﬁé sociél network view holds that -

sacialization can be-understood iny when all Eaiient socializers

’ and the child herself are Eansiéered as réciprgcally—;nfluential

~and cnly when the cultu:al ccntexx is considered. In térma

of attractiveness, the social ﬂetwarh view encourages the study
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of both 1) the transﬁiésian of attraetiveness s%ereo%ypes and .
2) dlfferegtiai reastioﬂs to chlldren with varying dégxees L
of attractiveness. 7 i

The reseadrch t@gbe,preseﬁted in this symposium will '5
include examinations of the influence of all the socializers
shown in the dia%ram yith the exception of peers. It should
be noted §hatuﬁéérfinf1uencesion the éitiactiveness—based_
>ébéialiséz§o§hﬁroééss érévquité impﬁf%ént and thaf only time

constraint

praﬁeut a fh@rgugh coverage of our research on

- peer influenﬁés;. In brief, our research on peer influencés ’
_‘has suggested that 1) preschool-age peers clearly differentially, -
., react to gtt:acti?e_and unattractive children, giving more ‘
Eewards té atfractivé; cﬁmparea with unattractivé,ichildrén

to at 1east partially ;eflect their pears' judgments .0f them,
Thus,’ yaung children state self-judgments of attragtiveneas

which are qulte Eimilar to attractiveness judgménté made of

them by peera.b .Interestingly, children' s attractlveness
Eelf—jiggments have not baan found to be similar to the Judgments
mada of thém by other sacialigera guch as parents, teachérs or
other adults. Thus, our intent in this spmposium is not to
ignore the role of:peers in £he aftractiveness saciallgation‘

p%acéasi On the contrary, peers seem to play a very impa:tant 2
L

Ay -

part in this prqcess.

To summarigg this intrdductory overview, 1) the role of

L3 . : ) =
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attractiveness in socialization ﬁrocegées has receiveifégmpa?i
atively little empir‘ieai att§£tian3 anﬂ,z) while definitions of
attractiveness ére eiﬁsive, our %orkfng definition of=
attractiveness. will be a social -consensus définition.
Specifically, i@ American culture, high phyéical attractiveness
is a pr@duct‘af 5pegifié, %ultu:allysvalueélphysical traits and’
an integrated balance amcné these Eraits., Low physical ‘
attractiveness appears to be the result'af the lack of these
vaiuéd tralts and/or;an imbélancéxamang vsziausrghysicai
attributes such as slight deviatié;a of the eyés,‘croaked or
missing teeth, Gbesity, dull éyes, and ‘so Dﬁj 3) Americ§n i
stereotypes of attractiveness clearly favor ?erscng juégea as
a;tractivé and these stereotypes seem to have*br@ég%sgcletal\%
acceptance, and 4) a social network framework allows us to
examine att:acﬁiveneséabaggg_éac;alisation as a product of
influences from both salient socializers and children them-
selves, In employing this perspective, a much-better overall -

understanding of attractiveness-based socialization is achieved.
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