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An assessment of
positive illusions
of the physical
attractiveness of
romantic partners

Dick P. H. Barelds1, Pieternel Dijkstra1,
Namkje Koudenburg1, and Viren Swami2

Abstract
Positive illusions about a partner’s physical attractiveness occur when individuals’ ratings
of their partner’s attractiveness are more positive than more objective ratings. Ratings
that may serve as a’’reality benchmark’ include ratings by the partner him/herself and
observer ratings. The present study compared the effects of using different reality
benchmarks on the strength of positive partner physical attractiveness illusions (n ¼ 70
couples). Results showed that individuals positively biased both their own and their
partner’s physical attractiveness. As a consequence, using a partner’s self-ratings as a
reality benchmark results in an underestimation of positive illusions. Presenting partici-
pants with photographs had a small effect on physical attractiveness ratings provided by
women, showing that photographs, to some extent, might constrain positive illusions.
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During the course of a romantic relationship, partners will frequently uncover sources of

negativity or conflict that may raise the fear that their partner is not the ‘right’ person

after all (Murray, 1999). Such doubts about the partner are troublesome because nega-

tivity typically surfaces when individuals have already invested in their relationship

(Miller, Niehuis, & Huston, 2006). In order to reach some cognitive resolution between

their hopes and doubts, and to sustain a sense of security, partners often weave an ela-

borate fictitious story that both embellishes a partner’s virtues and minimizes his or her

faults (McNulty, O’Mara, & Karney, 2008; Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 1996a).

Several studies, for instance, have found that individuals often rate their partner

overly positive on characteristics such as ‘‘kind’’ and ‘‘intelligent’’, a phenomenon that

has been referred to as ‘‘positive illusions’’ (Murray & Holmes, 1997; Murray et al.,

1996a). By means of these positive illusions, partners may enhance their sense of

security, overstate the case of commitment, and derogate alternative partners, thus sta-

bilizing their long-term bond (Murray, 1999). Positive illusions about a partner have

indeed been found to predict greater relationship satisfaction, love, and trust, and lower

conflict and ambivalence in both dating and marital relationships (Murray & Holmes,

1997). In addition, longitudinal studies have shown that the stronger individuals’ initial

positive illusions about their partners, the more likely their relationship is to persist

(Murray & Holmes, 1997; Murray et al., 1996a).

Positive illusions and physical attractiveness

Physical attractiveness in general is an important factor fostering sexual attraction and

initial interpersonal attraction (Swami & Furnham, 2008a). Indeed, both men and women

highly value a potential partner’s physical attractiveness (Buss, 1989; Feingold, 1990;

Swami, 2007). Studies also have shown physical attractiveness to be an important

attribute once a relationship has begun. Sangrador and Yela (2000) (see also Yela &

Sangrador, 2001), for instance, found perceptions of a partner’s physical attractiveness to

be related positively to levels of intimacy, commitment, passion, and satisfaction.

McNulty, Neff, and Karney (2008) reported observers’ ratings of partners’ physical

attractiveness to be related to relationship quality. Specifically, these authors found that

both spouses behaved more positively in relationships in which wives were more

attractive than their husbands. Recent studies (e.g., Barelds-Dijkstra & Barelds, 2008;

Barelds & Dijkstra, 2009; for a review, see Swami & Furnham, 2008b) have found that

individuals also hold positive illusions about their partner’s physical attractiveness.

Positive illusions about a partner’s physical attractiveness may seem trivial in nature, but

are certainly not. As argued above, physical attractiveness is generally considered an

important characteristic in mate selection (see Buss, 1989; Dijkstra & Buunk, 1998;

Swami & Furnham, 2008a). Having a physically attractive partner may, therefore,

enhance an individual’s satisfaction with his or her relationship (Swami & Furnham,

2008b). In addition, individuals will often compare their partners’ physical attractiveness

with those of others. By means of modern media individuals are, however, exposed over

and over again to images of highly attractive opposite-sex targets (Englis, Solomon, &

Ashmore, 1994). Exposure to these images may, for instance, cause individuals to

become less satisfied with their partner (Kenrick, Gutierres & Goldberg, 1989; Zillman
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& Bryant, 1988). Other (relationship) events may make people dissatisfied with their

partner’s appearance as well. People may, for instance, meet an attractive opposite sex

individual at work and compare their partner with this person. In addition, friends or fam-

ily may criticize one’s partner’s appearance, making a partner’s physically unattractive

features more salient. Those and other events may cause individuals to become dissatis-

fied with their partner’s appearance. Positive illusions about a partner’s physical attrac-

tiveness may form a buffer against negative relationship events that tend to lower

perceptions of a partner’s physical attractiveness, and help protect the relationship.

Despite these potentially important consequences, positive illusions about a partner’s

physical attractiveness have not been studied to any great extent (Barelds & Dijkstra,

2009). The present study aims to contribute to the literature by studying these illusions in

two ways: first, by providing further evidence for its existence and, second, by shedding

light on the best way to assess positive illusions about a partner’s physical attractiveness.

Defining positive illusions

According to Murray, Holmes, Dolderman and Griffin (2000), positive illusions about a

partner’s characteristics are said to occur when individuals’ ratings of their partner on

specific characteristics are more positive than ratings that reflect a more objective

perspective. Ratings that may serve as a ‘‘reality’’ benchmark include, for instance,

ratings made by friends and strangers (Murray et al., 2000; see also Miller et al., 2006) or

by partners themselves (Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 1996b). In the latter case, positive

illusions about a partner’s physical attractiveness are assumed to exist when an indi-

vidual perceives his or her partner (partner-ratings) to be physically more attractive than

his or her partner perceives him or herself (self-rating made by the partner). In terms of

this definition, Barelds-Dijkstra and Barelds (2008; Barelds & Dijkstra, 2009) have

shown that partners indeed hold positive illusions about their partner’s physical attrac-

tiveness, and that these positive physical attractiveness illusions are related positively

to relationship quality (Barelds & Dijkstra, 2009).

In line with earlier studies on positive illusions (Murray & Holmes, 1997),

Barelds-Dijkstra and Barelds (2008) and Barelds and Dijkstra (2009) used partners’ per-

ceptions of their own attractiveness as a reality benchmark. One might argue, however,

that self-perceptions – and therefore a partner’s perception of his or her own physical

attractiveness – are rarely unbiased. In general, people’s self-ratings tend to be positively

biased, that is, people rate their own qualities more favorably than the qualities of the

typical person (Alicke, 1985; Brown, 1986; Taylor & Brown, 1988). According to

Taylor and Brown (1988), people believe in their own superiority because a positive

self-image, even though it is not correct, helps them persist in the face of life’s many

frustrations, and, as a result, may promote mental health. This also applies to self-

ratings of attractiveness. Despite the fact that people are often critical of their physical

appearance (Markham, Thompson & Bowling, 2005), they usually still think they are

relatively attractive. Jansen and colleagues (Jansen, Nederkoorn, Smeets, Havermans,

& Martijn, 2006; Jansen, Smeets, Martijn, & Nederkoorn, 2006), for instance, found

psychologically healthy women rated their bodies as more attractive than objective

observers rated these women’s bodies. According to Jansen and colleagues (Jansen,
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Nederkoorn, et al., 2006; Jansen, Smeets, et al., 2006), healthy women hold a

‘‘self-serving body image bias’’, thinking they are more attractive than they are in the

eyes of others. Only self-ratings of attractiveness made by women suffering from eating

disorders did not differ from ratings made by objective observers. If people indeed

positively bias their physical attractiveness, using a partner’s self-perceptions as a reality

benchmark may serve as a too conservative standard against which an individual’s

partner-ratings of physical attractiveness are compared for signs of positive bias (Miller

et al., 2006).

In addition, it can be argued that positive illusions may exist by the grace of imag-

ination. As individuals are presented with more specific and objective information about

their partner, for instance in the form of a photograph, they are less able to enhance their

partner (Neff & Karney, 2002). In general, objective information and more concrete

framing necessitates people to process information in a more systematic way and pro-

vides less leeway to construct an overly positive partner image (Kuyper & Dijkstra,

2009; Nier, 2004).

Individuals may no longer be able to ignore less appealing features and/or exaggerate

attractive ones. Thus, it can be expected that presenting individuals with an objective and

concrete picture of their partner in the form of a photograph will result in a smaller

positive illusion about a partner’s physical attractiveness. The present study examined

this issue by providing participants with photographs of themselves and their partner

before assessing self- and partner-ratings of physical attractiveness.

Establishing the magnitude of positive illusions is important, as well as examining the

extent to which this magnitude is a function of the person whose ratings are used as a

benchmark. First, as noted before, positive illusions about a partner’s physical attrac-

tiveness matter. Thus, establishing how large these illusions are is important to better

describe, understand, and explain relationship processes. Second, it is important to

examine the extent to which different benchmarks result in different positive illusions.

When a partner’s self reports are used as a reality benchmark, the magnitude of the

positive illusion may be affected not only by the individual’s own propensity to distort

the physical appearance of their partner, but also by their partner’s propensity to distort

her/his own appearance. Learning how these different measures result in different

positive illusions helps to better interpret results from both previous and future studies on

positive illusions about a partner’s physical attractiveness.

The present study

The present study set out to examine more closely the existence, direction, and strength of

positive illusions about a romantic partner’s physical attractiveness. More specifically, we

compared two different ways of assessing positive illusions about a partner’s physical

attractiveness: (A) comparing individuals’ ratings of their partner’s attractiveness to self-

ratings of their partner, and (B) comparing individuals’ ratings of their partner’s attractive-

ness to neutral observers’ judgments of a partner’s physical attractiveness. In so doing, we

aimed to test four hypotheses. First, we expected individuals’ self-ratings of physical

attractiveness to be positively biased, that is, higher than those made by objective observ-

ers (Hypothesis 1). Second, in line with previous research, we expected individuals to
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positively bias perceptions of their partner’s physical attractiveness (Hypothesis 2). Third,

because self-perceptions of physical attractiveness are often positively biased, we expected

the first assessment of positive illusions (assessment A) to result in smaller positive illu-

sions about a partner’s physical attractiveness than the second assessment (assessment B;

Hypothesis 3). Finally, we tested the hypothesis that positive illusions about a partner’s

physical attractiveness will be smaller when individuals are confronted with a photograph

of themselves and their partner (Hypothesis 4)

Method

Participants

Participants in this study were 70 heterosexual Dutch couples. The mean relationship

length in this sample was 2.52 years (SD¼ 1.83), with a minimum of three months and a

maximum of 8.75 years. Three couples were married, 17 couples were cohabiting, and

50 couples were romantically involved without cohabiting or being married. The mean

age of the sample was 22.39 years (SD ¼ 3.36; range 18–37 years). Couples were given

€15 per person in return for their participation.

Procedure

Participants were recruited at the University of Groningen in The Netherlands. A criterion

for participation was that the couples had been involved in a serious intimate relationship

for a minimum period of three months. Couples were invited to a laboratory testing session

at the University of Groningen. During this testing session, couples were separated to

assure independence and to prevent contamination resulting from contact. First, a frontal

portrait picture was taken of each participant, using a digital photo camera (5.2 mega-

pixels) that was fixed on a tripod and facing a neutral white background. If something was

wrong with this portrait photo (e.g., the participant was not looking straight into the

camera, was not facing the camera, or had her or his eyes shut), a new photograph was

taken. The photographs were printed on the spot using a Canon Selphy printer that was

connected to the camera.

The present study used an experimental design, with two conditions. In condition 1,

participants provided ratings of their own and their partner’s physical attractiveness.

After they had filled in a number of filler questionnaires, they received a photograph of

themselves and their partner and were again asked to provide self-ratings and partner-

ratings of physical attractiveness, this time using the photographs as a reference. In con-

dition 2, participants were given the photographs (self and partner) at the beginning of

the testing session. Participants in this condition provided only one set of physical attrac-

tiveness ratings, as compared with two sets of physical attractiveness ratings in the other

condition (i.e., ratings without and with the use of photographs). In both conditions,

participants were told to look closely at the photographs (when provided) before answer-

ing the questions with regard to their own and their partner’s physical attractiveness.

Confidentiality of all responses was assured and couples were assigned randomly to one

of the two testing conditions (35 couples per condition).

Barelds et al. 5
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Materials

Observer judgments of physical attractiveness. Participants’ physical attractiveness was

rated based on the photographs that were taken at the beginning of the experiment. Four

raters (two male and two female, aged 21 to 35 years) judged all 140 participants,

answering the following three questions for each photograph: (1) ‘‘How attractive is this

person?’’, (2) ‘‘How attractive is this person to members of the opposite sex?’’, and

(3) ‘‘How attractive is this person compared to other people of the same sex and the same

age?’’. All questions were assessed on seven-point Likert-type scales, ranging from

1 (highly unattractive) to 7 (highly attractive). The scores on the three questions were

highly inter-correlated (r values across raters, .84 to .94), and it was therefore decided

to use the mean ratings of each rater to compute the inter-rater reliability. For this pur-

pose, the intraclass correlation (ICC; Shrout & Fleiss, 1979) for average measures was

computed, both for consistency (r ¼ .91), and for absolute agreement (r ¼ .89). The

mean Pearson correlation between raters was r ¼ .73. These numbers indicate a high

degree of correspondence between raters (cf. Buss & Shackelford, 2008) with regard

to both the rank order and the mean levels of physical attractiveness. The mean physical

attractiveness ratings of the four raters were consequently averaged and used as an objec-

tive index of physical attractiveness.

Self-rated general physical attractiveness. In accordance with the judgments of physical

attractiveness, all participants answered three questions concerning both their own

(self-ratings), and their partner’s (partner-ratings) general physical attractiveness:

(1) ‘‘How attractive do you think you/your partner are/is?’’, (2) ‘‘How attractive do you

think you/your partner are/is to members of the opposite sex?’’, and (3) ‘‘How attractive

do you think you/your partner are/is compared to other people of the same sex and the

same age?’’. Participants assigned to condition 1 answered all six questions twice:

without and with photographs. As with the judgments of physical attractiveness, the

scores on the three questions were averaged to obtain overall assessments of self and

partner physical attractiveness. Cronbach’s alpha for the three questions ranged from .87

to .95 for the self- and partner-ratings in the two conditions.

Self-rated facial attractiveness. The objective judgments of physical attractiveness were

made on the basis of photographs displaying the respondent’s face (i.e., not body).

In condition 2, participants provided ratings of their own and their partner’s physical

attractiveness by means of the same photographs used for the objective judgments.

In condition 1, however, participants first rated their own and their partner’s physical

attractiveness without the use of photographs. Therefore, these ratings (before the

photographs were handed over to the participants) might reflect an overall physical

attractiveness rating based on more than just facial features (e.g., bodily features). Even

in condition 2, although participants were explicitly asked to look at the photographs

before assessing their own and their partner’s physical attractiveness, these ratings might

reflect different aspects of physical attractiveness than portrayed on the photographs.

Therefore, we additionally asked participants in both conditions to rate the attractiveness

of their own and their partner’s facial features. This enabled us to examine more closely
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potential differences between ratings of self and partner physical attractiveness and the

observers’ judgments of the participants’ physical attractiveness. Participants were asked

to rate the attractiveness of 11 facial features: nose, lips, ears, chin, eyes, cheeks/

cheekbones, face, forehead, eyebrows, facial skin, and hair. These 11 facial features are

based on Barelds and Dijkstra (2009; first seven features), and supplemented with the

latter four. Participants rated their own (self-ratings) and their partner’s (partner-ratings)

attractiveness on each of these 11 facial features (1 ¼ highly unattractive, 5 ¼ highly

attractive). Mean scores across these 11 facial features were computed, and linearly

transformed into scales ranging from 1 to 7 (bX þ c, with X the facial attractiveness

score, b the weight of 1.5, and c the constant of �.5) to facilitate comparability with the

other attractiveness ratings, which were assessed on seven-point scales. Alpha coeffi-

cients for the facial attractiveness scale were .70 for self-ratings and .79 for partner-

ratings (both conditions combined).

Results

First, correlations were computed (across conditions) between the different measures of

physical attractiveness. These correlations are reported in Tables 1 and 2. Table 1 lists

the correlations between self-ratings of general physical and facial attractiveness and

observer judgments of physical attractiveness, separately for men and women. Table 2

lists the correlations between the ratings of a partner’s general physical and facial

Table 1. Correlations between physical attractiveness measures (self-ratings and objective
ratings)

1 2 3

1. Observer judgments of physical attractiveness .32** .24* .01
2. General physical attractiveness self-ratings .27* .29* .56**
3. Facial attractiveness self-ratings .23 .44** .30*

Note: below the diagonal, the correlations for women (n ¼ 70); above the diagonal, the correlations for men
(n ¼ 70); on the diagonal, the within-couple correlations as a measure of similarity between partners.
*p < .05; **p < .01.

Table 2. Correlations between physical attractiveness measures (partner-ratings and objective
partner-ratings)

1 2 3

1. Observer judgments of a partner’s physical attractiveness .32* .52* .46*
2. Ratings of a partner’s general physical attractiveness .42* .18 .62*
3. Ratings of a partner’s facial attractiveness .15 .53* .18

Note: below the diagonal, the correlations for women (n ¼ 70); above the diagonal, the correlations for men
(n ¼ 70); on the diagonal, the within-couple correlations as a measure of similarity between partners.
*p < .01.
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attractiveness and observer judgments of a partner’s physical attractiveness, again

separately for men and women. For participants in condition 1, the ratings prior to seeing

the photographs were used (see Method section).

Table 1 shows that, for both men and women, generally weak correlations (r values

ranging from .01 to .27) were found between the observer judgments of physical

attractiveness and the self-ratings of physical and facial attractiveness. In addition,

moderate correlations were found between the self-ratings of facial and general phys-

ical attractiveness, for both men (r ¼ .56, p < .01) and women (r ¼ .44, p < .01). These

results show a substantial overlap between the general ratings of physical attractive-

ness and the more specific ratings of facial attractiveness. Additional analyses showed

that these correlations did not differ substantially between the two experimental

conditions (for men r is .56 in both conditions, and for women r ranged from .35 in

condition 1 to .47 in condition 2; p values < .01). Finally, the within-couple correlations

in Table 1 show consistent positive correlations (all r values around .30) between partner’s

levels of physical attractiveness, irrespective of the ratings that are used (objective judg-

ments and self-ratings of physical and facial attractiveness). These results are consistent

with studies showing positive assortative mating (Barelds-Dijkstra & Barelds, 2008; Luo

& Klohnen, 2005).

Table 2 shows the correlations between the ratings of a partner’s physical and facial

attractiveness and observer judgments of a partner’s physical attractiveness. The cor-

relations between observer judgments of a partner’s physical attractiveness and ratings

of both a partner’s facial and general physical attractiveness were substantially higher

than the correlations found for self-ratings, and are particularly high for men. Men’s rat-

ings of their partner’s facial and general physical attractiveness correspond relatively

strongly to the objective judgments of their partner’s physical attractiveness.

The general picture emerging from Tables 1 and 2 is that there is support for the

validity of the objective judgments of physical attractiveness, that the general physical

attractiveness ratings and the more specific facial attractiveness ratings are highly

related, and that there seems to be a discrepancy between objective judgments of

physical attractiveness and ratings of physical (and facial) attractiveness made by the

participants, particularly for self-ratings.

Next, we compared the mean ratings of physical attractiveness separately for men and

women and the two conditions (see Table 3). More specifically, we compared observers’

judgments of physical attractiveness to self-ratings of (1) facial and (2) general physical

attractiveness, and ratings made by the partner of individuals’ (3) facial and (4) physical

attractiveness. For example, observers’ judgments of men’s general physical attractive-

ness were compared with men’s self-ratings of facial and general physical attractiveness,

and their female partners’ ratings of men’s facial and general physical attractiveness.

The means listed in Table 3 for condition 1 are based on the ratings before seeing the

photographs.

In support of Hypothesis 1, the mean attractiveness scores reported in Table 3 clearly

show that for both men and women, in both conditions, observers’ judgments of physical

attractiveness were substantially (and significantly) lower than self-ratings of facial and

physical attractiveness (t values across conditions range between 4.03 and 7.34 for

women, p < .001; t values across conditions range between 7.30 and 11.74 for men,
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p < .001; paired samples t-tests). In support of Hypothesis 2, ratings of a partner’s facial

and physical attractiveness (both for men and women) were significantly higher than a

partner’s self-ratings of facial and physical attractiveness, in both conditions (t values

across conditions range between 7.60 and 8.77 for men and between 2.33 and 5.98 for

women, all p values < .05; paired samples t-tests). Ratings of a partner’s facial and

physical attractiveness were found to differ, for both men and women, from the objective

ratings of a partner’s attractiveness (t values across conditions range between 10.78

and 17.30 for men and between 10.24 and 17.35 for women, all p values < .001; paired

samples t-tests).

In other words, confirming Hypotheses 1 and 2, both self-ratings of physical attrac-

tiveness and partner-ratings of physical attractiveness were clearly positively biased.

These findings also support Hypothesis 3, indicating that the use of partners’ self-

ratings of physical attractiveness as a ‘‘reality benchmark’’ against which to compare

individuals’ ratings of their partner’s physical attractiveness leads to an underestimation

of the magnitude of the positive illusions individuals may hold about their partner’s

physical attractiveness.

Results only partially supported Hypothesis 4 (see Table 3). That is, presenting

participants with photographs (condition 2) only had a very small effect on self- and

partner-ratings of facial and general physical attractiveness. In fact, only women’s self-

rated facial and general physical attractiveness and men’s ratings of women’s facial

attractiveness were significantly lower in the condition where participants were con-

fronted with photographs of themselves and their partner (t values are 2.50, 2.09 and

2.59 respectively, p values < .05; independent samples t-tests using condition as the inde-

pendent variable), but still substantially higher than the objective judgments of physical

attractiveness. Participants in condition 1 first provided self- and partner-ratings of phys-

ical attractiveness without using photographs (reported in Table 3), and then also

Table 3. Mean attractiveness ratings by sex and condition (SD in parentheses)

Condition 1 Condition 2

Women
Self-ratings of facial attractiveness 4.60a1 (.48) 4.30a2 (.50)
Self-ratings of general physical attractiveness 4.76a1 (.78) 4.32a2 (.97)
Men’s ratings of women’s facial attractiveness 5.66b1 (.66) 5.27b2 (.59)
Men’s ratings of women’s general physical attractiveness 5.93c1 (.92) 5.80c1 (.78)
Observers’ judgments of physical attractiveness 3.47d1 (.97) 3.51d1 (1.00)

Men
Self-ratings of facial attractiveness 4.80a1 (.52) 4.57a1 (.58)
Self-ratings of general physical attractiveness 5.14b1 (.70) 4.99b1 (.61)
Women’s ratings of men’s facial attractiveness 5.12b1 (.67) 5.08b1 (.58)
Women’s ratings of men’s general physical attractiveness 5.93c1 (.71) 5.83c1 (.86)

Observers’ judgments of physical attractiveness 3.23d1 (.92) 3.13d1 (1.00)

Note: Condition 1: photographs afterwards (n ¼ 70), condition 2: photographs immediately (n ¼ 70). Means
with different subscript letters differ significantly within columns and within sex (p < .05). Means with different
subscript numbers differ significantly between columns and within sex (p < .05).
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provided a second set of general self- and partner- physical attractiveness ratings using

the photographs (not reported in Table 3). This allows for a direct comparison between

ratings with and without photographs within the same sub-sample. For women, self-

ratings (M ¼ 4.14, SD ¼ 1.18) and partner-ratings (M ¼ 5.59, SD ¼ .77) for general

physical attractiveness significantly decreased when photographs were offered (paired

samples t-tests: t values are 4.19 and 2.97 respectively, p < .01). For men, there was a

small but significant difference between the two measurements in relation to self-

ratings (second rating, M ¼ 4.87, SD ¼ 1.00, t ¼ 2.30, p < .05), but not in relation to

partner-ratings (second rating, M ¼ 5.81, SD ¼ 1.01, t ¼ 1.55, < p). We may, therefore,

conclude that ratings of physical attractiveness are slightly negatively affected by the

presence of photographs. It must be noted, however, that ratings remained substantially

positively biased, that is, they were more positive than the observers’ judgments. Table 3

finally shows that the mean observer judgments of physical attractiveness did not differ

between the two conditions: participants in the two conditions did not differ in their level

of physical attractiveness (t values � .42, > p).

Discussion

A positive illusion about a partner’s physical attractiveness may be said to occur when

individuals’ ratings of their partners’ physical attractiveness are more positive than

ratings that reflect a more objective perspective. The first aim of the present study was to

show that, in line with previous studies, individuals positively bias ratings of their own

and their partner’s physical attractiveness. Indeed, we found this to be the case in our

study. Individuals believed both they themselves and their partners were more attractive

than objective observers judged them to be. When it comes to their appearance and that

of their loved ones, people seem to hold rosy views. This does not mean that people may

not be dissatisfied with parts of their body. Indeed, many studies show that the high

standards the modern media nowadays impose on people’s physical appearance cause

many people to become dissatisfied with their own and their partner’s bodies (for an

overview, see Dijkstra, Gibbons, & Buunk, 2010). It seems, however, that despite these

images, people still rate themselves and their partner relatively attractive.

The findings that individuals positively bias their own and their partner’s physical

attractiveness are not without consequence. From these findings, it follows that, when

calculating positive illusions, using a partner’s self-ratings results in smaller positive

illusions than using ratings of objective observers. That is, the use of partner’s self-

perceptions as a reality benchmark serves as a relatively conservative standard against

which to compare an individual’s ratings of their partner’s physical attractiveness, at least

compared with using ratings of objective observers. It seems advisable for researchers who

wish to study positive illusions about a partner’s physical attractiveness to be aware of this

fact. In addition, because previous research on positive illusions regarding a partner’s

physical attractiveness (e.g., Barelds-Dijkstra & Barelds, 2008; Barelds & Dijkstra,

2009) used partner self-ratings rather than observer ratings as a reality benchmark, these

previous studies may not have done enough justice to the phenomenon of positive illusions

of a partner’s physical attractiveness. The phenomenon of positive illusions of a partner’s

physical attractiveness may be larger than previously reported. Future research may shed
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more light on how positive illusions based on objective observer ratings of attractiveness

and those based on a partner’s self-ratings are related differently to important relationship

variables, such as relationship satisfaction and commitment.

Strength of the positive partner physical attractiveness illusion

The second aim of the present study was to examine the strength of positive illusions

about a partner’s physical attractiveness: to what degree is this illusion influenced by the

presence of objective and concrete information regarding one’s own and one’s partner’s

physical attractiveness, in the form of photographs? We argued that individuals, when

confronted with a photograph of themselves and their partner, would have greater dif-

ficulty positively biasing their own and their partner’s physical attractiveness than in the

absence of these photographs. Our results only partially confirmed this expectation.

Presenting men with photographs seemed to affect ratings of women’s facial attrac-

tiveness. In women, self-ratings of facial and general physical attractiveness declined in

response to photographs of themselves, but still remained clearly more positive than the

ratings of the objective observers. In addition, in condition 1, where participants rated

their own and their partner’s physical attractiveness both without and with the use of

photographs, a decline was found in women’s ratings of men’s general physical attrac-

tiveness. However, although photographs seem to constrain positive illusions to some

extent, positive illusions about a partner’s physical attractiveness seem to constitute a

relatively strong relationship phenomenon. Regardless of being (or not being) exposed

to photographs, self- and partner-ratings were clearly more positive than ratings made

by objective observers. A possible explanation is that participants attributed the lack

of attractiveness they found in their own and their partner’s pictures to external factors.

Confronted with photographs, individuals may, for instance, think: ‘‘When that picture

was taken, I was really tired’’ or ‘‘The person who took the pictures is a bad photogra-

pher’’. Several studies indeed show that people tend to externally attribute their own

and their partner’s failures and vices in order to maintain high relationship satisfaction

(Bradbury & Fincham, 1990).

It seems important for future studies to examine what exactly the consequences are of

these relatively strong, positive illusions about a partner’s physical attractiveness, in

terms of, for instance, relationship commitment and romantic jealousy. It has, for

instance, been found that, as individuals perceive their partner to be more attractive, they

report higher levels of romantic jealousy (Demirtas & Donmez, 2006), suggesting that

positive illusions about a partner’s physical attractiveness may have not only positive but

also negative consequences. Likewise, McNulty et al. (2008) found that cognitive

strategies that aim to enhance the relationship, such as positive illusions, are only

beneficial to healthier marriages. In more troubled marriages they may decrease rela-

tionship satisfaction because they allow marital problems to worsen over time.

Conclusion

The present study contributes to the literature in several ways. First, we found that, as

they do with many other characteristics, people positively bias their physical

Barelds et al. 11

 at University of Groningen on February 22, 2011spr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://spr.sagepub.com/


attractiveness, even in modern society, where people are bombarded with media

images of beauty. Second, we found that the use of partners’ self-ratings of physical

attractiveness as a reality benchmark results in smaller positive illusions than the use

of objective observers’ ratings of a partner’s physical attractiveness. Finally, we found

that positive illusions about a partner’s physical attractiveness are relatively strong,

that is, they are hardly influenced by the presence of photographs of oneself and one’s

partner.

A limitation of the present study is that its participants were relatively young (on

average in their twenties) and consisted of couples who, on average, had been

together for only 2.5 years. It is very likely possible that, when conducted in an older

sample, the difference between positive illusions based on a partner’s self-ratings

and ratings of objective observers are smaller or even absent. In general, older

people are less likely to have a distorted body image (Huang & Chang, 2005). In

addition, it is possible that positive illusions are much stronger in the beginning of

the relationship, when partners are still in love and tend to idealize each other

strongly. Likewise, positive illusions may be larger when people are younger and,

as a consequence, relatively attractive. As a result, it seems wise for future studies

on positive illusions about a partner’s physical attractiveness to examine couples

of different ages.

It must also be noted that one may also define positive illusions differently than the

present study did. For instance, in their studies, Swami and colleagues (Swami, 2009;

Swami, Furnham, Georgiades, & Pang, 2007; Swami, Stieger, Haubner, Voracek, &

Furnham, 2009) report a phenomenon they also refer to as a positive illusion, that is,

the love-is-blind bias (LIBB). The LIBB shows that people find their partner physi-

cally more attractive than they find themselves. This is, however, a different phenom-

enon than the one studied in the present research: in contrast to our definition of

positive illusions, the LIBB is based on within-subject comparisons of self and partner

physical attractiveness only, ignoring an external standard with which individuals’

perceptions may be compared (Barelds & Dijkstra, 2009). Nonetheless, the LIBB

might also be an important phenomenon. Finding one’s partner more attractive than

oneself could indicate that people (still) idealize their partner, a phenomenon that is

characteristic of passionate love and relationship stability (Stafford & Merolla,

2007). However, defining positive illusions the way we did in the present study

reveals much more information about the process that precedes the tendency to view

the partner as more attractive than oneself. Using an external standard in the form of

partner or objective observer ratings makes it possible to find out why partners are

usually reported to be more attractive than people find themselves: because people

find themselves physically more unattractive than they actually are, because people

find their partner physically more attractive than he or she actually is, or (however

unlikely) because partners are more attractive.
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