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The relative importance of looks, height, job, bio, intelligence, and 
homophily in online dating: A conjoint analysis
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A B S T R A C T

Researchers have forwarded many attributes that boost (or impede) dating success, but rarely quantify their 
relative importance in real dating scenarios. Here, we observed matching decisions of hetero- and bisexual online 
daters to isolate the simultaneous effects of targets’ physical attractiveness, height, job, intelligence, biography, 
as well as selector X target homophily. A conjoint analysis of 5340 “swiping” decisions by 445 online daters 
demonstrated an overwhelming importance of physical attractiveness for dating success. A one SD improvement 
in physical attractiveness boosts one’s selection success by around 20%, while the same increase in intelligence 
only improves one’s chances by 2%. While this field study replicates and concretizes many laboratory findings, 
our conjoint attribute evaluation also showed that men and women had equal priorities and attribute effects, 
opposing some common hypotheses in the field. Further, the causal effects of intelligence, height, bio, occu
pation, and self-reported homophily were literature-consistent, but 7 to 20 times smaller than the effect of 
attractiveness. Implications for studying dating decisions, as well as practical considerations for designing dating 
profiles and apps, are discussed.

1. Introduction

Currently, about every second marriage occurs between people who 
met online (Booth, 2024). A single “swipe” will likely determine who 
online daters ultimately spend their life with, and unlike in offline 
contexts, a “match” usually occurs based on standardized profile infor
mation (Fiore et al., 2008; 2012; Pronk & Denissen, 2020; Tong et al., 
2020). Here, we quantify the relative importance of specific attributes 
encoded in dating profiles: physical attractiveness (Abramova et al., 
2016), height (Hitsch et al., 2010), intelligence (Miller, 2000), occu
pation (Abramova et al., 2016), as well as the similarity between target 
and selector (Fiore & Donath, 2005).

2. Difficulties in assessing attribute importance

Much research into desirable mate characteristics struggles to 
quantify their precise real-world impact. For instance, self-report studies 
might glean people’s priorities in selecting a mate, but only if partici
pants can introspect accurately, and refrain from response editing 
(Eastwick et al., 2014; see also Driebe et al., 2024). In line with potential 
method artifacts, questionnaires about mate preferences were shown to 

poorly predict actual speed-dating decisions (Todd et al., 2007). Further, 
gender groups reported selection strategies in line with their evolu
tionary and normative expectations, but in actual matching decisions, 
cross-gender differences were less pronounced (Wiederman & Dubois, 
1998; see also Hitsch et al., 2010; Li et al., 2002).

One way to (partially) address the problems with self-report data is 
to analyze people’s real behavior on the dating market (Todd et al., 
2007; Tyson et al., 2016; van der Zanden et al., 2020). Naturally, such 
field data provide good estimates about the association between 
different attributes and dating success. However, given their correla
tional nature, most field studies about online dating cannot ascertain 
whether the observed associations are causal in nature (Mogilski et al., 
2014).

3. Conjoint analysis

One method to simultaneously address problems with self-report and 
correlational data when isolating the contribution of different “whole- 
forming” attributes (e.g., the different features of a dating profile) is to 
implement a conjoint study design (e.g., Eggers et al., 2021). In a 
conjoint experiment, participants are presented with multi-faceted 
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stimuli that they need to judge as a whole (i.e., “jointly”). Each stimulus 
(e.g., a dating profile, car, or health insurance) consists of a range of 
attributes (e.g., physical attractiveness; color; price) and each attribute 
has multiple levels (e.g., low-medium-high; red-blue). During data 
collection, the level combinations shown to participants are balanced, so 
that a later data analysis can disentangle the relative contribution of 
each attribute to participants’ decisions.

By collecting holistic decisions about multi-faceted stimuli, a 
conjoint analysis bypasses the need for participants to review and report 
their selection criteria, thus mitigating revisionism and response bias 
(Shepherd & Zacharakis, 2018; Wilson & Dunn, 1986). Further, by 
controlling the number of attributes per stimulus, researchers can 
determine which characteristics participants use for their decisions, 
removing the influence of auxiliary information and attribute con
founding (Mogilski et al., 2014). Finally, by mirroring real-world se
lections of target stimuli, conjoint analyses enable a more ecologically 
valid quantification of attribute importance (for an introduction, see 
Rao, 2014).

Given the method’s strengths of extracting causal effects from real
istic choice decisions, it is commonly applied in market research where 
companies try to isolate the impact of product attributes on consumer 
choices (Lohrke et al., 2010). An earlier adoption of the method for 
studying human mating was presented by Mogilski and colleagues 
(2014; 2019) who provided participants with textual descriptions of 
potential mates while systematically varying all text components (i.e., 
the whole-forming attributes). They observed that sexual fidelity, was of 
relatively high importance for ultimate target selection, when compared 
to other attributes like emotional investment. Here, we apply a conjoint 
study design to disentangle the importance of visual and textual com
ponents of realistic dating profiles.

3.1. Attributes of online dating profiles

The following literature pertains largely to heterosexual dating and 
while some findings generalize to a broader context others might not 
(Conway et al., 2015; Smith, 2022; see discussion).

The importance of physical attractiveness for mate selection has been 
shown across many studies (e.g., Appel et al., 2023; Chopik & Johnson, 
2021; Emond & Eduljee, 2014; Walster et al., 1966; Woloszyn et al., 
2020). Next to factors like physical health and reproductive fitness 
(Jones et al., 2012; Thornhill & Gangestad, 1999), people tend to 
associate physical attractiveness with seemingly unrelated positive at
tributes like humor (Cowan & Little, 2013; Tornquist & Chiappe, 2015) 
and the attractiveness of textual bios (Brand et al., 2012; Fiore et al., 
2008, see McGloin & Denes, 2018 for negative spillover effects). This 
broad benefit of physical attractiveness is sometimes called the “what is 
beautiful is good” or the general “halo” effect (Brand et al., 2012; Lan
glois et al., 2000; Thorndike, 1920). On dating platforms, a user’s 
physical attractiveness is primarily evaluated through their profile pic
ture (Fiore et al., 2008; Hitsch et al., 2010). In Australia, 85% of online 
daters avoided contacting users without profile pictures (Whitty & Carr, 
2006; see also Mierke et al., 2011).

Given the large number of studies highlighting the importance of 

physical attractiveness, we expect that higher physical attractiveness 
will increase selection probability (Attractiveness Hypothesis; Table 1
shows all hypotheses) and will be the most impactful attribute for men 
and women alike (Attractiveness – Ranking Hypotheses). While both, men 
and women, value physical attractiveness in partners (Byrne, 1997; 
Woloszyn et al., 2020), men tend to prioritize it more than women as 
youth and attractiveness signal female fertility (Buss, 1989; Li et al., 
2002; Meltzer et al., 2014). Thus, we expect the effect of physical 
attractiveness on selection probability to be stronger for male selectors 
than female selectors (Attractiveness – Interaction Hypothesis).

Beside physical attractiveness, intelligence is particularly valued as a 
trait in romantic partners (Evans & Brase, 2007; Li et al., 2002; Regan 
et al., 2000; van der Zanden et al., 2020). Miller (2000) suggests that 
throughout human evolution, mate selection increasingly emphasized 
intelligence due to its rising genetic benefits and relevance to parenting 
ability. Many complex behaviors, such as conversation, music produc
tion, artistic ability, and humor, may have evolved primarily to show
case intelligence during courtship. Next to parenting ability and genetic 
benefits, intelligence often affords other opportunities in romantic re
lationships such as intellectual exchanges, assistance with problems, 
perspective taking, and shared artistic and humorous experiences (e.g., 
Malouff et al., 2014).

Given the numerous benefits that come with intelligence, we antic
ipate that target intelligence will increase selection probability (Intelli
gence Hypothesis).

Men’s reproductive potential is often assessed based on their ability 
to provide resources for their children. Consequently, women are said to 
place greater emphasis on intelligence, occupation, and other factors 
contributing to the ultimate goals of survival and resource safety (Buss, 
1989; Gazioglu, 2008; Geary et al., 2004; Hitsch et al., 2010; Lammers & 
Imhoff, 2021). Moreover, research suggests that men may find women’s 
intelligence less attractive if it surpasses their own (Abramova et al., 
2016; Park et al., 2015). Thus, we predict that the positive effect of 
target intelligence on selection probability will be stronger for female 
selectors than male selectors (Intelligence – Interaction Hypothesis). 
Despite this interaction hypothesis, we pre-registered that intelligence 
will be the second most impactful profile attribute in the full sample and 
the male sample, and only the third most impactful in the female sample 
(Intelligence – Ranking Hypotheses), because self-report data suggest in
telligence to be second most important for men (Furnham, 2009), while 
there might be a slight priority of occupation above intelligence for 
women (Abramova et al., 2016; Hitsch et al., 2010).

Regarding occupation, there are no consistent effects observed for 
online dating success, partially because gender was again observed as a 
splitting factor. Higher occupational levels appear to bolster the online 
dating success of men but not necessarily of women (Abramova et al., 
2016; Hitsch et al., 2005), particularly when considering long-term re
lationships, because an occupation allows their partner to invest re
sources into the shared offspring (Hitsch et al., 2010; Li & Kenrick, 
2006). Conversely, the occupation of women has a smaller influence on 
mate preference (Neyt et al., 2022). Thus, we expect that the effect of 
target occupation on selection probability will be larger for female se
lectors than male selectors (Occupation – Interaction Hypothesis). 
Accordingly, we expect occupation to be the second most important in 
the female sample and least important in the male sample (Occupation – 
Ranking Hypotheses).

In some dating apps, a user’s profile picture is the only indication of 
their physical attractiveness. However, for many people, a person’s 
height constitutes a distinct facet of physical attractiveness (Abramova 
et al., 2016), and many apps allow users to indicate their height, and 
some users purposefully deviate from their true measurements in hope 
of attracting more partners (Hancock et al., 2007; Toma & Hancock, 
2010). Preferences for partner height are again strongly influenced by 
gender as women prefer taller partners, while men often favor shorter 
women (Abramova et al., 2016; Hitsch et al., 2010; Salska et al., 2008; 
Swami et al., 2008). Taller men are often preferred due to perceptions of 

Table 1 
Visual representation of all hypotheses.

Attributes Main 
Effect

Gender- 
Interaction

Rank Full 
Sample

Rank 
Women

Rank 
Men

Physical 
Attractiveness

+ M > F 1 1 1

Intelligence + F > M 2 3 2
Occupation NH F > M 3 2 4
Height NH F+; M- 4 4 3
Homophily + NH NH NH NH
Biography + NH NH NH NH

Note. NH stands for “No Hypothesis”.
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physical strength (Carrier, 2011), reduced sensitivity to dominance cues 
from other men (Watkins et al., 2010), diminished jealousy responses to 
socially and physically dominant rivals (Buunk et al., 2008), and a 
wealth of other attributes like status, performance, and leadership 
(Judge & Cable, 2004). Male preferences for shorter women may stem 
from societal norms against women who display physical indicators of 
power, such as height or muscularity (Salska et al., 2008). While 
acknowledging that recent studies on real dating decisions show 
reduced sex differences in height appreciation (Sidari et al., 2021), we 
expect that target height will increase selection probability for female 
selectors and decrease selection probability for male selectors (Height – 
Interaction Hypothesis). Given that some people have been shown to not 
care much about height (tall men, and short women; Abramova et al., 
2016), and given that opposing height effects seem to diminish in recent 
studies (Sidari et al., 2021), we tentatively predict height to be the least 
impactful attribute in the female sample and the third most impactful in 
the male sample (Height – Ranking Hypotheses).

Next to specific attributes, online daters select each other based on 
their perceived similarity, a phenomenon known as homophily (Fiore & 
Donath, 2005; McPherson et al., 2001; Ranzini et al., 2022). Similarity 
between romantic partners often leads to numerous positive outcomes, 
such as higher relationship satisfaction, higher-quality marriages, and 
longer-lasting relationships (Arrindell & Luteijn, 2000; Finkel et al., 
2012; Fiore & Donath, 2005; Luo, 2009; Russell & Wells, 1991). 
Research suggests that individuals are naturally attracted to others who 
mirror aspects of their identity and affirm their worldview (Byrne, 1997; 
Morry, 2007; Shaver & Reis, 2018). Moreover, perceived similarity not 
only reduces uncertainty but also enhances feelings of safety and 
well-being (Prisbell & Andersen, 1980).

However, research also finds that homophily is often attribute- 
specific (Hitsch et al., 2010; Neyt et al., 2022). Daters are particularly 
drawn to individuals who share similar demographics, values, attitudes, 
and personality traits (Fiore & Donath, 2005) as well as age, education, 
race, political views and height (Hitsch et al., 2010; Hitsch & Hortaçsu, 
2010; Mascie-Taylor, 1987; Silventoinen et al., 2003). Given the rarity 
of homophily in empirical attribute rankings, we merely expect that 
similarity between selector and target will increase selection probability 
(Homophily Hypothesis).

Lastly, the biography section (i.e., “bio”), which comprises an indi
vidualistic mix of information and trait signals, plays an important role 
for finding matches (Fiore et al., 2008; van der Zanden et al., 2022; van 
der Zanden & Schouten, 2023). Within this free text segment, in
dividuals can present themselves in their own words, writing about their 
personality traits, interests, and hobbies, as well as their desired rela
tionship partner and relationship goals. Even though research shows 
that the biography is less important than the profile picture (Fiore et al., 
2008), app users generally use textual information to make inferences 
about the profile owner’s character (e.g., Dai & Robbins, 2021). We 
speculate that the inferred traits vary widely across selectors, and given 
the lack of previous evidence, we merely expect a positive association 
between independent ratings of biography’s overall attractiveness and 
selection probability (Biography Hypothesis) without forwarding in
teractions with gender or a specific importance rank.

4. Methods

We present participants with realistic dating profiles and observe 
their matching decisions while varying all profile attributes in line with 
a conjoint study design. Note that some profile attributes, while 
manipulated separately, likely overlap in a more latent psychological 
space (e.g., bio text affecting perceptions of certain intelligence facets, 
height affecting the appreciation of overall physical attractiveness). 
Thus, while some sections of dating profiles have one salient construct 
match, holistic person stimuli remain high-dimensional and intercorre
lated. Materials, data, and analysis scripts, as well as the pre- 
registration, can be found here:

https://osf.io/jmgya/?view_only=7a18517a5277493aa182f6d 
62fe0d94a.

4.1. Sample

The online dating interface for this study was provided by the market 
research platform Appinio (Appinio, 2024) under support of Conjointly 
(Conjointly, 2022). Appinio is a European panel provider, specializing in 
mobile surveys with fun themes. Many surveys feature coins, colorful 
designs, or haptic/audio feedback, depending on the purpose of the 
study. Generally, participants do surveys on Appinio for the entertain
ment and gamification aspects of the app. However, participants also 
receive a default number of monetizable tokens per study which can be 
donated towards rainforest protection (Appinio, 2024). Companies and 
researchers also use Appinio to distribute more standard surveys, with 
multiple choice questions or text inputs, and the design is very similar to 
surveys developed in Qualtrics or Google Forms.

We initially agreed with Appinio to recruit a total of 500 online 
daters. However, as data collection took longer than expected, we added 
a stopping rule on the 10th of June, to conclude data collection on the 
17th of June 2024 if we had not reached our sample size goal until then. 
The final sample consisted of 445 single, heterosexual and bisexual 
dating app users in Germany (224 women; 221 men) between the ages of 
18 and 35 (M = 26.49; SD = 4.96). A priori screening surveys of Appi
nio’s entire panel were used to ensure that the study was only offered to 
eligible participants, and that participants received the target stimuli 
that were in line with their sexual preferences. While Appinio monitors 
bad faith answers in these screening surveys (e.g., by filtering out re
sponders with inconsistent or extremely unlikely responses), it is 
possible that some participants might have, for instance, overstated their 
experience with dating apps in order to be invited to dating-themed 
studies. Participants were excluded when they did not pass a forced- 
response attention check question or when they quit before returning 
from the online dating interface. A post-hoc power analysis revealed that 
this sample size affords 80% power for independent samples if the true 
effect size is d = 0.26.

4.2. Design and procedure

We manipulated five variables, the physical attractiveness, intelli
gence, occupation, height and biography of dating profiles which 
depicted male targets for female participants and vice versa. The cover 
story described the development of a new dating app, which is a com
mon purpose of Appinio studies. In order to quantify perceived target- 
selector similarity, participants first rated themselves on their overall, 
personal and physical attractiveness and gave information about their 
height, occupation as well as education and approximated intelligence. 
Next, they entered the dating app interface where each participant made 
12 matching decisions, each consisting of three dating profiles. The 
combinations of profiles and attributes were generated fully at random. 
The participants did not engage in any sign-up procedure as they would 
for regular dating apps (e.g., by inputting their email), but instead were 
directly forwarded from the survey style questions to the matching 
screens showing the profiles. While a sign-up procedure, or a step in 
which they design their own profile, would have increased the similarity 
to real-world online dating, we wanted to avoid the impression that 
Appinio was forcing them to sign up for an app.

4.3. Materials

Each profile featured a picture, a biography and the information 
about height, occupation and IQ (See Fig. 1 for an example). In the 
description of the currently developed dating app, it was stated that 
participants could take an IQ test and that the result might become a 
feature of the app interface.
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4.3.1. Physical attractiveness
To generate the pictures, we used the “This person does not exist” 

website (Karras et al., 2019) and Ideogram (Ideogram, 2024.). The 
attractiveness ratings of these pictures were collected during a pre-test. 
Snapshots showed the face and the torso of the target person, thus 
manipulating facial attractiveness and other facets of physical attrac
tiveness (e.g., muscularity) while giving limited insight into a person’s 
height (see separate manipulation below). To account for possible 
gender differences, women and men were asked about the attractiveness 
of the picture of the opposite gender. Participants had to evaluate the 

pictures on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Very unattractive; 7 = Very 
attractive). In the pre-test the average attractiveness of the pictures for 
women (N = 200 male raters) ranged from x = 2.92 to x = 5.58 with M 
= 4.26 and SD = 1.50. The ICC value was ICC (2,1) = 0.23 with CI [0.16, 
0.37]. The attractiveness of the pictures for men (N = 201 female raters) 
ranged from x = 2.12 to x = 5.38 with M = 3.59 and SD = 1.42. The ICC 
value was ICC (2,1) = 0.25 with CI [0.17, 0.38], indicating substantial 
subjectivity. Note that the lower attractiveness ratings given by female 
raters to male targets, as opposed to the other way around, is consistent 
with previous studies (e.g., Gladue & Delaney, 1990). See all 59 profile 
pictures (28 female; 31 male) in the supplementary materials.

4.3.2. Intelligence
To display intelligence, we used IQ scores ranking from 80 to 120 in 

random 1-2-3 steps (i.e., 80, 81, 83, 86, 87 …). The limits are based on 
the 10th and 90th IQ percentile in Germany (Tuto, 2014). Notice that 
this intelligence manipulation does not specify the type of test, and thus 
does not specify which facet of intelligence is being reported, or how this 
score is associated with specific, relationship-relevant skills (e.g., liste
ning/comprehension skills).

4.3.3. Height
For men the height range was between 170 cm and 189 cm and for 

women between 158 cm and 174 cm (10th - 90th percentiles in Ger
many; Statistisches Bundesamt, 2021). We used all integer scores in the 
given ranges and, as with all attributes, levels were generated randomly.

4.3.4. Occupation
We used 29 occupations of varying attractiveness based on previous 

surveys from Elitepartner.de (Rietzsch, 2022), Merkur.de (Merkur, 
2024) and Casino.at (Casino, 2024.) about attractive and unattractive 
occupations in online dating. Since the cited surveys showed slightly 
different results, we pre-tested the list of occupations with a German 
sample. Participants had to evaluate the occupations on a 7-point Likert 
scale (1 = Very unattractive; 7 = Very attractive). Specifically, partici
pants were asked: “On an online dating profile, how attractive would 
you find someone with this occupation?” (See Fig. 2 for an example of 
how the occupations were displayed in the pre-test).

In the pre-test, the attractiveness ratings of occupations for women 
(N = 103 male raters) ranged from x = 3.6 to x = 5.11 with M = 4.43, SD 
= 1.50 and mean SE = 0.15. The ICC value was ICC (2,1) = 0.03 with CI 
[0.02, 0.06]. The attractiveness ratings of occupations for men (N = 101 
female raters) ranged from x = 2.94 to x = 4.98 with M = 4.39, SD =
1.48 and mean SE = 0.15. The ICC value was ICC (2,1) = 0.07 with CI 
[0.04, 0.12]. Notice, that these low ICC values indicate a high diversity 
in opinions about what a good or bad occupation is (see discussion).

4.3.5. Biography
Similar to occupation, we pre-tested 29 short biographies on how 

attractive these are in an online dating context (“On an online dating 

Fig. 1. Example of a male dating profile. See supplementary materials for the 
German originals.

Fig. 2. Example stimulus of occupation pre-test.
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profile, how attractive would you find someone with this biography?”; 
See Fig. 3 for an example of how the biographies were displayed in the 
pre-test).

Participants had to evaluate the biographies on a 7-point Likert scale 
(1 = Very unattractive; 7 = Very attractive). These short biographies were 
selected from real profiles on the dating app Tinder while excluding 
texts that could hint at the identity of the author (Tinder, n.d.). The 
attractiveness ratings of women’s biographies (N = 100 male raters) 
ranged from x = 3.72 to x = 4.7 with M = 4.13, SD = 1.55 and a mean SE 
= 0.16. The ICC value was ICC (2,1) = 0.02 with CI [0.01, 0.05]. The 
attractiveness ratings of men’s biographies (N = 100 female raters) 
ranged from x = 2.74 to x = 4.78 with M = 3.86, SD = 1.60 and a mean 
SE = 0.16. The ICC value was ICC (2,1) = 0.08 with CI [0.05, 0.14].

4.3.6. Homophily
In line with Neyt and colleagues (2020), we calculated similarity 

scores as the negative absolute difference between target and (self-
reported) selector score on physical attractiveness, height, and intelli
gence. Similarity scores were standardized within gender groups to 
ensure comparability across attributes.

To measure similarity in intelligence, we asked participants to 
indicate their estimated IQ value (“How high would be your intelligence 
test result [IQ-value] approximately?”). Participants received a short 
explanation that the mean IQ in Germany is 100 and what the numbers 
around it may indicate. To that end, a density plot was shown with 
numerical labels and the respective score explanation. Participants 
could indicate their value on a scale from 70 to 130. To measure simi
larity in physical attractiveness, we asked participants to rate their 
physical attractiveness on a 7-point Likert scale (“How attractive would 
you rate your physical attractiveness?”; 1 = Very unattractive; 7 = Very 
attractive). To make participants feel more comfortable and less super
ficially judged, they were initially asked about their overall attractive
ness and their personality attractiveness before asking about self-rated 
physical attractiveness. For height we asked participants to indicate 
their height in cm on an integer scale from 120 cm to 230 cm. We did not 
use occupation and biography for similarity scores, because the varia
tion within these attributes is too high to compare it to our pre-tested 
attributes. Note that these measures cannot be expected to be accurate 
measures of the person’s own attributes as they are likely affected by 
self-enhancing distortions. Thus, our homophily measure constitutes a 
similarity of target attributes and self-reported selector attributes, which 
are relevant for assortative mating, but different to bias free measure
ment of selector attributes (Fiore & Donath, 2005).

4.4. Dependent variable

The dependent variable consisted of the participants’ matching de
cisions. Participants could view three different profiles simultaneously 
and choose to match one of the profiles or have no match at all (see Fig. 4
for an example). We decided to display multiple profiles to increase the 
information-density of decisions and to be in line with the novel-dating- 
app-user-test cover story (although some dating apps use simultaneous 
profile displays; Grindr, 2024). Further, we speculated that a compara
tive (as opposed to absolute) evaluation of dating profiles might allow 

participants a faster calibration of “what’s out there”. Finally, the 
simultaneous display of competing profiles allows us to disentangle 
priorities of participants that would match all (or most) profiles.

4.5. Data analysis

All attribute scores were standardized within gender groups to pre
vent gender confounding of the focal effects. The dependent variable 
(selection) was not standardized. To test the attribute and gender- 
interaction effects we used a Bayesian multilevel logistic regression 
with a Gaussian prior (M = 0; SD = 10) for the focal coefficients and 
random intercepts for participants. Note that we used this wide Gaussian 
prior, as the pre-registered beta prior led to convergence issues for some 
models. We did not observe inconsistencies of hypothesis tests across 
prior specifications. Attribute homophily effects were modeled while 
controlling for the main effects of the attributes. Controlling for different 
sets of attributes did not alter the outcome of the hypothesis tests. 
Following the multilevel logistic regression, we compared the sizes of 
the beta coefficients to check the ranking hypotheses.

5. Results

When visualizing general characteristics of our dataset, we observed 
that men selected more targets than women, people varied in their self- 
evaluations, and matched profiles were more physically attractive than 
non-matched profiles (see Fig. 5).

In line with the main effect hypotheses, the multilevel regression 
showed included positive effects of targets’ physical attractiveness (β =
0.80, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.76, 0.85], BF10 > 4000), intelligence (β =
0.12, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.08, 0.16], BF10 > 4000) and biography 
attractiveness (β = 0.11, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.07, 0.15], BF10 > 4000) 
on selection probability. Height also had a positive influence on mate 
selection (β = 0.05, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.01, 0.09], BF10 = 82.33). The 
95% credible interval for the main effect of occupation attractiveness 
included zero (95% CI [− 0.01, 0.07], BF10 = 7.87). Regarding homo
phily, we found that similarity in attractiveness, intelligence and height 
positively influenced match decisions. Higher similarity in attractive
ness (β = 0.06, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.01, 0.10], BF10 = 159), intelligence 
(β = 0.08, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.03, 0.12], BF10 = 999), and height (β =
0.06, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.01, 0.10], BF10 = 172.91) increased selec
tion probability.

All results from frequentist multilevel models were consistent with 
the Bayesian analyses (see supplementary materials). The inclusion of 
interaction effects did not alter the main effect estimates substantially, 
with all βdiff ≤ 0.04. A visual representation of all findings is given in 
Table 2.

Main effects stayed consistent across gender groups, meaning that 
none of the Bayes Factors favored the presence of an interaction and all 
credible intervals included zero: physical attractiveness (95% CI [− 0.13, 
0.05], BF10 = 0.23), intelligence (95% CI [− 0.13, 0.04], BF10 = 0.18), 
height (95% CI [− 0.13, 0.03], BF10 = 0.13), biography (95% CI [− 0.16, 
0.00], BF10 = 0.02), occupation (95% CI [− 0.07, 0.09], BF10 = 1.44), 
similarity in attractiveness (95% CI [− 0.02, 0.16], BF10 = 0.014), sim
ilarity in intelligence (95% CI [− 0.02, 0.17], BF10 = 0.016), and simi
larity in height (95% CI [− 0.06, 0.05], BF10 = 0.012). Fig. 6 presents a 
comparison of beta coefficients for each subsample (women and men).

For our ranking hypotheses, we tested whether the differences be
tween the coefficients differ from zero in the expected direction. In line 
with our ranking hypotheses, we found that physical attractiveness is the 
most important attribute for the full sample and both sub-samples. In the 
full sample, the hypothesized order of height and occupation is flipped; 
however, the difference between the two appears minimal (95% CI 
[− 0.03, 0.07], BF10 = 3.33). For women, we expected occupation to be 
the second most important attribute, however, occupation seems to be 
the least important, with a notable difference to physical attractiveness 
(95% CI [0.76, 0.91], BF10 > 4000), intelligence (95% CI [0.05, 0.2], Fig. 3. Example stimulus of biography pre-test.
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BF10 = 332.33), and height (95% CI [− 0.02, 0.13], BF10 = 7.2). The 
whole coefficient-based ranking is displayed in Fig. 7.

6. Discussion

Imagine that both, your profile picture and your bio text, are of 
average attractiveness. If you improved the attractiveness of your profile 
picture by one standard deviation, your chances of being selected in our 
dating app would jump from around 25%–43% (with baseline proba
bility differing across genders). If you had instead invested into your bio 
text, also achieving an improvement of one SD, your matching chances 
would only have risen by two percentage points. This lends cross- 
method credibility as well as numerical concreteness to the dominance 
of physical attractiveness for initial mate consideration when compared 
to other attributes. Further, it suggested that, if the goal is to find the 
most impactful predictors of dating success, psychological theory might 
have to shift its attention from selector attributes to environmental 
factors (e.g., societal pressures, convenience) and high-impact selector 
attributes (e.g., selectiveness, invested time/effort).

Importantly, while baseline selectivity differed between genders, all 
profile attributes affected male and female selectors very similarly. Even 
target height, for which we hypothesized opposing effects, had the same 
(positive) effect on selection probability for male and female selectors. 
This finding gives more weight to claims that evolutionary differences in 
mate selection might be overestimated when relying on self-report data 
(Wiederman & Dubois, 1998). Accordingly, Eastwick and Finkel (2008)
demonstrated that participants exhibited traditional sex differences 
when stating the importance of physical attractiveness and earning 
prospects in an ideal partner, but not when making selection decisions. 
Although our results are in line with this “self-reports adhere to societal 
norms” explanation, an alternative take is that studies using a dating app 
interface induce a short-term orientation (Johanis et al., 2024; Peebles, 
2018) and thus override gender differences in partner priorities. For 
both men and women, the selection of short-term partners tends to be 
dominated by physical attractiveness (Gobrogge et al., 2007; Li & 
Kenrick, 2006). After accounting for relationship length, Eastwick and 
colleagues (2014) found no gender differences in prioritizing physical 
attractiveness. However, our own speculation is that stereotypical 

Fig. 4. Example of a match decision for male participants.

Fig. 5. Top left: Probability of selection of male and female selectors. Top right: Self-evaluations of selectors (7-point scale). Bottom: average attribute scores of 
matched and rejected target profiles. All attribute scores were standardized within gender groups to prevent gender confounding of the focal effects. The dependent 
variable (selection) was not standardized.
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short-termness of dating apps is not entirely responsible for the observed 
similarity of women’s and men’s behavior, because gender groups in our 
dating app still differed in their overall selectivity, suggesting at least 
some variance in short-vs long-term orientation. Further, while there is a 
salient hookup culture in many dating apps, a substantial number of 
users search for long-term relationships (Barrada et al., 2021; LeFebvre, 
2018). To clarify the reason for gender similarities, one could investigate 
the three-way interaction between profile attributes, gender, and mating 
orientation (long-term vs short-term). This would clarify whether the 
observed gender similarities were due to the behavioral outcome mea
sure (cf., norms in self-reports vs behavior; Eastwick & Finkel, 2008), or 
due to an overpowering short-term orientation among male and female 
participants (Johanis et al., 2024; Peebles, 2018).

Reviewing the relative ranking of the profile attributes, we would 
conclude that there were really only two ranks: physical attractiveness 
(as expressed via the profile picture) mattered a lot, and the other factors 
mattered a little (c.f., Woloszyn et al., 2020). That is not to say that there 
aren’t reliably outlying bios or that users simply ignore a target’s 
non-visual info. Rather, there is too much heterogeneity among selectors 
regarding their appreciation of different bios and occupations (cf., low 
ICC values in our pretests), whereas image-based judgments are faster 
and more consensual (while still maintaining substantial subjectivity; 
South Palomares & Young, 2018). Consequently, most occupations and 
bio texts end up performing similarly on the dating market. Other 
research has taken a more focused approach in studying bio effects (e.g., 
the presence of typos; van der Zanden et al., 2020), and we believe that 
such intra-text manipulations, while losing some natural variability in 
bio texts, can give insights into specific construct inferences, and how 
these constructs in turn affect mate selection.

Intelligence and height, both of which can be more homogeneously 
measured and appreciated, also only have a small impact on matching 
decision, likely because most people have a sizable range of acceptable 
values, with non-linearities at the extremes, and the additional blur 
factor of homophily. Even for intelligence, which might be measured 
reliably in a laboratory setting, the implied desires of the selector (e.g., 
good conversations, high decision quality, shared humor) might be only 
weakly correlated with the various facets of IQ tests.

Further, we observed that AI image generators generally struggled to 
produce diverse images, for instance in terms of physical attractiveness 
(Miller et al., 2023; see also Sequeira et al., 2021). While we repeated 
the image generation with multiple tools, the final range of average 
attractiveness ratings was only 2.66 (on a 7-point scale). It is possible 
that more low-scoring profiles would have further boosted the observed 

Table 2 
Visual representation of hypotheses (top) and findings (bottom).

Attributes Main 
Effect

Gender- 
Interaction

Rank Full 
Sample

Rank 
Women

Rank 
Men

Physical 
Attractiveness

+ M > F 1 1 1
+ M ≈ F 1 1 1

Intelligence + F > M 2 3 2
+ F ≈ M 2 2 2

Occupation NH F > M 3 2 4
0 F ≈ M 3–4 3–4 3–4

Height NH F+; M- 4 4 3
+ F ≈ M 3–4 3–4 3–4

Homophily + NH NH NH NH
+ F = M NA NA NA

Biography + NH NH NH NH
+ F = M 2.5 1.5 2.5

Note. NH = “No Hypothesis”; NA = “Not Applicable (due to multivariate 
construct)”. Exploratory results are shown in parentheses. Dashes between ranks 
indicate inconclusiveness (0.1 > Bayes Factor <10).

Fig. 6. Comparison of target attribute effects between gender groups.

Fig. 7. Ranking of attribute impact on selection probability. Numbers are Bayes Factors.
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effect of physical attractiveness on selection probability, but this would 
require renewed empirical testing with an extended dating pool. Future 
research could also increase the number of images to avoid that some 
users see repeated faces which might have led to a more “artificial feel” 
of the app demo. Another limitation of the current work is that, while we 
generally highlighted issues with self-report data, we used self-reports 
ourselves for the construction of the homophily measure. In order to 
measure homophily on positive traits while factoring out contributions 
of other constructs like confidence, one would need to assess these traits 
with other methods (e.g., via actual IQ tests). Yet another alternative 
would be to ask selectors directly about their perceived similarity to the 
targets, which might however invite other biases (e.g., halo effects, 
wishful thinking). Finally, future research should incorporate other at
tributes known to be important in mate selection using conjoint analysis 
(potentially by varying subsegments of the bio texts, indicators of sexual 
fidelity, or age, race, and income; Mogilski et al., 2014; Woloszyn et al., 
2020; Zhang & Anderson, 2022).

Regarding practical app design, one could, in an effort to broaden 
selection success and alleviate pressure towards physical beauty (Hurley 
et al., 2024), find ways to deemphasize visual information. Our dis
played IQ test score became the second most predictive profile feature, 
and multiple of such auxiliary features together could broaden the pool 
of matchable targets. This is especially true as personal information can 
have a potential double-impact through homophily (Hitsch et al., 2010; 
Nader & Lee, 2022). It appears that dating apps are caught in between 
two interests when designing their user interfaces: delivering the in
formation that users want most urgently (profile pictures) and 
un-skewing success rates (through free texts and extra information). 
Currently, some dating apps implement diverging strategies by 
emphasizing one or the other (e.g., showing only images during swipes 
vs providing large amounts of extra attributes like voice samples).

As mentioned previously, our study focused on straight and bisexual 
daters. Queer people report using dating apps more often than straight 
people and might engage in different presentation and selection strate
gies (Turner et al., 2020). For instance, queer dating apps may be an 
alternative to queer spaces (Miles, 2021) or provide alternative means 
for fostering community safety, especially in closeted societies (Miles, 
2017; Park et al., 2024; Phan et al., 2021; Pym et al., 2021; see Parry 
et al., 2023, Zervoulis et al., 2020 for discussion). These characteristics 
may explain why queer people sometimes use dating apps differently 
than straight people (Griffin & Fingerman, 2018; Hackett & Gerodetti, 
2023) - highlighting the need for similar method advancements for the 
study of queer dating.

7. Conclusion

A conjoint analysis of swiping behavior showed a large, causal effect 
of profile picture attractiveness on selection probability, which drowns 
out the small effects of intelligence, height, homophily, and biography 
attractiveness. The importance of all attributes was stable across gender 
groups which contradicts some self-report studies and evolutionary 
theorizing, but aligns with correlational field studies on actual dating 
behavior. This study did not forward novel attributes that predict dating 
success and, in fact, suggests that many known effects might afford 
limited prediction power.
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