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Abstract

From an Evolutionary Psychology perspective, men and women exhibit different sexual preferences.
These preferences are modulated by the self-perception of individuals, which may also be affected by
context. The present study sought to determine whether economic context, as indicated by purchasing
power, affects self-perception as a romantic partner. To that end, 316 university students completed a
questionnaire containing questions on socioeconomic status and self-perception as a romantic partner.
The results indicated that self-perceived financial situation differed according to socioeconomic level.
However, the difference in perceived general attractiveness was higher in class A men than in women
from the same economic class, while for the determined/hardworking trait, there was a difference
between sexes, in which women perceived that they were better than men. The results support the
theory of strategic pluralism, showing that the environment can influence the partner selection process
by increasing the general attractiveness perceived by men in the highest economic class (A) compared
to the other groups in the sample. Moreover, the results suggest inequality between the sexes in terms of
self-perception as a romantic partner.

Keywords: Self-perception, Evolutionary Psychology, university students, socioeconomic level,
human reproduction.

Nivel Socioeconémico e Autopercepcgao
como Parceiro Romantico no Ambiente Universitario

Resumo

De acordo com a perspectiva da Psicologia Evolucionista, existem diferentes padrdes de preferéncia
sexual para homens e mulheres. Sabe-se que essas preferéncias sdo moduladas pela autopercepgdo dos
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individuos e que o contexto, por sua vez, pode afetar a mesma. O presente trabalho buscou verificar se
o contexto econdmico, indicado pelo poder aquisitivo, afeta a autopercep¢ao como parceiro romantico.
Para isso, 316 universitarios responderam um questionario indicando sua classificacdo socioeconémica
e autopercepcdo como parceiro romantico. Os resultados indicaram que a autopercepgdo da condigdo
financeira diferiu de acordo com o nivel socioecondmico. Contudo, diferenca com relagdo a percepgdo da
atratividade geral foi maior em homens de classe A comparado a mulheres da mesma classe, enquanto que
para a caracteristica determinado/trabalhador houve diferenca entre sexos, na qual mulheres avaliaram-
se melhor que homens. Os resultados dao suporte a Teoria do Pluralismo Estratégico ao indicar que o
ambiente pode influenciar o processo de selegdo de parceiros por aumentar a atratividade geral percebida
de homens de maior nivel socioecondmico em relagdo aos outros grupos da amostra. Além disso, os
resultados sugerem a desigualdade entre os sexos na autopercepgdo como parceiro romantico.

Palavras-chaves: Autopercepcdo, Psicologia Evolucionista, estudantes universitarios, nivel socio-
econdmico, reproducdo humana.

Nivel Econémico y Auto-Percepcion
como una Pareja Romantica en el Ambito Universitario

Resumen

De acuerdo con la perspectiva de la Psicologia Evolutiva, hay diferentes estandares de preferencias
sexuales para hombres y mujeres. Se sabe que estas preferencias son moduladas por la autopercepcion de
la persona y el contexto, a su vez, puede afectar a la autopercepcion. Este estudio busco determinar si el
contexto econdmico, indicado por el poder adquisitivo afecta a la autopercepcion como pareja romantica.
Para tal, 316 estudiantes respondieron a un cuestionario indicando su clasificaciéon socioeconémica y la
autopercepcion como pareja romantica. Los resultados indicaron que la autopercepcion de la condicion
financiera difiere segun el nivel socioeconémico. Sin embargo, las diferencias en cuanto a la percepcion
del atractivo general fue mayor en hombres de classe A en comparacion con las mujeres de la misma
clase, mientras que para la caracteristica determinado/trabajador hubo diferencias entre los sexos, en la
que mujeres calificaron a si mismas mejor que los hombres. Los resultados dan soporte a la Teoria del
Pluralismo Estratégico al indicar que el ambiente puede influenciar el proceso de seleccion de parejas
por aumentar el atractivo general percibido de hombres de mayor nivel socioecondémico en relacion
a los otros grupos de la muestra. Ademas, los resultados sugieren la desigualdad entre los sexos en la
autopercepcion como pareja romantica.

Palabras clave: Autopercepcion, brasilefios, Psicologia Evolutiva, estudiantes universitarios, nivel
socioeconomico, reproduccion humana.

The sexual strategies theory predicts that the reasons that gave rise to male and female

males and females tend to select their mates behavioral patterns in the search for romantic

with a view to maximizing reproductive
success (Buss & Schmitt, 1993). It is no diffe-
rent in humans. According to the same authors,
individuals who exhibit preferences for
partners with traits indicating genes favorable
to the transmission of desirable characteristics
are likely have greater reproductive success
than those who do not. In accordance with
the evolutionary perspective, this is one of

partners (Gaulin & McBurney, 2001).

Given that physical attractiveness provides
important clues about physical condition and
women’s overall reproductive health (which
may explain the high physiological investment
in offspring), men demonstrate greater interest
in women considered more physically attractive
(Buss, 1989; Castro, Hattori, Yamamoto, &
Lopes, 2013; Geary, Vigil, & Byrd-Craven,
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2004; Gutierres, Kenrick, & Partch, 1999;
Kenrick, Sadalla, Groth, & Trost, 1990; Kruger,
Fitzgerald, & Peterson, 2010; Pawlowski, 2000).
However, women are not alone in investing
in children. Despite their low physiological
investment, men may provide care, protection
and resources for their partner and children (Buss,
1989; Castro & Lopes, 2011; Geary et al., 2004;
Hattori, Castro, & Lopes, 2013; Pawlowski,
2000). In this respect, traits related to social
status tend to stand out in female preferences
when compared to men’s (Buss, 1989; Castro
& Lopes, 2011; Castro et al., 2013; Gaulin &
McBurney, 2001; Geary et al., 2004; Hattori et
al., 2013; Pawlowski, 2000). However, some
characteristics are equally important to men and
women when seeking a partner (Castro & Lopes,
2011; Hattori et al., 2013; Mafra & Lopes, 2014).
One example is faithfulness, which is highly
valued by men and women, because it guarantees
the former’s paternity (Dosmukhambetova &
Manstead, 2011; Trivers, 1972) as well as men’s
investment in their partner and offspring (Gaulin
& McBurney, 2001).

In addition to the search for satisfaction in
preferences, researchers contend that for a rela-
tionship to last a partner with similar market val-
ue (reproductive value of an individual in a par-
ticular environment) should be selected (Buston
& Emlen, 2003; Castro, Hattori, & Lopes, 2012;
Lee, Loewenstein, Ariely, Hong, & Young,
2008). As such, both the productive value of
potential partners and self-perception must be
assessed. The self-perceived value of an indi-
vidual’s attributes in a given context is affected
by the comparison with the perceived value of
competitors (Castro et al., 2012; Fisher, Cox,
Bennett, & Gavric, 2008; Pawlowski, 2000).

Buston and Emlen (2003), in a study with
American university students, confirmed that
individuals who have better self-assessment are
more demanding than those with lower self-
assessment when seeking a romantic partner,
which indicates that couples can be formed by
people with similar market value (assessed as a
whole comprehensively). In the same vein, Lee
et al (2008) found that men are more influenced

than women by the physical attractiveness
of their partners and are less affected by how
attractive they themselves are, suggesting that
men value other traits more when evaluating
themselves as romantic partners. Thus, the most
preferred traits in a romantic partner of one sex
are those that most influence self-perception as a
romantic partner in the other (Lee et al., 2008).
Women'’s self-perception tends to be based on
the physical attractiveness of other women in the
environment (Buss & Shackelford, 2008), while
men tend to base their self-perception more on
traits indicating social status (Fisher et al., 2008;
Goodwin, Marshall, Fiilop, Adonu, & Spiewak,
2012).

In addition to considering that self-percep-
tion is based on the market value of other indi-
viduals in the environment (Castro et al., 2012;
Fisher et al., 2008), in strategic pluralism the-
ory, Gangestad and Simpson (2000) proposed
that the strategies adopted by men and women
vary according to environmental factors, such
as pathogen incidence and resource availability.
In this respect, the socioeconomic level of in-
dividuals, indicated by their purchasing power,
is an environmental factor that could alter self-
perception. This effect may be more intense in
countries with marked economic inequality,
such as Brazil (Gini coefficient of 49.7; Central
Intelligence Agency [CIA], 2014), where so-
cial inequity is also high. This is important in
demonstrating social status and the respect that
should be given to individuals with such a sta-
tus (The Hofstede Centre, 2013). Social status,
therefore, indicates both the possibility of indi-
viduals owning assets as well as their quality of
life and that of their family (Heo, Moser, Chung,
& Lennie, 2012). As such, the present study in-
vestigated the effect of economic context on the
self-perception of men and women as romantic
partners within a same environment, namely, a
university setting. The economic context was
assessed by classifying participants in terms of
their purchasing power, and the university was
selected due to the similar educational level of
the students, whose perspectives on the future
should be comparable.
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Method

Study Site and Participants

The study was conducted at five institu-
tions of higher learning in the city of Natal, Rio
Grande do Norte state, Brazil, with 316 universi-
ty students aged 18 to 29 years, 109 men M, =
22.05; SDage = 2.74 years) and 207 women (Mage
= 21.08; SDage = 2.54 years), all heterosexual'.
Nearly half of the sample consisted of whites
(45.6%), 36.7% mulattos, 8.5% Asian, 5.7%
black and 2.5% indigenous (0.9% of participants
did not answer the question). These percentages
are in line with the population classification of
the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Sta-
tistics (IBGE, 2010). Socioeconomic level was
distributed as follows: 17.72% class A (family
income greater than or equal to 13 minimum
monthly wages, > USD 3,900.00), 53.80% class
B (family income of around 6 minimum month-
ly wages, =<USD 1,800.00) and 28.48% class C
(family income of two minimum monthly wages,
~USD 600.00). The sample was composed of 37
women and 19 men from class A, 107 women
and 63 men from class B and 63 women and 27
men from class C.

Classes D (family income of around one
minimum monthly wage, =<USD 300.00) and
E (family income of less than one minimum
monthly wage) were removed from the sample
due to the small number of participants at these
socioeconomic levels.

Instruments

The questionnaire used contained socio-
economic questions (obtained from ABEP-Bra-
zilian Association of Market Research Compa-
nies 2010 classification) and others aimed at the
self-perception of the participant as a romantic
partner.

The ABEP socioeconomic classification
is obtained based on a questionnaire to deter-
mine the number of assets or services that the

' Only heterosexuals were used due to the
insufficient number of non-heterosexuals to form
a separate group.
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participant has at home, Containing the follow-
ing items: color televisions, DVD players, bath-
rooms, cars, domestic help, washing machines,
freezers, sound systems and refrigerators. The
alternatives to quantify each item were zero,
one, two, three and four or more. The question-
naire also recorded the head of the household’s
schooling level, with the following options: no
formal education up to the third grade of el-
ementary school, fourth grade of elementary
school, complete elementary education, com-
plete secondary education and complete uni-
versity education. Each answer was awarded a
number of points and a final score was recorded
for each participant according to socioeconomic
level (ABEP, 2010).

With respect to self-perception, participants
assessed themselves on nine traits (pretty face,
beautiful body, health, sociable, good-humored,
sincere, good financial situation, determined/
hardworking and intelligent), previously used in
other studies (Castro & Lopes, 2011; Castro et
al., 2012; Castro, Hattori, Yamamoto, & Lopes,
2014).Subjects could attribute 0 to 9 points for
each trait, corresponding to self-assessment of
each characteristic. There was also a semantic
differential scale along a 10-centimeter line on
which participants, by marking a point on the
line, evaluate how attractive they consider them-
selves, varying from not attractive at all (0) to
extremely attractive (10).

Procedure

The study was voluntary and respected
the anonymity of participants, requiring them
to identify themselves only when signing the
informed consent form, which contains a brief
introduction of the study and the activities
performed. It also underscored that the volunteers
would not be financially compensated, that they
could drop out of the study at any time, and that
their identity would be preserved. The form
contained the lead researcher’s email so that
participants could obtain further information, if
needed.

The informed consent form was collected
separately from the questionnaire and complied
with the guidelines and regulatory norms of re-
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search involving human beings (Conselho Na-
cional de Saude [CNS], 2012). After signing the
informed consent form and receiving a copy,
participants completed the questionnaire.

Data Analyses

Ten general linear models (General Linear
Models - GLM) 2 (sex) x 3 (economic level)
were created (one for each characteristic and
one for general attractiveness). Thus, we tested
whether there is a difference in self-perception
as a romantic partner and general attractiveness
(dependent variables) according to the economic
level and/or sex (independent variables) of the
participants. The significance level was set at p
< .05. The #-test for independent samples with
the Bonferroni correction was used for post-hoc
analyses to avoid type I errors (Mittelhammer,
Judge, & Miller, 2000).

Results

The results obtained showed a significant
difference in self-perceived attractiveness
between sex and socioeconomic level (Table 1).
Independent t-tests were conducted to compare
men and women from each socioeconomic level
to determine the effect of general attractiveness
[t(2454) = -2.53; p = .015], which indicated
that class A men (M = 63.89; SD = 13.03)
considered themselves more attractive than
class A women (M = 52.89; SD = 16.51). No
significant differences were observed for the
other comparisons (p > .05).

There was also a difference in economic
level for the good financial situation trait (Table
1), in which participants with higher economic
levels attributed more points to this trait than
their lower socioeconomic level counterparts
(Class A: M = 4.89; SD = 1.76. Class B: M =
4.35;SD =1.53. Class C: M =3.97;, SD = 1.60).
For the determined/hardworking trait, the dif-
ference was for sex, whereby women deemed
themselves more determined and hardworking
(M = 6.94; SD = 1.86) than men (M = 6.40; SD
=1.94).

Discussion

With respect to the sexual strategy theory
(Buss & Schmitt, 1993), different evolutionary
pressures acted on men and women, causing
them to modulate their sexual partner preferenc-
es, assigning greater value to opposite sex traits
that favor an increase in reproductive success.
When seeking a romantic partner, primarily for
stable relationships, the perceived market value
should be similar between the likely couple and,
therefore, one of the steps would be self-assess-
ment as a romantic partner (Buston & Emlen,
2003; Castro et al., 2012; Lee et al., 2008).

In general, the traits most desired by the
opposite sex are those that are most important
for self-perception as a romantic partner (Bus-
ton & Emlen, 2003; Castro et al., 2012; Mafra
& Lopes, 2014), a factor that influences the se-
lection process. However, it is subject to varia-
tions, mainly when sex and the environment are
considered, due to the difference in availability
and market value of competitors (Gangestad &
Simpson, 2000). Thus, in a context with people
from different socioeconomic levels, male self-
perception tends to change as a function of this
variable, given that social status is one of the
traits most valued by women seeking a romantic
partner (Buss & Shackelford, 2008; Fisher et al.,
2008; Lee et al., 2008; Lippa, 2007).

In the present study, although each par-
ticipant had a particular socioeconomic level,
all were from the university environment. Our
results corroborate the aforementioned per-
spective, demonstrating that men from a higher
socioeconomic class (A) generally consider
themselves more attractive when compared to
women’s self-perception. Moreover, the results
support the strategic pluralism theory (Ganges-
tad & Simpson, 2000), given that men with high-
er socioeconomic levels consider themselves
more attractive than those with lower levels (en-
vironmental effect).

There was also a difference between eco-
nomic level for the good financial situation trait,
but this discrepancy is likely attenuated due to
the similar perspective for the future of the entire
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Table 1
Comparison of Self-Perception between Socioeconomic Levels and Sex.

df F p 7n? Partial Powder

Pretty face

SEL 2.310 0.06 .944 <0.001 0.059

Sex 1.310 0.30 .583 0.001 0.085

SEL vs Sex 2.310 0.59 .555 0.004 0.148
Beautiful body

SEL 2.310 1.37 255 0.009 0.294

Sex 1.310 0.05 817 <0.001 0.056

SEL vs Sex 2.310 1.52 221 0.010 0.322
Health

SEL 2.310 0.58 .563 0.004 0.145

Sex 1.310 1.47 227 0.005 0.227

SEL vs Sex 2.310 1.44 238 0.009 0.308
Sociable

SEL 2.310 0.58 .563 0.004 0.145

Sex 1.310 0.05 .827 <0.001 0.055

SEL vs Sex 2.310 0.50 .606 0.003 0.132
Good-humored

SEL 2.310 0.81 444 0.005 0.189

Sex 1.310 0.36 .550 0.001 0.092

SEL vs Sex 2.310 0.10 904 0.001 0.065
Sincere

SEL 2.310 0.11 .892 0.001 0.067

Sex 1.310 0.02 .878 <0.001 0.053

SEL vs Sex 2.310 1.71 183 0.011 0.357
Good financial situation

SEL 2.310 5.13 .006 0.032 0.822

Sex 1.310 0.05 .826 <0.001 0.056

SEL vs Sex 2.310 0.22 .806 0.001 0.084
Determined/hardworking

SEL 2.310 2.42 .091 0.015 0.486

Sex 1.310 4.93 027 0.016 0.600

SEL vs Sex 2.310 0.04 .962 <0.001 0.056
Intelligent

SEL 2.310 0.46 .634 0.003 0.124

Sex 1.310 0.45 .502 0.001 0.103

SEL vs Sex 2.310 1.47 232 0.009 0.313
Overall attractiveness

SEL 2.310 0.31 736 0.002 0.099

Sex 1.310 0.68 412 0.002 0.130

SEL vs Sex 2.310 3.58 029 0.023 0.661

Note. Df: degree of freedom; SEL: Socioeconomic level; Significant values in bold.
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Figure 1. Mean and Standard Deviation of General Attractiveness Self-perception
of Female and Male in Different Socioeconomic Levels.
Note. *means significantly different (p <.05).

sample, and the difference in self-perception is
only noticeable for social status, which directly
measures the amount of resources available to
the participant and not the other social status
traits (intelligence and determined/hardworking)
that indicate future social ascension.

Although self-perception was similar
between men and women for most of the traits,
in agreement with the majority of studies on
romantic partners (ex. Buss & Shackelford, 2008;
Fisheretal.,2008; Goodwinetal.,2012; Gutierres
et al., 1999), the women perceived themselves
as being more determined/hardworking than
men. Although gender inequality decreased in
Brazil in the 1990s, women’s unemployment
rates remain higher, access to leadership jobs is
limited and women in the same jobs as men still
earn less, despite high workloads and little social
protection (Melo, 2005; Santana, 2010). This
result underscores the need for women to work
harder than men in order to secure their place in
the work force.

The present study revealed that women
emphasize the need to be determined and hard-
working, while in other investigations men re-
ported these traits as being the most important
for self-perception as a romantic partner. This
result may be due to the difference in gender
equality between the countries under study and
Brazil. Human Development Report data (2015)
corroborate this hypothesis, revealing the high

gender inequality index in Brazil (GII = 0.414)
compared to other countries investigated, such as
Canada (Fisher et al., 2008) with a GII of 0.098
and Norway (Grentvedt & Kennair, 2013), with
a GII of 0.053.

Furthermore, our findings complement the
results of Mafra and Lopes (2014), who found
that individuals with different socioeconomic
levels, as a function of schooling level, display
different self-perception as a romantic partner.
However, in the abovementioned study, there
was no comparison between socioeconomic
classes within a same educational level, which
would allow comparison of self-perception
among those in the same social setting but with
different socioeconomic levels.

Although the nine traits discussed here rep-
resent three of the most desired dimensions in
the search for romantic partners (pretty face,
beautiful body and health as representatives of
physical attractiveness; good financial situa-
tion, intelligent and determined/hardworking
as examples of social status; and sociable, good
humored and sincere indicating social skills)
(Castro & Lopes, 2011; Castro et al., 2012;
Castro et al., 2013; Castro et al., 2014; Mafra,
Castro, & Lopes, 2015; Mafra & Lopes, 2014),
and overall attractiveness provides information
on all the traits assessed together, traits such
as active, assertive, caring, desire to have chil-
dren and independent may also be considered
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(Kirsner, Figueredo, & Jacobs, 2003), with dif-
ferent weights awarded when a romantic partner
is evaluated, demonstrating their importance in
assessing self-perception.

Another study limitation is the absence of
lower classes (classes D and E) for compari-
son with all the socioeconomic levels in Brazil.
This problem would be solved by broadening
and diversifying the sample. However, since we
sought to work with participants within a same
context, these classes were under-represented,
precluding a more far-reaching investigation of
socioeconomic levels. The same limitation oc-
curred with respect to non-heterosexuals. Given
that romantic partner preferences change accord-
ing to sexual orientation (see Lippa, 2007 for a
review), non-heterosexual participants were ex-
cluded from the sample.

Moreover, the research presented here was
conducted in only one Brazilian city, which ruled
out determining self-perception differences in
relation to socioeconomic status at the national
level. As such, we suggest a more comprehen-
sive study be carried out, collecting data from all
the regions in the country. We also recommend
that future studies investigate whether there is a
difference in self-perception as a romantic part-
ner between non-heterosexuals from different
socioeconomic classes.

Conclusion

Although the results demonstrated that both
men and women are sensitive to their financial
situation, the effect was more pronounced in
men, confirming that socioeconomic level is a
factor that influences male self-perception, like-
ly because women tend to adopt more long-term
strategies and value more the traits in a potential
partner that indicate investment in offspring. On
the other hand, our sample behaved differently
from other populations, showing that women
considered themselves more determined/hard-
working than men, requiring the former to work
more than the latter to guarantee their place in
the work force.

Mafra, A. L., Castro, F. N., Lopes, F. A.
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